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The railway station at Camden, Ohio, c. 1890 — Anderson was born in Camden in 1876


[image: img15.jpg]

A sign welcoming contemporary visitors to Camden and commemorating Anderson’s connection with the town
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Anderson as a child


Windy McPherson’s Son
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Anderson’s first novel, published in 1916 as part of a three-book deal with the publisher John Lane, is the story of Sam McPherson’s rise in the world of business and his search for emotional enlightenment in later life. Before this, Anderson had written advertising copy and a series of articles aimed at agricultural workers, as well as a number of character sketches for a small literary magazine. Anderson left his job as a copywriter to become president of a mail-order firm, but the stress of this position led to a nervous breakdown during the summer of 1907.

In September 1907, the Anderson family (at that time just Sherwood, his wife Cornelia and son Robert) moved from Cleveland to Elyria, Ohio, where Anderson became head of his own business, the Anderson Manufacturing Company. As part of the family’s new home, Anderson set aside an attic where he would escape the stresses of business and family life. It was here and in his office (where Frances Shute, his secretary, would sometimes stay late typing drafts of his first two novels), during a certain winter between 1907 and 1912, that Windy McPherson’s Son was composed – though there is some evidence pointing to possible edits made between those early years and the novel’s publication in 1916.

Parallels can be drawn between Anderson’s own life and the plot of Windy McPherson’s Son. The initial section of the novel is inspired by his youth, the second “...combined the ways he had tried to make money in Chicago and Ohio...” and the marriage between Sam and Sue resembles the author’s with Cornelia. The characters of Mary Underwood and Janet Eberly were likely inspired by Trillena White, a high school teacher that befriended Anderson while he attended the Wittenberg Academy in Springfield, Ohio and who stayed for a time with the Andersons in Elyria.

In addition to the personal connections between Windy McPherson’s Son and the author’s life, the influence of other writers can also be detected in the book. Anderson himself said of his early writing that he had, “come to novel writing by novel reading.” In particular, William Dean Howells (whose writing Anderson disliked and reacted against), Arnold Bennett, Thomas Hardy, Henry Fuller, Frank Norris, Theodore Dreiser and George Borrow, are all mentioned by Anderson biographer Kim Townsend as authors that Anderson would have been reading and discussing at the time he wrote Windy McPherson’s Son. In his 1951 biography of Anderson, however, Irving Howe was more critical in his assessment of the novel’s intertexts – or lack thereof – arguing that other than the “early social novels of H. G. Wells and the radical-adventure stories of Jack London... Anderson’s early novels were all too much his own, reflecting in their style the natural inclination of a poorly educated writer to strain for the literary and lapse into the colloquial.”
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The first edition
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Title page of the first edition
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Cornelia Lane (1877-1967), whom Anderson married in 1904. Initially a happy marriage, it broke down due to Anderson’s womanising, as well as for the tensions between financial obligations to his family and an obsession with literature – tensions that led to Anderson suffering a complete nervous breakdown in 1912. Lane and Anderson formally divorced in 1916.


TO THE LIVING MEN AND WOMEN 

OF MY OWN MIDDLE WESTERN HOME TOWN 

THIS BOOK IS DEDICATED


BOOK I
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CHAPTER I
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AT THE BEGINNING of the long twilight of a summer evening, Sam McPherson, a tall big-boned boy of thirteen, with brown hair, black eyes, and an amusing little habit of tilting his chin in the air as he walked, came upon the station platform of the little corn-shipping town of Caxton in Iowa. It was a board platform, and the boy walked cautiously, lifting his bare feet and putting them down with extreme deliberateness on the hot, dry, cracked planks. Under one arm he carried a bundle of newspapers. A long black cigar was in his hand.

In front of the station he stopped; and Jerry Donlin, the baggage-man, seeing the cigar in his hand, laughed, and slowly drew the side of his face up into a laboured wink.

“What is the game to-night, Sam?” he asked.

Sam stepped to the baggage-room door, handed him the cigar, and began giving directions, pointing into the baggage-room, intent and business-like in the face of the Irishman’s laughter. Then, turning, he walked across the station platform to the main street of the town, his eyes bent on the ends of his fingers on which he was making computations with his thumb. Jerry looked after him, grinning so that his red gums made a splash of colour on his bearded face. A gleam of paternal pride lit his eyes and he shook his head and muttered admiringly. Then, lighting the cigar, he went down the platform to where a wrapped bundle of newspapers lay against the building, under the window of the telegraph office, and taking it in his arm disappeared, still grinning, into the baggage-room.

Sam McPherson walked down Main Street, past the shoe store, the bakery, and the candy store kept by Penny Hughes, toward a group lounging at the front of Geiger’s drug store. Before the door of the shoe store he paused a moment, and taking a small note-book from his pocket ran his finger down the pages, then shaking his head continued on his way, again absorbed in doing sums on his fingers.

Suddenly, from among the men by the drug store, a roaring song broke the evening quiet of the street, and a voice, huge and guttural, brought a smile to the boy’s lips:

 “He washed the windows and he swept the floor,

 And he polished up the handle of the big front door.

 He polished that handle so carefullee,

 That now he’s the ruler of the queen’s navee.”

 

The singer, a short man with grotesquely wide shoulders, wore a long flowing moustache, and a black coat, covered with dust, that reached to his knees. He held a smoking briar pipe in his hand, and with it beat time for a row of men sitting on a long stone under the store window and pounding on the sidewalk with their heels to make a chorus for the song. Sam’s smile broadened into a grin as he looked at the singer, Freedom Smith, a buyer of butter and eggs, and past him at John Telfer, the orator, the dandy, the only man in town, except Mike McCarthy, who kept his trousers creased. Among all the men of Caxton, Sam most admired John Telfer and in his admiration had struck upon the town’s high light. Telfer loved good clothes and wore them with an air, and never allowed Caxton to see him shabbily or indifferently dressed, laughingly declaring that it was his mission in life to give tone to the town.

John Telfer had a small income left him by his father, once a banker in the town, and in his youth he had gone to New York to study art, and later to Paris; but lacking ability or industry to get on had come back to Caxton where he had married Eleanor Millis, a prosperous milliner. They were the most successful married pair in Caxton, and after years of life together they were still in love; were never indifferent to each other, and never quarrelled; Telfer treated his wife with as much consideration and respect as though she were a sweetheart, or a guest in his house, and she, unlike most of the wives in Caxton, never ventured to question his goings and comings, but left him free to live his own life in his own way while she attended to the millinery business.

At the age of forty-five John Telfer was a tall, slender, fine looking man, with black hair and a little black pointed beard, and with something lazy and care-free in his every movement and impulse. Dressed in white flannels, with white shoes, a jaunty cap upon his head, eyeglasses hanging from a gold chain, and a cane lightly swinging from his hand, he made a figure that might have passed unnoticed on the promenade before some fashionable summer hotel, but that seemed a breach of the laws of nature when seen on the streets of a corn-shipping town in Iowa. And Telfer was aware of the extraordinary figure he cut; it was a part of his programme of life. Now as Sam approached he laid a hand on Freedom Smith’s shoulder to check the song, and, with his eyes twinkling with good-humour, began thrusting with his cane at the boy’s feet.

“He will never be ruler of the queen’s navee,” he declared, laughing and following the dancing boy about in a wide circle. “He is a little mole that works underground intent upon worms. The trick he has of tilting up his nose is only his way of smelling out stray pennies. I have it from Banker Walker that he brings a basket of them into the bank every day. One of these days he will buy the town and put it into his vest pocket.”

Circling about on the stone sidewalk and dancing to escape the flying cane, Sam dodged under the arm of Valmore, a huge old blacksmith with shaggy clumps of hair on the back of his hands, and sought refuge between him and Freedom Smith. The blacksmith’s hand stole out and lay upon the boy’s shoulder. Telfer, his legs spread apart and the cane hooked upon his arm, began rolling a cigarette; Geiger, a yellow skinned man with fat cheeks and with hands clasped over his round paunch, smoked a black cigar, and as he sent each puff into the air, grunted forth his satisfaction with life. He was wishing that Telfer, Freedom Smith, and Valmore, instead of moving on to their nightly nest at the back of Wildman’s grocery, would come into his place for the evening. He thought he would like to have the three of them there night after night discussing the doings of the world.

Quiet once more settled down upon the sleepy street. Over Sam’s shoulder, Valmore and Freedom Smith talked of the coming corn crop and the growth and prosperity of the country.

“Times are getting better about here, but the wild things are almost gone,” said Freedom, who in the winter bought hides and pelts.

The men sitting on the stone beneath the window watched with idle interest Telfer’s labours with paper and tobacco. “Young Henry Kerns has got married,” observed one of them, striving to make talk. “He has married a girl from over Parkertown way. She gives lessons in painting — china painting — kind of an artist, you know.”

An ejaculation of disgust broke from Telfer: his fingers trembled and the tobacco that was to have been the foundation of his evening smoke rained on the sidewalk.

“An artist!” he exclaimed, his voice tense with excitement. “Who said artist? Who called her that?” He glared fiercely about. “Let us have an end to this blatant misuse of fine old words. To say of one that he is an artist is to touch the peak of praise.”

Throwing his cigarette paper after the scattered tobacco he thrust one hand into his trouser pocket. With the other he held the cane, emphasising his points by ringing taps upon the pavement. Geiger, taking the cigar between his fingers, listened with open mouth to the outburst that followed. Valmore and Freedom Smith dropped their conversation and with broad smiles upon their faces gave attention, and Sam McPherson, his eyes round with wonder and admiration, felt again the thrill that always ran through him under the drum beats of Telfer’s eloquence.

“An artist is one who hungers and thirsts after perfection, not one who dabs flowers upon plates to choke the gullets of diners,” declared Telfer, setting himself for one of the long speeches with which he loved to astonish the men of Caxton, and glaring down at those seated upon the stone. “It is the artist who, among all men, has the divine audacity. Does he not hurl himself into a battle in which is engaged against him all of the accumulative genius of the world?”

Pausing, he looked about for an opponent upon whom he might pour the flood of his eloquence, but on all sides smiles greeted him. Undaunted, he rushed again to the charge.

“A business man — what is he?” he demanded. “He succeeds by outwitting the little minds with which he comes in contact. A scientist is of more account — he pits his brains against the dull unresponsiveness of inanimate matter and a hundredweight of black iron he makes do the work of a hundred housewives. But an artist tests his brains against the greatest brains of all times; he stands upon the peak of life and hurls himself against the world. A girl from Parkertown who paints flowers upon dishes to be called an artist — ugh! Let me spew forth the thought! Let me cleanse my mouth! A man should have a prayer upon his lips who utters the word artist!”

“Well, we can’t all be artists and the woman can paint flowers upon dishes for all I care,” spoke up Valmore, laughing good naturedly. “We can’t all paint pictures and write books.”

“We do not want to be artists — we do not dare to be,” shouted Telfer, whirling and shaking his cane at Valmore. “You have a misunderstanding of the word.”

He straightened his shoulders and threw out his chest and the boy standing beside the blacksmith threw up his chin, unconsciously imitating the swagger of the man.

“I do not paint pictures; I do not write books; yet am I an artist,” declared Telfer, proudly. “I am an artist practising the most difficult of all arts — the art of living. Here in this western village I stand and fling my challenge to the world. ‘On the lip of not the greatest of you,’ I cry, ‘has life been more sweet.’”

He turned from Valmore to the men upon the stone.

“Make a study of my life,” he commanded. “It will be a revelation to you. With a smile I greet the morning; I swagger in the noontime; and in the evening, like Socrates of old, I gather a little group of you benighted villagers about me and toss wisdom into your teeth, striving to teach you judgment in the use of great words.”

“You talk an almighty lot about yourself, John,” grumbled Freedom Smith, taking his pipe from his mouth.

“The subject is complex, it is varied, it is full of charm,” Telfer answered, laughing.

Taking a fresh supply of tobacco and paper from his pocket, he rolled and lighted a cigarette. His fingers no longer trembled. Flourishing his cane he threw back his head and blew smoke into the air. He thought that in spite of the roar of laughter that had greeted Freedom Smith’s comment, he had vindicated the honour of art and the thought made him happy.

To the newsboy, who had been leaning against the storefront lost in admiration, it seemed that he had caught in Telfer’s talk an echo of the kind of talk that must go on among men in the big outside world. Had not this Telfer travelled far? Had he not lived in New York and Paris? Without understanding the sense of what had been said, Sam felt that it must be something big and conclusive. When from the distance there came the shriek of a locomotive, he stood unmoved, trying to comprehend the meaning of Telfer’s outburst over the lounger’s simple statement.

“There’s the seven forty-five,” cried Telfer, sharply. “Is the war between you and Fatty at an end? Are we going to lose our evening’s diversion? Has Fatty bluffed you out or are you growing rich and lazy like Papa Geiger here?”

Springing from his place beside the blacksmith and grasping the bundle of newspapers, Sam ran down the street, Telfer, Valmore, Freedom Smith and the loungers following more slowly.

When the evening train from Des Moines stopped at Caxton, a blue-coated train news merchant leaped hurriedly to the platform and began looking anxiously about.

“Hurry, Fatty,” rang out Freedom Smith’s huge voice, “Sam’s already half through one car.”

The young man called “Fatty” ran up and down the station platform. “Where is that bundle of Omaha papers, you Irish loafer?” he shouted, shaking his fist at Jerry Donlin who stood upon a truck at the front of the train, up-ending trunks into the baggage car.

Jerry paused with a trunk dangling in mid-air. “In the baggage-room, of course. Hurry, man. Do you want the kid to work the whole train?”

An air of something impending hung over the idlers upon the platform, the train crew, and even the travelling men who began climbing off the train. The engineer thrust his head out of the cab; the conductor, a dignified looking man with a grey moustache, threw back his head and shook with mirth; a young man with a suit-case in his hand and a long pipe in his mouth ran to the door of the baggage-room, calling, “Hurry! Hurry, Fatty! The kid is working the entire train. You won’t be able to sell a paper.”

The fat young man ran from the baggage-room to the platform and shouted again to Jerry Donlin, who was now slowly pushing the empty truck along the platform. From the train came a clear voice calling, “Latest Omaha papers! Have your change ready! Fatty, the train newsboy, has fallen down a well! Have your change ready, gentlemen!”

Jerry Donlin, followed by Fatty, again disappeared from sight. The conductor, waving his hand, jumped upon the steps of the train. The engineer pulled in his head and the train began to move.

The fat young man emerged from the baggage-room, swearing revenge upon the head of Jerry Donlin. “There was no need to put it under a mail sack!” he shouted, shaking his fist. “I’ll be even with you for this.”

Followed by the shouts of the travelling men and the laughter of the idlers upon the platform he climbed upon the moving train and began running from car to car. Off the last car dropped Sam McPherson, a smile upon his lips, the bundle of newspapers gone, his pocket jingling with coins. The evening’s entertainment for the town of Caxton was at an end.

John Telfer, standing by the side of Valmore, waved his cane in the air and began talking.

“Beat him again, by Gad!” he exclaimed. “Bully for Sam! Who says the spirit of the old buccaneers is dead? That boy didn’t understand what I said about art, but he is an artist just the same!”


CHAPTER II
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WINDY MCPHERSON, THE father of the Caxton newsboy, Sam McPherson, had been war touched. The civilian clothes that he wore caused an itching of the skin. He could not forget that he had once been a sergeant in a regiment of infantry and had commanded a company through a battle fought in ditches along a Virginia country road. He chafed under the fact of his present obscure position in life. Had he been able to replace his regimentals with the robes of a judge, the felt hat of a statesman, or even with the night stick of a village marshal life might have retained something of its sweetness, but to have ended by becoming an obscure housepainter in a village that lived by raising corn and by feeding that corn to red steers — ugh! — the thought made him shudder. He looked with envy at the blue coat and the brass buttons of the railroad agent; he tried vainly to get into the Caxton Cornet Band; he got drunk to forget his humiliation and in the end he fell to loud boasting and to the nursing of a belief within himself that in truth not Lincoln nor Grant but he himself had thrown the winning die in the great struggle. In his cups he said as much and the Caxton corn grower, punching his neighbour in the ribs, shook with delight over the statement.

When Sam was a twelve year old, barefooted boy upon the streets a kind of backwash of the wave of glory that had swept over Windy McPherson in the days of ‘61 lapped upon the shores of the Iowa village. That strange manifestation called the A. P. A. movement brought the old soldier to a position of prominence in the community. He founded a local branch of the organisation; he marched at the head of a procession through the streets; he stood on a corner and pointing a trembling forefinger to where the flag on the schoolhouse waved beside the cross of Rome, shouted hoarsely, “See, the cross rears itself above the flag! We shall end by being murdered in our beds!”

But although some of the hard-headed, money-making men of Caxton joined the movement started by the boasting old soldier and although for the moment they vied with him in stealthy creepings through the streets to secret meetings and in mysterious mutterings behind hands the movement subsided as suddenly as it had begun and only left its leader more desolate.

In the little house at the end of the street by the shores of Squirrel Creek, Sam and his sister Kate regarded their father’s warlike pretensions with scorn. “The butter is low, father’s army leg will ache to-night,” they whispered to each other across the kitchen table.

Following her mother’s example, Kate, a tall slender girl of sixteen and already a bread winner with a clerkship in Winney’s drygoods store, remained silent under Windy’s boasting, but Sam, striving to emulate them, did not always succeed. There was now and then a rebellious muttering that should have warned Windy. It had once burst into an open quarrel in which the victor of a hundred battles withdrew defeated from the field. Windy, half-drunk, had taken an old account book from a shelf in the kitchen, a relic of his days as a prosperous merchant when he had first come to Caxton, and had begun reading to the little family a list of names of men who, he claimed, had been the cause of his ruin.

“There is Tom Newman, now,” he exclaimed excitedly. “Owns a hundred acres of good corn-growing land and won’t pay for the harness on the backs of his horses or for the ploughs in his barn. The receipt he has from me is forged. I could put him in prison if I chose. To beat an old soldier! — to beat one of the boys of ‘61! — it is shameful!”

“I have heard of what you owed and what men owed you; you had none the worst of it,” Sam protested coldly, while Kate held her breath and Jane McPherson, at work over the ironing board in the corner, half turned and looked silently at the man and the boy, the slightly increased pallor of her long face the only sign that she had heard.

Windy had not pressed the quarrel. Standing for a moment in the middle of the kitchen, holding the book in his hand, he looked from the pale silent mother by the ironing board to the son now standing and staring at him, and, throwing the book upon the table with a bang, fled the house. “You don’t understand,” he had cried, “you don’t understand the heart of a soldier.”

In a way the man was right. The two children did not understand the blustering, pretending, inefficient old man. Having moved shoulder to shoulder with grim, silent men to the consummation of great deeds Windy could not get the flavour of those days out of his outlook upon life. Walking half drunk in the darkness along the sidewalks of Caxton on the evening of the quarrel the man became inspired. He threw back his shoulders and walked with martial tread; he drew an imaginary sword from its scabbard and waved it aloft; stopping, he aimed carefully at a body of imaginary men who advanced yelling toward him across a wheatfield; he felt that life in making him a housepainter in a farming village in Iowa and in giving him an unappreciative son had been cruelly unfair; he wept at the injustice of it.

The American Civil War was a thing so passionate, so inflaming, so vast, so absorbing, it so touched to the quick the men and women of those pregnant days that but a faint echo of it has been able to penetrate down to our days and to our minds; no real sense of it has as yet crept into the pages of a printed book; it yet wants its Thomas Carlyle; and in the end we are put to the need of listening to old fellows boasting on our village streets to get upon our cheeks the living breath of it. For four years the men of American cities, villages and farms walked across the smoking embers of a burning land, advancing and receding as the flame of that universal, passionate, death-spitting thing swept down upon them or receded toward the smoking sky-line. Is it so strange that they could not come home and begin again peacefully painting houses or mending broken shoes? A something in them cried out. It sent them to bluster and boast upon the street corners. When people passing continued to think only of their brick laying and of their shovelling of corn into cars, when the sons of these war gods walking home at evening and hearing the vain boastings of the fathers began to doubt even the facts of the great struggle, a something snapped in their brains and they fell to chattering and shouting their vain boastings to all as they looked hungrily about for believing eyes.

When our own Thomas Carlyle comes to write of our Civil War he will make much of our Windy McPhersons. He will see something big and pathetic in their hungry search for auditors and in their endless war talk. He will go filled with eager curiosity into little G. A. R. halls in the villages and think of the men who coming there night after night, year after year, told and re-told endlessly, monotonously, their story of battle.

Let us hope that in his fervour for the old fellows he will not fail to treat tenderly the families of those veteran talkers; the families that with their breakfasts and their dinners, by the fire at evening, through fast day and feast day, at weddings and at funerals got again and again endlessly, everlastingly this flow of war words. Let him reflect that peaceful men in corn-growing counties do not by choice sleep among the dogs of war nor wash their linen in the blood of their country’s foe. Let him, in his sympathy with the talkers, remember with kindness the heroism of the listeners.

 

 

 

On a summer day Sam McPherson sat on a box before Wildman’s grocery lost in thought. In his hand he held the little yellow account book and in this he buried himself, striving to wipe from his consciousness a scene being enacted before his eyes upon the street.

The realisation of the fact that his father was a confirmed liar and braggart had for years cast a shadow over his days and the shadow had been made blacker by the fact that in a land where the least fortunate can laugh in the face of want he had more than once stood face to face with poverty. He believed that the logical answer to the situation was money in the bank and with all the ardour of his boy’s heart he strove to realise that answer. He wanted to be a money-maker and the totals at the foot of the pages in the soiled yellow bankbook were the milestones that marked the progress he had already made. They told him that the daily struggles with Fatty, the long tramps through Caxton’s streets on bleak winter evenings, and the never-ending Saturday nights when crowds filled the stores, the sidewalks, and the drinking places, and he worked among them tirelessly and persistently were not without fruit.

Suddenly, above the murmur of men’s voices on the street, his father’s voice rose loud and insistent. A block further down the street, leaning against the door of Hunter’s jewelry store, Windy talked at the top of his lungs, pumping his arms up and down with the air of a man making a stump speech.

“He is making a fool of himself,” thought Sam, and returned to his bankbook, striving in the contemplation of the totals at the foot of the pages to shake off the dull anger that had begun to burn in his brain. Glancing up again, he saw that Joe Wildman, son of the grocer and a boy of his own age, had joined the group of men laughing and jeering at Windy. The shadow on Sam’s face grew heavier.

Sam had been at Joe Wildman’s house; he knew the air of plenty and of comfort that hung over it; the table piled high with meat and potatoes; the group of children laughing and eating to the edge of gluttony; the quiet, gentle father who amid the clamour and the noise did not raise his voice, and the well-dressed, bustling, rosy-cheeked mother. As a contrast to this scene he began to call up in his mind a picture of life in his own home, getting a kind of perverted pleasure out of his dissatisfaction with it. He saw the boasting, incompetent father telling his endless tales of the Civil War and complaining of his wounds; the tall, stoop-shouldered, silent mother with the deep lines in her long face, everlastingly at work over her washtub among the soiled clothes; the silent, hurriedly-eaten meals snatched from the kitchen table; and the long winter days when ice formed upon his mother’s skirts and Windy idled about town while the little family subsisted upon bowls of cornmeal mush everlastingly repeated.

Now, even from where he sat, he could see that his father was half gone in drink, and knew that he was boasting of his part in the Civil War. “He is either doing that or telling of his aristocratic family or lying about his birthplace,” he thought resentfully, and unable any longer to endure the sight of what seemed to him his own degradation, he got up and went into the grocery where a group of Caxton citizens stood talking to Wildman of a meeting to be held that morning at the town hall.

Caxton was to have a Fourth of July celebration. The idea, born in the heads of the few, had been taken up by the many. Rumours of it had run through the streets late in May. It had been talked of in Geiger’s drug store, at the back of Wildman’s grocery, and in the street before the New Leland House. John Telfer, the town’s one man of leisure, had for weeks been going from place to place discussing the details with prominent men. Now a mass meeting was to be held in the hall over Geiger’s drug store and to a man the citizens of Caxton had turned out for the meeting. The housepainter had come down off his ladder, the clerks were locking the doors of the stores, men went along the streets in groups bound for the hall. As they went they shouted to each other. “The old town has woke up,” they called.

On a corner by Hunter’s jewelry store Windy McPherson leaned against a building and harangued the passing crowd.

“Let the old flag wave,” he shouted excitedly, “let the men of Caxton show the true blue and rally to the old standards.”

“That’s right, Windy, expostulate with them,” shouted a wit, and a roar of laughter drowned Windy’s reply.

Sam McPherson also went to the meeting in the hall. He came out of the grocery store with Wildman and went along the street looking at the sidewalk and trying not to see the drunken man talking in front of the jewelry store. At the hall other boys stood in the stairway or ran up and down the sidewalk talking excitedly, but Sam was a figure in the town’s life and his right to push in among the men was not questioned. He squirmed through the mass of legs and secured a seat in a window ledge where he could watch the men come in and find seats.

As Caxton’s one newsboy Sam had got from his newspaper selling both a living and a kind of standing in the town’s life. To be a newsboy or a bootblack in a small novel-reading American town is to make a figure in the world. Do not all of the poor newsboys in the books become great men and is not this boy who goes among us so industriously day after day likely to become such a figure? Is it not a duty we of the town owe to future greatness that we push him forward? So reasoned the men of Caxton and paid a kind of court to the boy who sat on the window ledge of the hall while the other boys of the town waited on the sidewalk below.

John Telfer was chairman of the mass meeting. He was always chairman of public meetings in Caxton. The industrious silent men of position in the town envied his easy, bantering style of public address, while pretending to treat it with scorn. “He talks too much,” they said, making a virtue of their own inability with apt and clever words.

Telfer did not wait to be appointed chairman of the meeting, but went forward, climbed the little raised platform at the end of the hall, and usurped the chairmanship. He walked up and down on the platform bantering with the crowd, answering gibes, calling to well-known men, getting and giving keen satisfaction with his talent. When the hall was filled with men he called the meeting to order, appointed committees and launched into a harangue. He told of plans made to advertise the big day in other towns and to get low railroad rates arranged for excursion parties. The programme, he said, included a musical carnival with brass bands from other towns, a sham battle by the military company at the fairgrounds, horse races, speeches from the steps of the town hall, and fireworks in the evening. “We’ll show them a live town here,” he declared, walking up and down the platform and swinging his cane, while the crowd applauded and shouted its approval.

When a call came for voluntary subscriptions to pay for the fun, the audience quieted down. One or two men got up and started to go out, grumbling that it was a waste of money. The fate of the celebration was on the knees of the gods.

Telfer arose to the occasion. He called out the names of the departing, and made jests at their expense so that they dropped back into their chairs unable to face the roaring laughter of the crowd, and shouted to a man at the back of the hall to close and bolt the door. Men began getting up in various parts of the hall and calling out sums, Telfer repeating the name and the amount in a loud voice to young Tom Jedrow, clerk in the bank, who wrote them down in a book. When the amount subscribed did not meet with his approval, he protested and the crowd backing him up forced the increase he demanded. When a man did not rise, he shouted at him and the man answered back an amount.

Suddenly in the hall a diversion arose. Windy McPherson emerged from the crowd at the back of the hall and walked down the centre aisle to the platform. He walked unsteadily straightening his shoulders and thrusting out his chin. When he got to the front of the hall he took a roll of bills from his pocket and threw it on the platform at the chairman’s feet. “From one of the boys of ‘61,” he announced in a loud voice.

The crowd shouted and clapped its hands with delight as Telfer picked up the bills and ran his finger over them. “Seventeen dollars from our hero, the mighty McPherson,” he shouted while the bank clerk wrote the name and the amount in the book and the crowd continued to make merry over the title given the drunken soldier by the chairman.

The boy on the window ledge slipped to the floor and stood with burning cheeks behind the mass of men. He knew that at home his mother was doing a family washing for Lesley, the shoe merchant, who had given five dollars to the Fourth-of-July fund, and the resentment he had felt on seeing his father talking to the crowd before the jewelry store blazed up anew.

After the taking of subscriptions, men in various parts of the hall began making suggestions for added features for the great day. To some of the speakers the crowd listened respectfully, at others they hooted. An old man with a grey beard told a long rambling story of a Fourth-of-July celebration of his boyhood. When voices interrupted he protested and shook his fist in the air, pale with indignation.

“Oh, sit down, old daddy,” shouted Freedom Smith and a murmur of applause greeted this sensible suggestion.

Another man got up and began to talk. He had an idea. “We will have,” he said, “a bugler mounted on a white horse who will ride through the town at dawn blowing the reveille. At midnight he will stand on the steps of the town hall and blow taps to end the day.”

The crowd applauded. The idea had caught their fancy and had instantly taken a place in their minds as one of the real events of the day.

Again Windy McPherson emerged from the crowd at the back of the hall. Raising his hand for silence he told the crowd that he was a bugler, that he had been a regimental bugler for two years during the Civil War. He said that he would gladly volunteer for the place.

The crowd shouted and John Telfer waved his hand. “The white horse for you, McPherson,” he said.

Sam McPherson wriggled along the wall and out at the now unbolted door. He was filled with astonishment at his father’s folly, and was still more astonished at the folly of these other men in accepting his statement and handing over the important place for the big day. He knew that his father must have had some part in the war as he was a member of the G. A. R., but he had no faith at all in the stories he had heard him relate of his experiences in the war. Sometimes he caught himself wondering if there ever had been such a war and thought that it must be a lie like everything else in the life of Windy McPherson. For years he had wondered why some sensible solid person like Valmore or Wildman did not rise, and in a matter-of-fact way tell the world that no such thing as the Civil War had ever been fought, that it was merely a figment in the minds of pompous old men demanding unearned glory of their fellows. Now hurrying along the street with burning cheeks, he decided that after all there must have been such a war. He had had the same feeling about birthplaces and there could be no doubt that people were born. He had heard his father claim as his birthplace Kentucky, Texas, North Carolina, Louisiana and Scotland. The thing had left a kind of defect in his mind. To the end of his life when he heard a man tell the place of his birth he looked up suspiciously, and a shadow of doubt crossed his mind.

From the mass meeting Sam went home to his mother and presented the case bluntly. “The thing will have to be stopped,” he declared, standing with blazing eyes before her washtub. “It is too public. He can’t blow a bugle; I know he can’t. The whole town will have another laugh at our expense.”

Jane McPherson listened in silence to the boy’s outburst, then, turning, went back to rubbing clothes, avoiding his eyes.

With his hands thrust into his trousers pocket Sam stared sullenly at the ground. A sense of justice told him not to press the matter, but as he walked away from the washtub and out at the kitchen door, he hoped there would be plain talk of the matter at supper time. “The old fool!” he protested, addressing the empty street. “He is going to make a show of himself again.”

When Windy McPherson came home that evening, something in the eyes of the silent wife, and the sullen face of the boy, startled him. He passed over lightly his wife’s silence but looked closely at his son. He felt that he faced a crisis. In the emergency he was magnificent. With a flourish, he told of the mass meeting, and declared that the citizens of Caxton had arisen as one man to demand that he take the responsible place as official bugler. Then, turning, he glared across the table at his son.

Sam, openly defiant, announced that he did not believe his father capable of blowing a bugle.

Windy roared with amazement. He rose from the table declaring in a loud voice that the boy had wronged him; he swore that he had been for two years bugler on the staff of a colonel, and launched into a long story of a surprise by the enemy while his regiment lay asleep in their tents, and of his standing in the face of a storm of bullets and blowing his comrades to action. Putting one hand on his forehead he rocked back and forth as though about to fall, declaring that he was striving to keep back the tears wrenched from him by the injustice of his son’s insinuation and, shouting so that his voice carried far down the street, he declared with an oath that the town of Caxton should ring and echo with his bugling as the sleeping camp had echoed with it that night in the Virginia wood. Then dropping again into his chair, and resting his head upon his hand, he assumed a look of patient resignation.

Windy McPherson was victorious. In the little house a great stir and bustle of preparation arose. Putting on his white overalls and forgetting for the time his honourable wounds the father went day after day to his work as a housepainter. He dreamed of a new blue uniform for the great day and in the end achieved the realisation of his dreams, not however without material assistance from what was known in the house as “Mother’s Wash Money.” And the boy, convinced by the story of the midnight attack in the woods of Virginia, began against his judgment to build once more an old dream of his father’s reformation. Boylike, the scepticism was thrown to the winds and he entered with zeal into the plans for the great day. As he went through the quiet residence streets delivering the late evening papers, he threw back his head and revelled in the thought of a tall blue-clad figure on a great white horse passing like a knight before the gaping people. In a fervent moment he even drew money from his carefully built-up bank account and sent it to a firm in Chicago to pay for a shining new bugle that would complete the picture he had in his mind. And when the evening papers were distributed he hurried home to sit on the porch before the house discussing with his sister Kate the honours that had alighted upon their family.

 

 

 

With the coming of dawn on the great day the three McPhersons hurried hand in hand toward Main Street. In the street, on all sides of them, they saw people coming out of houses rubbing their eyes and buttoning their coats as they went along the sidewalk. All of Caxton seemed abroad.

In Main Street the people were packed on the sidewalk, and massed on the curb and in the doorways of the stores. Heads appeared at windows, flags waved from roofs or hung from ropes stretched across the street, and a great murmur of voices broke the silence of the dawn.

Sam’s heart beat so that he was hard put to it to keep back the tears from his eyes. He thought with a gasp of the days of anxiety that had passed when the new bugle had not come from the Chicago company, and in retrospect he suffered again the horror of the days of waiting. It had been all important. He could not blame his father for raving and shouting about the house, he himself had felt like raving, and had put another dollar of his savings into telegrams before the treasure was finally in his hands. Now, the thought that it might not have come sickened him, and a little prayer of thankfulness rose from his lips. To be sure one might have been secured from a nearby town, but not a new shining one to go with his father’s new blue uniform.

A cheer broke from the crowd massed along the street. Into the street rode a tall figure seated upon a white horse. The horse was from Culvert’s livery and the boys there had woven ribbons into its mane and tail. Windy McPherson, sitting very straight in the saddle and looking wonderfully striking in the new blue uniform and the broad-brimmed campaign hat, had the air of a conqueror come to receive the homage of the town. He wore a gold band across his chest and against his hip rested the shining bugle. With stern eyes he looked down upon the people.

The lump in the throat of the boy hurt more and more. A great wave of pride ran over him, submerging him. In a moment he forgot all the past humiliations the father had brought upon his family, and understood why his mother remained silent when he, in his blindness, had wanted to protest against her seeming indifference. Glancing furtively up he saw a tear lying upon her cheek and felt that he too would like to sob aloud his pride and happiness.

Slowly and with stately stride the horse walked up the street between the rows of silent waiting people. In front of the town hall the tall military figure, rising in the saddle, took one haughty look at the multitude, and then, putting the bugle to his lips, blew.

Out of the bugle came only a thin piercing shriek followed by a squawk. Again Windy put the bugle to his lips and again the same dismal squawk was his only reward. On his face was a look of helpless boyish astonishment.

And in a moment the people knew. It was only another of Windy McPherson’s pretensions. He couldn’t blow a bugle at all.

A great shout of laughter rolled down the street. Men and women sat on the curbstones and laughed until they were tired. Then, looking at the figure upon the motionless horse, they laughed again.

Windy looked about him with troubled eyes. It is doubtful if he had ever had a bugle to his lips until that moment, but he was filled with wonder and astonishment that the reveille did not roll forth. He had heard the thing a thousand times and had it clearly in his mind; with all his heart he wanted it to roll forth, and could picture the street ringing with it and the applause of the people; the thing, he felt, was in him, and it was only a fatal blunder in nature that it did not come out at the flaring end of the bugle. He was amazed at this dismal end of his great moment — he was always amazed and helpless before facts.

The crowd began gathering about the motionless, astonished figure, laughter continuing to send them off into something near convulsions. Grasping the bridle of the horse, John Telfer began leading it off up the street. Boys whooped and shouted at the rider, “Blow! Blow!”

The three McPhersons stood in a doorway leading into a shoe store. The boy and the mother, white and speechless with humiliation, dared not look at each other. In the flood of shame sweeping over them they stared straight before them with hard, stony eyes.

The procession led by John Telfer at the bridle of the white horse marched down the street. Looking up, the eyes of the laughing, shouting man met those of the boy and a look of pain shot across his face. Dropping the bridle he hurried away through the crowd. The procession moved on, and watching their chance the mother and the two children crept home along side streets, Kate weeping bitterly. Leaving them at the door Sam went straight on down a sandy road toward a small wood. “I’ve got my lesson. I’ve got my lesson,” he muttered over and over as he went.

At the edge of the wood he stopped and leaning on a rail fence watched until he saw his mother come out to the pump in the back yard. She had begun to draw water for the day’s washing. For her also the holiday was at an end. A flood of tears ran down the boy’s cheeks, and he shook his fist in the direction of the town. “You may laugh at that fool Windy, but you shall never laugh at Sam McPherson,” he cried, his voice shaking with excitement.


CHAPTER III
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ONE EVENING, WHEN he had grown so that he outtopped Windy, Sam McPherson returned from his paper route to find his mother arrayed in her black, church-going dress. An evangelist was at work in Caxton and she had decided to hear him. Sam shuddered. In the house it was an understood thing that when Jane McPherson went to church her son went with her. There was nothing said. Jane McPherson did all things without words, always there was nothing said. Now she stood waiting in her black dress when her son came in at the door and he hurriedly put on his best clothes and went with her to the brick church.

Valmore, John Telfer, and Freedom Smith, who had taken upon themselves a kind of common guardianship of the boy and with whom he spent evening after evening at the back of Wildman’s grocery, did not go to church. They talked of religion and seemed singularly curious and interested in what other men thought on the subject but they did not allow themselves to be coaxed into a house of worship. To the boy, who had become a fourth member of the evening gatherings at the back of the grocery store, they would not talk of God, answering the direct questions he sometimes asked by changing the subject. Once Telfer, the reader of poetry, answered the boy. “Sell papers and fill your pockets with money but let your soul sleep,” he said sharply.

In the absence of the others Wildman talked more freely. He was a spiritualist and tried to make Sam see the beauties of that faith. On long summer afternoons the grocer and the boy spent hours driving through the streets in a rattling old delivery wagon, the man striving earnestly to make clear to the boy the shadowy ideas of God that were in his mind.

Although Windy McPherson had been the leader of a Bible class in his youth, and had been a moving spirit at revival meetings during his early days in Caxton, he no longer went to church and his wife did not ask him to go. On Sunday mornings he lay abed. If there was work to be done about the house or yard he complained of his wounds. He complained of his wounds when the rent fell due, and when there was a shortage of food in the house. Later in his life and after the death of Jane McPherson the old soldier married the widow of a farmer by whom he had four children and with whom he went to church twice on Sunday. Kate wrote Sam one of her infrequent letters about it. “He has met his match,” she said, and was tremendously pleased.

In church on Sunday mornings Sam went regularly to sleep, putting his head on his mother’s arm and sleeping throughout the service. Jane McPherson loved to have the boy there beside her. It was the one thing in life they did together and she did not mind his sleeping the time away. Knowing how late he had been upon the streets at the paper selling on Saturday evenings, she looked at him with eyes filled with tenderness and sympathy. Once the minister, a man with brown beard and hard, tightly-closed mouth, spoke to her. “Can’t you keep him awake?” he asked impatiently. “He needs the sleep,” she said and hurried past the minister and out of the church, looking ahead of her and frowning.

The evening of the evangelist meeting was a summer evening fallen on a winter month. All day the warm winds had come up from the southwest. Mud lay soft and deep in the streets and among the little pools of water on the sidewalks were dry spots from which steam arose. Nature had forgotten herself. A day that should have sent old fellows to their nests behind stoves in stores sent them forth to loaf in the sun. The night fell warm and cloudy. A thunder storm threatened in the month of February.

Sam walked along the sidewalk with his mother bound for the brick church, wearing a new grey overcoat. The night did not demand the overcoat but Sam wore it out of an excess of pride in its possession. The overcoat had an air. It had been made by Gunther the tailor after a design sketched on the back of a piece of wrapping paper by John Telfer and had been paid for out of the newsboy’s savings. The little German tailor, after a talk with Valmore and Telfer, had made it at a marvellously low price. Sam swaggered as he walked.

He did not sleep in church that evening; indeed he found the quiet church filled with a medley of strange noises. Folding carefully the new coat and laying it beside him on the seat he looked with interest at the people, feeling within him something of the nervous excitement with which the air was charged. The evangelist, a short, athletic-looking man in a grey business suit, seemed to the boy out of place in the church. He had the assured business-like air of the travelling men who come to the New Leland House, and Sam thought he looked like a man who had goods to be sold. He did not stand quietly back of the pulpit giving out the text as did the brown-bearded minister, nor did he sit with closed eyes and clasped hands waiting for the choir to finish singing. While the choir sang he ran up and down the platform waving his arms and shouting excitedly to the people on the church benches, “Sing! Sing! Sing! For the glory of God, sing!”

When the song was finished, he began talking, quietly at first, of life in the town. As he talked he grew more and more excited. “The town is a cesspool of vice!” he shouted. “It reeks with evil! The devil counts it a suburb of hell!”

His voice rose, and sweat ran off his face. A sort of frenzy seized him. He pulled off his coat and throwing it over a chair ran up and down the platform and into the aisles among the people, shouting, threatening, pleading. People began to stir uneasily in their seats. Jane McPherson stared stonily at the back of the woman in front of her. Sam was horribly frightened.

The newsboy of Caxton was not without a hunger for religion. Like all boys he thought much and often of death. In the night he sometimes awakened cold with fear, thinking that death must be just without the door of his room waiting for him. When in the winter he had a cold and coughed, he trembled at the thought of tuberculosis. Once, when he was taken with a fever, he fell asleep and dreamed that he had died and was walking on the trunk of a fallen tree over a ravine filled with lost souls that shrieked with terror. When he awoke he prayed. Had some one come into his room and heard his prayer he would have been ashamed.

On winter evenings as he walked through the dark streets with the papers under his arm he thought of his soul. As he thought a tenderness came over him; a lump came into his throat and he pitied himself; he felt that there was something missing in his life, something he wanted very badly.

Under John Telfer’s influence, the boy, who had quit school to devote himself to money making, read Walt Whitman and had a season of admiring his own body with its straight white legs, and the head that was poised so jauntily on the body. Sometimes he would awaken on summer nights and be so filled with strange longing that he would creep out of bed and, pushing open the window, sit upon the floor, his bare legs sticking out beyond his white nightgown, and, thus sitting, yearn eagerly toward some fine impulse, some call, some sense of bigness and of leadership that was absent from the necessities of the life he led. He looked at the stars and listened to the night noises, so filled with longing that the tears sprang to his eyes.

Once, after the affair of the bugle, Jane McPherson had been ill — and the first touch of the finger of death reaching out to her — had sat with her son in the warm darkness in the little grass plot at the front of the house. It was a clear, warm, starlit evening without a moon, and as the two sat closely together a sense of the coming of death crept over the mother.

At the evening meal Windy McPherson had talked voluminously, ranting and shouting about the house. He said that a housepainter who had a real sense of colour had no business trying to work in a hole like Caxton. He had been in trouble with a housewife about a colour he had mixed for painting a porch floor and at his own table he raved about the woman and what he declared her lack of even a primitive sense of colour. “I am sick of it all,” he shouted, going out of the house and up the street with uncertain steps. His wife had been unmoved by his outburst, but in the presence of the quiet boy whose chair touched her own she trembled with a strange new fear and began to talk of the life after death, making effort after effort to get at what she wanted to say, and only succeeding in finding expression for her thoughts in little sentences broken by long painful pauses. She told the boy she had no doubt at all that there was some kind of future life and that she believed she should see and live with him again after they had finished with this world.

One day the minister who had been annoyed because he had slept in his church, stopped Sam on the street to talk to him of his soul. He said that the boy should be thinking of making himself one of the brothers in Christ by joining the church. Sam listened silently to the talk of the man, whom he instinctively disliked, but in his silence felt there was something insincere. With all his heart he wanted to repeat a sentence he had heard from the lips of grey-haired, big-fisted Valmore— “How can they believe and not lead a life of simple, fervent devotion to their belief?” He thought himself superior to the thin-lipped man who talked with him and had he been able to express what was in his heart he might have said, “Look here, man! I am made of different stuff from all the people there at the church. I am new clay to be moulded into a new man. Not even my mother is like me. I do not accept your ideas of life just because you say they are good any more than I accept Windy McPherson just because he happens to be my father.”

During one winter Sam spent evening after evening reading the Bible in his room. It was after Kate’s marriage — she had got into an affair with a young farmer that had kept her name upon the tongues of whisperers for months but was now a housewife on a farm at the edge of a village some miles from Caxton, and the mother was again at her endless task among the soiled clothes in the kitchen and Windy McPherson off drinking and boasting about town. Sam read the book in secret. He had a lamp on a little stand beside his bed and a novel, lent him by John Telfer, beside it. When his mother came up the stairway he slipped the Bible under the cover of the bed and became absorbed in the novel. He thought it something not quite in keeping with his aims as a business man and a money getter to be concerned about his soul. He wanted to conceal his concern but with all his heart wanted to get hold of the message of the strange book, about which men wrangled hour after hour on winter evenings in the store.

He did not get it; and after a time he stopped reading the book. Left to himself he might have sensed its meaning, but on all sides of him were the voices of the men — the men at Wildman’s who owned to no faith and yet were filled with dogmatisms as they talked behind the stove in the grocery; the brown-bearded, thin-lipped minister in the brick church; the shouting, pleading evangelists who came to visit the town in the winter; the gentle old grocer who talked vaguely of the spirit world, — all these voices were at the mind of the boy pleading, insisting, demanding, not that Christ’s simple message that men love one another to the end, that they work together for the common good, be accepted, but that their own complex interpretation of his word be taken to the end that souls be saved.

In the end the boy of Caxton got to the place where he had a dread of the word soul. It seemed to him that the mention of the word in conversation was something shameful and to think of the word or the shadowy something for which the word stood an act of cowardice. In his mind the soul became a thing to be hidden away, covered up, not thought of. One might be allowed to speak of the matter at the moment of death, but for the healthy man or boy to have the thought of his soul in his mind or word of it on his lips — one might better become blatantly profane and go to the devil with a swagger. With delight he imagined himself as dying and with his last breath tossing a round oath into the air of his death chamber.

In the meantime Sam continued to have inexplicable longings and hopes. He kept surprising himself by the changing aspect of his own viewpoint of life. He found himself indulging in the most petty meannesses, and following these with flashes of a kind of loftiness of mind. Looking at a girl passing in the street, he had unbelievably mean thoughts; and the next day, passing the same girl, a line caught from the babbling of John Telfer came to his lips and he went his way muttering, “June’s twice June since she breathed it with me.”

And then into the complex nature of this boy came the sex motive. Already he dreamed of having women in his arms. He looked shyly at the ankles of women crossing the street, and listened eagerly when the crowd about the stove in Wildman’s fell to telling smutty stories. He sank to unbelievable depths of triviality in sordidness, looking shyly into dictionaries for words that appealed to the animal lust in his queerly perverted mind and, when he came across it, lost entirely the beauty of the old Bible tale of Ruth in the suggestion of intimacy between man and woman that it brought to him. And yet Sam McPherson was no evil-minded boy. He had, as a matter of fact, a quality of intellectual honesty that appealed strongly to the clean-minded, simple-hearted old blacksmith Valmore; he had awakened something like love in the hearts of the women school teachers in the Caxton schools, at least one of whom continued to interest herself in him, taking him with her on walks along country roads, and talking to him constantly of the development of his mind; and he was the friend and boon companion of Telfer, the dandy, the reader of poems, the keen lover of life. The boy was struggling to find himself. One night when the sex call kept him awake he got up and dressed, and went and stood in the rain by the creek in Miller’s pasture. The wind swept the rain across the face of the water and a sentence flashed through his mind: “The little feet of the rain run on the water.” There was a quality of almost lyrical beauty in the Iowa boy.

And this boy, who couldn’t get hold of his impulse toward God, whose sex impulses made him at times mean, at times full of beauty, and who had decided that the impulse toward bargaining and money getting was the impulse in him most worth cherishing, now sat beside his mother in church and watched with wide-open eyes the man who took off his coat, who sweated profusely, and who called the town in which he lived a cesspool of vice and its citizens wards of the devil.

The evangelist from talking of the town began talking instead of heaven and hell and his earnestness caught the attention of the listening boy who began seeing pictures.

Into his mind there came a picture of a burning pit of fire in which great flames leaped about the heads of the people who writhed in the pit. “Art Sherman would be there,” thought Sam, materialising the picture he saw; “nothing can save him; he keeps a saloon.”

Filled with pity for the man he saw in the picture of the burning pit, his mind centered on the person of Art Sherman. He liked Art Sherman. More than once he had felt the touch of human kindness in the man. The roaring, blustering saloonkeeper had helped the boy sell and collect for newspapers. “Pay the kid or get out of the place,” the red-faced man roared at drunken men leaning on the bar.

And then, looking into the burning pit, Sam thought of Mike McCarthy, for whom he had at that moment a kind of passion akin to a young girl’s blind devotion to her lover. With a shudder he realised that Mike also would go into the pit, for he had heard Mike laughing at churches and declaring there was no God.

The evangelist ran upon the platform and called to the people demanding that they stand upon their feet. “Stand up for Jesus,” he shouted; “stand up and be counted among the host of the Lord God.”

In the church people began getting to their feet. Jane McPherson stood with the others. Sam did not stand. He crept behind his mother’s dress, hoping to pass through the storm unnoticed. The call to the faithful to stand was a thing to be complied with or resisted as the people might wish; it was something entirely outside of himself. It did not occur to him to count himself among either the lost or the saved.

Again the choir began singing and a businesslike movement began among the people. Men and women went up and down the aisles clasping the hands of people in the pews, talking and praying aloud. “Welcome among us,” they said to certain ones who stood upon their feet. “It gladdens our hearts to see you among us. We are happy at seeing you in the fold among the saved. It is good to confess Jesus.”

Suddenly a voice from the bench back of him struck terror to Sam’s heart. Jim Williams, who worked in Sawyer’s barber shop, was upon his knees and in a loud voice was praying for the soul of Sam McPherson. “Lord, help this erring boy who goes up and down in the company of sinners and publicans,” he shouted.

In a moment the terror of death and the fiery pit that had possessed him passed, and Sam was filled instead with blind, dumb rage. He remembered that this same Jim Williams had treated lightly the honour of his sister at the time of her disappearance, and he wanted to get upon his feet and pour out his wrath on the head of the man, who, he felt, had betrayed him. “They would not have seen me,” he thought; “this is a fine trick Jim Williams has played me. I shall be even with him for this.”

He got to his feet and stood beside his mother. He had no qualms about passing himself off as one of the lambs safely within the fold. His mind was bent upon quieting Jim Williams’ prayers and avoiding the attention of the people.

The minister began calling on the standing people to testify of their salvation. From various parts of the church the people spoke out, some loudly and boldly and with a ring of confidence in their voices, some tremblingly and hesitatingly. One woman wept loudly shouting between the paroxysms of sobbing that seized her, “The weight of my sins is heavy on my soul.” Girls and young men when called on by the minister responded with shamed, hesitating voices asking that a verse of some hymn be sung, or quoting a line of scripture.

At the back of the church the evangelist with one of the deacons and two or three women had gathered about a small, black-haired woman, the wife of a baker to whom Sam delivered papers. They were urging her to rise and get within the fold, and Sam turned and watched her curiously, his sympathy going out to her. With all his heart he hoped that she would continue doggedly shaking her head.

Suddenly the irrepressible Jim Williams broke forth again. A quiver ran over Sam’s body and the blood rose to his cheeks. “Here is another sinner saved,” shouted Jim, pointing to the standing boy. “Count this boy, Sam McPherson, in the fold among the lambs.”

On the platform the brown-bearded minister stood upon a chair and looked over the heads of the people. An ingratiating smile played about his lips. “Let us hear from the young man, Sam McPherson,” he said, raising his hand for silence, and, then, encouragingly, “Sam, what have you to say for the Lord?”

Become the centre for the attention of the people in the church Sam was terror-stricken. The rage against Jim Williams was forgotten in the spasm of fear that seized him. He looked over his shoulder to the door at the back of the church and thought longingly of the quiet street outside. He hesitated, stammered, grew more red and uncertain, and finally burst out: “The Lord,” he said, and then looked about hopelessly, “the Lord maketh me to lie out in green pastures.”

In the seats behind him a titter arose. A young woman sitting among the singers in the choir put her handkerchief to her face and throwing back her head rocked back and forth. A man near the door guffawed loudly and went hurriedly out. All over the church people began laughing.

Sam turned his eyes upon his mother. She was staring straight ahead of her, and her face was red. “I’m going out of this place and I’m never coming back again,” he whispered, and, stepping into the aisle, walked boldly toward the door. He had made up his mind that if the evangelist tried to stop him he would fight. At his back he felt the rows of people looking at him and smiling. The laughter continued.

In the street he hurried along consumed with indignation. “I’ll never go into any church again,” he swore, shaking his fist in the air. The public avowals he had heard in the church seemed to him cheap and unworthy. He wondered why his mother stayed in there. With a sweep of his arm he dismissed all the people in the church. “It is a place to make public asses of the people,” he thought.

Sam McPherson wandered through Main Street, dreading to meet Valmore and John Telfer. Finding the chairs back of the stove in Wildman’s grocery deserted, he hurried past the grocer and hid in a corner. Tears of wrath stood in his eyes. He had been made a fool of. He imagined the scene that would go on when he came upon the street with the papers the next morning. Freedom Smith would be there sitting in the old worn buggy and roaring so that all the street would listen and laugh. “Going to lie out in any green pastures to-night, Sam?” he would shout. “Ain’t you afraid you’ll take cold?” By Geiger’s drug store would stand Valmore and Telfer, eager to join in the fun at his expense. Telfer would pound on the side of the building with his cane and roar with laughter. Valmore would make a trumpet of his hands and shout after the fleeing boy. “Do you sleep out alone in them green pastures?” Freedom Smith would roar again.

Sam got up and went out of the grocery. As he hurried along, blind with wrath, he felt he would like a stand-up fight with some one. And, then, hurrying and avoiding the people, he merged with the crowd on the street and became a witness to the strange thing that happened that night in Caxton.

 

 

 

In Main Street hushed people stood about in groups talking. The air was heavy with excitement. Solitary figures went from group to group whispering hoarsely. Mike McCarthy, the man who had denied God and who had won a place for himself in the affection of the newsboy, had assaulted a man with a pocket knife and had left him bleeding and wounded beside a country road. Something big and sensational had happened in the life of the town.

Mike McCarthy and Sam were friends. For years the man had idled upon the streets of the town, loitering about, boasting and talking. He had sat for hours in a chair under a tree before the New Leland House, reading books, doing tricks with cards, engaging in long discussions with John Telfer or any who would stand up to him.

Mike McCarthy got into trouble in a fight over a woman. A young farmer living at the edge of Caxton had come home from the fields to find his wife in the bold Irishman’s arms and the two men had gone out of the house together to fight in the road. The woman, weeping in the house, followed to ask forgiveness of her husband. Running in the gathering darkness along the road she had found him cut and bleeding terribly, lying in a ditch under a hedge. On down the road she ran and appeared at the door of a neighbour, screaming and calling for help.

The story of the fight in the road got to Caxton just as Sam came out of the corner, back of the stove in Wildman’s and appeared on the street. Men ran from store to store and from group to group along the street saying that the young farmer had died and that murder had been done. On a street corner Windy McPherson harangued the crowd declaring that the men of Caxton should arise in the defence of their homes and string the murderer to a lamp post. Hop Higgins, driving a horse from Culvert’s livery, appeared on Main Street. “He will be at the McCarthy farm,” he shouted. When several men, coming out of Geiger’s drug store, stopped the marshal’s horse, saying, “You will have trouble out there; you had better take help,” the little red-faced marshal with the crippled leg laughed. “What trouble?” he asked— “To get Mike McCarthy? I shall ask him to come and he will come. The rest of that lot won’t cut any figure. Mike can wrap the entire McCarthy family around his finger.”

There were six of the McCarthy men, all, except Mike, silent, sullen men who only talked when they were in liquor. Mike furnished the town’s social touch with the family. It was a strange family to live there in that fat, corn-growing country, a family with something savage and primitive about it, one that belonged among western mining camps or among the half savage dwellers in deep alleys in cities, and the fact that it lived on a corn farm in Iowa was, in the words of John Telfer, “something monstrous in Nature.”

The McCarthy farm, lying some four miles east of Caxton, had once contained a thousand acres of good corn-growing land. Lem McCarthy, the father of the family, had inherited it from a brother, a gold miner, a forty-niner, a sport owning fast horses, who planned to breed race horses on the Iowa land. Lem had come out of the back streets of an eastern city, bringing his brood of tall, silent, savage boys to live upon the land and, like the forty-niner, to be a sport. Thinking the wealth that had come to him vast beyond spending, he had plunged into horse racing and gambling. When, within two years, five hundred acres of the farm had to be sold to pay gambling debts, and the wide acres lay covered with weeds, Lem became alarmed, and settled down to hard work, the boys working all day in the field and at long intervals coming into town at night to get into trouble. Having no mother or sister, and knowing that no Caxton woman could be hired to go upon the place, they did their own housework; and on rainy days sat about the old farmhouse playing cards and fighting. On other days they would stand around the bar in Art Sherman’s saloon in Piety Hollow drinking until they had lost their savage silence and had become loud and quarrelsome, going from there upon the streets to seek trouble. Once, going into Hayner’s restaurant, they took stacks of plates from shelves back of the counter and, standing in the doorway, threw them at people passing in the street, the crash of the breaking crockery accompanying their roaring laughter. When they had driven the people to cover they got upon their horses and with wild shouts raced up and down Main Street between the rows of tied horses until Hop Higgins, the town marshal, appeared, when they rode off into the country awakening the farmers along the darkened road as they fled, shouting and singing, toward home.

When the McCarthy boys got into trouble in Caxton, old Lem McCarthy drove into town and got them out of it, paying for the damage done and going about declaring the boys meant no harm. When told to keep them out of town he shook his head and said he would try.

Mike McCarthy did not ride swearing and singing with the five brothers along the dark road. He did not work all day in the hot corn fields. He was the family gentleman, and, wearing good clothes, strolled instead upon the street or loitered in the shade before the New Leland House. Mike had been educated. For some years he had attended a college in Indiana from which he was expelled for an affair with a woman. After his return from college he stayed in Caxton, living at the hotel and making a pretence of studying law in the office of old Judge Reynolds. He paid slight attention to the study of law, but with infinite patience had so trained his hands that he became wonderfully dexterous with coins and cards, plucking them out of the air and making them appear in the shoes, the hats, and even in the mouths, of bystanders. During the day he walked the streets looking at the girl clerks in the stores, or stood upon the station platform waving his hand to women passengers on passing trains. He told John Telfer that the flattery of women was a lost art that he intended to restore. Mike McCarthy carried in his pockets books which he read sitting in a chair before the hotel or on the stones before store windows. When on Saturdays the streets were filled with people, he stood on the corners giving gratuitous performances of his magical art with cards and coins, and eyeing country girls in the crowd. Once, a woman, the town stationer’s wife, shouted at him, calling him a lazy lout, whereupon he threw a coin in the air, and when it did not come down rushed toward her shouting, “She has it in her stocking.” When the stationer’s wife ran into her shop and banged the door the crowd laughed and shouted with delight.

Telfer had a liking for the tall, grey-eyed, loitering McCarthy and sometimes sat with him discussing a novel or a poem; Sam in the background listened eagerly. Valmore did not care for the man, shaking his head and declaring that such a fellow could come to no good end.

The rest of the town agreed with Valmore, and McCarthy, knowing this, sunned himself in the town’s displeasure. For the sake of the public furor it brought down upon his head he proclaimed himself a socialist, an anarchist, an atheist, a pagan. Among all the McCarthy boys he alone cared greatly about women, and he made public and open declarations of his passion for them. Before the men gathered about the stove in Wildman’s grocery store he would stand whipping them into a frenzy by declaring for free love, and vowing that he would have the best of any woman who gave him the chance.

For this man the frugal, hard working newsboy had conceived a regard amounting to a passion. As he listened to McCarthy he got continuous delightful little thrills. “There is nothing he would not dare,” thought the boy. “He is the freest, the boldest, the bravest man in town.” When the young Irishman, seeing the admiration in his eyes, flung him a silver dollar saying, “That is for your fine brown eyes, my boy; it I had them I would have half the women in town after me,” Sam kept the dollar in his pocket and counted it a kind of treasure like the rose given a lover by his sweetheart.

 

 

 

It was past eleven o’clock when Hop Higgins returned to town with McCarthy, driving quietly along the street and through an alley at the back of the town hall. The crowd upon the street had broken up. Sam had gone from one to another of the muttering groups, his heart quaking with fear. Now he stood at the back of the mass of men gathered at the jail door. An oil lamp, burning at the top of the post above the door, threw dancing, flickering lights on the faces of the men before him. The thunder storm that had threatened had not come, but the unnatural warm wind continued and the sky overhead was inky black.

Through the alley, to the jail door, drove the town marshal, the young McCarthy sitting in the buggy beside him. A man rushed forward to hold the horse. McCarthy’s face was chalky white. He laughed and shouted, raising his hand toward the sky.

“I am Michael, son of God. I have cut a man with a knife so that his red blood ran upon the ground. I am the son of God and this filthy jail shall be my sanctuary. In there I shall talk aloud with my Father,” he roared hoarsely, shaking his fist at the crowd. “Sons of this cesspool of respectability, stay and hear! Send for your females and let them stand in the presence of a man!”

Taking the white, wild-eyed man by the arm Marshal Higgins led him into the jail, the clank of locks, the low murmur of the voice of Higgins and the wild laughter of McCarthy floating out to the group of silent men standing in the mud of the alley.

Sam McPherson ran past the group of men to the side of the jail and finding John Telfer and Valmore leaning silently against the wall of Tom Folger’s wagon shop slipped between them. Telfer put out his arm and laid it upon the boy’s shoulder. Hop Higgins, coming out of the jail, addressed the crowd. “Don’t answer if he talks,” he said; “he is as crazy as a loon.”

Sam moved closer to Telfer. The voice of the imprisoned man, loud, and filled with a startling boldness, rolled out of the jail. He began praying.

“Hear me, Father Almighty, who has permitted this town of Caxton to exist and has let me, Thy son, grow to manhood. I am Michael, Thy son. They have put me in this jail where rats run across the floor and they stand in the mud outside as I talk with Thee. Are you there, old Truepenny?”

A breath of cold air blew up the alley followed by a flaw of rain. The group under the flickering lamp by the jail entrance drew back against the walls of the building. Sam could see them dimly, pressing closely against the wall. The man in the jail laughed loudly.

“I have had a philosophy of life, O Father,” he shouted. “I have seen men and women here living year after year without children. I have seen them hoarding pennies and denying Thee new life on which to work Thy will. To these women I have gone secretly talking of carnal love. With them I have been gentle and kind; them I have flattered.”

A roaring laugh broke from the lips of the imprisoned man. “Are you there, oh dwellers in the cesspool of respectability?” he shouted. “Do you stand in the mud with cold feet listening? I have been with your wives. Eleven Caxton wives without babes have I been with and it has been fruitless. The twelfth woman I have just left, leaving her man in the road a bleeding sacrifice to thee. I shall call out the names of the eleven. I shall have revenge also upon the husbands of the women, some of whom wait with the others in the mud outside.”

He began calling off the names of Caxton wives. A shudder ran through the body of the boy, sensitised by the new chill in the air and by the excitement of the night. Among the men standing along the wall of the jail a murmur arose. Again they grouped themselves under the flickering light by the jail door, disregarding the rain. Valmore, stumbling out of the darkness beside Sam, stood before Telfer. “The boy should be going home,” he said; “this isn’t fit for him to hear.”

Telfer laughed and drew Sam closer to him. “He has heard enough lies in this town,” he said. “Truth won’t hurt him. I would not go myself, nor would you, and the boy shall not go. This McCarthy has a brain. Although he is half insane now he is trying to work something out. The boy and I will stay to hear.”

The voice from the jail continued calling out the names of Caxton wives. Voices in the group before the jail door began shouting: “This should be stopped. Let us tear down the jail.”

McCarthy laughed aloud. “They squirm, oh Father, they squirm; I have them in the pit and I torture them,” he cried.

An ugly feeling of satisfaction came over Sam. He had a sense of the fact that the names shouted from the jail would be repeated over and over through the town. One of the women whose names had been called out had stood with the evangelist at the back of the church trying to induce the wife of the baker to rise and be counted in the fold with the lambs.

The rain, falling on the shoulders of the men by the jail door, changed to hail, the air grew colder and the hailstones rattled on the roofs of buildings. Some of the men joined Telfer and Valmore, talking in low, excited voices. “And Mary McKane, too, the hypocrite,” Sam heard one of them say.

The voice inside the jail changed. Still praying, Mike McCarthy seemed also to be talking to the group in the darkness outside.

“I am sick of my life. I have sought leadership and have not found it. Oh Father! Send down to men a new Christ, one to get hold of us, a modern Christ with a pipe in his mouth who will swear and knock us about so that we vermin who pretend to be made in Thy image will understand. Let him go into churches and into courthouses, into cities, and into towns like this, shouting, ‘Be ashamed! Be ashamed of your cowardly concern over your snivelling souls!’ Let him tell us that never will our lives, so miserably lived, be repeated after our bodies lie rotting in the grave.”

A sob broke from his lips and a lump came into Sam’s throat.

“Oh Father! help us men of Caxton to understand that we have only this, our lives, this life so warm and hopeful and laughing in the sun, this life with its awkward boys full of strange possibilities, and its girls with their long legs and freckles on their noses, that are meant to carry life within themselves, new life, kicking and stirring, and waking them at night.”

The voice of the prayer broke. Wild sobs took the place of speech. “Father!” shouted the broken voice, “I have taken a life, a man that moved and talked and whistled in the sunshine on winter mornings; I have killed.”

 

 

 

The voice inside the jail became inaudible. Silence, broken by low sobs from the jail, fell on the little dark alley and the listening men began going silently away. The lump in Sam’s throat grew larger. Tears stood in his eyes. He went with Telfer and Valmore out of the alley and into the street, the two men walking in silence. The rain had ceased and a cold wind blew.

The boy felt that he had been shriven. His mind, his heart, even his tired body seemed strangely cleansed. He felt a new affection for Telfer and Valmore. When Telfer began talking he listened eagerly, thinking that at last he understood him and knew why men like Valmore, Wildman, Freedom Smith, and Telfer loved each other and went on being friends year after year in the face of difficulties and misunderstandings. He thought that he had got hold of the idea of brotherhood that John Telfer talked of so often and so eloquently. “Mike McCarthy is only a brother who has gone the dark road,” he thought and felt a glow of pride in the thought and in the apt expression of it in his mind.

John Telfer, forgetting the boy, talked soberly to Valmore, the two men stumbling along in the darkness intent upon their own thoughts.

“It is an odd thought,” said Telfer and his voice seemed far away and unnatural like the voice from the jail; “it is an odd thought that but for a quirk in the brain this Mike McCarthy might himself have been a kind of Christ with a pipe in his mouth.”

Valmore stumbled and half fell in the darkness at a street crossing. Telfer went on talking.

“The world will some day grope its way into some kind of an understanding of its extraordinary men. Now they suffer terribly. In success or in such failures as has come to this imaginative, strangely perverted Irishman their lot is pitiful. It is only the common, the plain, unthinking man who slides peacefully through this troubled world.”

At the house Jane McPherson sat waiting for her boy. She was thinking of the scene in the church and a hard light was in her eyes. Sam went past the sleeping room of his parents, where Windy McPherson snored peacefully, and up the stairway to his own room. He undressed and, putting out the light, knelt upon the floor. From the wild ravings of the man in the jail he had got hold of something. In the midst of the blasphemy of Mike McCarthy he had sensed a deep and abiding love of life. Where the church had failed the bold sensualist succeeded. Sam felt that he could have prayed in the presence of the entire town.

“Oh, Father!” he cried, sending up his voice in the silence of the little room, “make me stick to the thought that the right living of this, my life, is my duty to you.”

By the door below, while Valmore waited on the sidewalk, Telfer talked to Jane McPherson.

“I wanted Sam to hear,” he explained. “He needs a religion. All young men need a religion. I wanted him to hear how even a man like Mike McCarthy keeps instinctively trying to justify himself before God.”


CHAPTER IV
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JOHN TELFER’S FRIENDSHIP was a formative influence upon Sam McPherson. His father’s worthlessness and the growing realisation of the hardship of his mother’s position had given life a bitter taste in his mouth, and Telfer sweetened it. He entered with zeal into Sam’s thoughts and dreams, and tried valiantly to arouse in the quiet, industrious, money-making boy some of his own love of life and beauty. At night, as the two walked down country roads, the man would stop and, waving his arms about, quote Poe or Browning or, in another mood, would compel Sam’s attention to the rare smell of a hayfield or to a moonlit stretch of meadow.

Before people gathered on the streets he teased the boy, calling him a little money grubber and saying, “He is like a little mole that works underground. As the mole goes for a worm so this boy goes for a five-cent piece. I have watched him. A travelling man goes out of town leaving a stray dime or nickel here and within an hour it is in this boy’s pocket. I have talked to banker Walker of him. He trembles lest his vaults become too small to hold the wealth of this young Croesus. The day will come when he will buy the town and put it into his vest pocket.”

For all his public teasing of the boy Telfer had the genius to adopt a different attitude when they were alone together. Then he talked to him openly and freely as he talked to Valmore and Freedom Smith and to other cronies of his on the streets of Caxton. Walking along the road he would point with his cane to the town and say, “You and that mother of yours have more of the real stuff in you than the rest of the boys and mothers of the town put together.”

In all Caxton Telfer was the only man who knew books and who took them seriously. Sam sometimes found his attitude toward them puzzling and would stand with open mouth listening as Telfer swore or laughed at a book as he did at Valmore or Freedom Smith. He had a fine portrait of Browning which he kept hung in the stable and before this he would stand, his legs spread apart, and his head tilted to one side, talking.

“A rich old sport you are, eh?” he would say, grinning. “Getting yourself discussed by women and college professors in clubs, eh? You old fraud!”

Toward Mary Underwood, the school teacher who had become Sam’s friend and with whom the boy sometimes walked and talked, Telfer had no charity. Mary Underwood was a sort of cinder in the eyes of Caxton. She was the only child of Silas Underwood, the town harness maker, who once had worked in a shop belonging to Windy McPherson. After the business failure of Windy he had started independently and for a time did well, sending his daughter to a school in Massachusetts. Mary did not understand the people of Caxton and the people misunderstood and distrusted her. Taking no part in the life of the town and keeping to herself and to her books she awoke a kind of fear in others. Because she did not join them at church suppers, or go from porch to porch gossiping with other women through the long summer evenings, they thought her something abnormal. On Sundays she sat alone in her pew at church and on Saturday afternoons, come storm, come sunshine, she walked on country roads and through the woods accompanied by a collie dog. She was a small woman with a straight, slender figure and had fine blue eyes filled with changing lights, hidden by the eye-glasses she almost constantly wore. Her lips were very full and red, and she sat with them parted so that the edges of her fine teeth showed. Her nose was large, and a fine reddish-brown colour glowed in her cheeks. Though different, she had, like Jane McPherson, a habit of silence; and under her silence, she, like Sam’s mother, possessed an unusually strong and vigorous mind.

As a child she was a sort of half invalid and had not been on friendly footing with other children. It was then that her habit of silence and reticence had been established. The years in the school in Massachusetts restored her health but did not break this habit. She came home and took the place in the schools to earn money with which to take her back East, dreaming of a position as instructor in an eastern college. She was that rare thing, a woman scholar, loving scholarship for its own sake.

Mary Underwood’s position in the town and in the schools was insecure. Out of her silent, independent way of life had sprung a misunderstanding that, at least once, had taken definite form and had come near driving her from the town and schools. That she did not succumb to the storm of criticism that for some weeks beat about her head was due to her habit of silence and to a determination to get her own way in the face of everything.

It was a suggestion of scandal that had put the grey hairs upon her head. The scandal had blown over before the time of her friendship for Sam, but he had known of it. In those days he knew of everything that went on in the town — his quick ears and eyes missed nothing. More than once he had heard the men waiting to be shaved in Sawyer’s barber shop speak of her.

The tale ran that she had been involved in an affair with a real estate agent who had afterward left town. It was said that the man, a tall, fine-looking fellow, had been in love with Mary and had wanted to desert his wife and go away with her. One night he had driven to Mary’s house in a closed buggy and the two had driven into the country. They had sat for hours in the covered buggy at the side of the road and talked, and people driving past had seen them there talking together.

And then she had got out of the buggy and walked home alone through snow drifts. The next day she was at school as usual. When told of it the school superintendent, a puttering old fellow with vacant eyes, had shaken his head in alarm and declared that it must be looked into. He called Mary into his little narrow office in the school building, but lost courage when she sat before him, and said nothing. The man in the barber shop, who repeated the tale, said that the real estate man drove on to a distant station and took a train to the city, and that some days later he came back to Caxton and moved his family out of town.

Sam dismissed the story from his mind. Having begun a friendship for Mary he put the man in the barber shop into a class with Windy McPherson and thought of him as a pretender and liar who talked for the sake of talk. He remembered with a shock the crude levity with which the loafers in the shop had greeted the repetition of the tale. Their comments had come back to his mind as he walked through the streets with his newspapers and had given him a kind of jolt. He went along under the trees thinking of the sunlight falling upon the grey hair as they walked together on summer afternoons, and bit his lip and opened and closed his fist convulsively.

During Mary’s second year in the Caxton schools her mother died, and at the end of another year, her father, failing in the harness business, Mary became a fixture in the schools. The house at the edge of the town, the property of her mother, had come down to her and she lived there with an old aunt. After the passing of the wind of scandal concerning the real estate man the town lost interest in her. She was thirty-six at the time of her first friendship with Sam and lived alone among her books.

Sam had been deeply moved by her friendship. It had seemed to him something significant that grown people with affairs of their own should be so in earnest about his future as she and Telfer were. Boylike, he counted it a tribute to himself rather than to the winsome youth in him, and was made proud by it. Having no real feeling for books, and only pretending to have out of a desire to please, he sometimes went from one to the other of his two friends, passing off their opinions as his own.

At this trick Telfer invariably caught him. “That is not your notion,” he would shout, “you have it from that school teacher. It is the opinion of a woman. Their opinions, like the books they sometimes write, are founded on nothing. They are not the real things. Women know nothing. Men only care for them because they have not had what they want from them. No woman is really big — except maybe my woman, Eleanor.”

When Sam continued to be much in the company of Mary, Telfer grew more bitter.

“I would have you observe women’s minds and avoid letting them influence your own,” he told the boy. “They live in a world of unrealities. They like even vulgar people in books, but shrink from the simple, earthy folk about them. That school teacher is so. Is she like me? Does she, while loving books, love also the very smell of human life?”

In a way Telfer’s attitude toward the kindly little school teacher became Sam’s attitude. Although they walked and talked together the course of study she had planned for him he never took up and as he grew to know her better, the books she read and the ideas she advanced appealed to him less and less. He thought that she, as Telfer held, lived in a world of illusion and unreality and said so. When she lent him books, he put them in his pocket and did not read them. When he did read, he thought the books reminded him of something that hurt him. They were in some way false and pretentious. He thought they were like his father. One day he tried reading aloud to Telfer from a book Mary Underwood had lent him.

The story was one of a poetic man with long, unclean fingernails who went among people preaching the doctrine of beauty. It began with a scene on a hillside in a rainstorm where the poetic man sat under a tent writing a letter to his sweetheart.

Telfer was beside himself. Jumping from his seat under a tree by the roadside he waved his arms and shouted:

“Stop! Stop it! Do not go on with it. The story lies. A man could not write love letters under the circumstances and he was a fool to pitch his tent on a hillside. A man in a tent on a hillside in a storm would be cold and wet and getting the rheumatism. To be writing letters he would need to be an unspeakable ass. He had better be out digging a trench to keep the water from running through his tent.”

Waving his arms, Telfer went off up the road and Sam followed thinking him altogether right, and, if later in life he learned that there are men who could write love letters on a piece of housetop in a flood, he did not know it then and the least suggestion of windiness or pretence lay heavy in his stomach.

Telfer had a vast enthusiasm for Bellamy’s “Looking Backward,” and read it aloud to his wife on Sunday afternoons, sitting under the apple trees in the garden. They had a fund of little personal jokes and sayings that they were forever laughing over, and she had infinite delight in his comments on the life and people of Caxton, but did not share his love of books. When she sometimes went to sleep in her chair during the Sunday afternoon readings he poked her with his cane and laughingly told her to wake up and listen to the dream of a great dreamer. Among Browning’s verses his favourites were “A Light Woman” and “Fra Lippo Lippi,” and he would recite these aloud with great gusto. He declared Mark Twain the greatest man in the world and in certain moods he would walk the road beside Sam reciting over and over one or two lines of verse, often this from Poe:

 Helen, thy beauty is to me

 Like some Nicean bark of yore.

Then, stopping and turning upon the boy, he would demand whether or not the writing of such lines wasn’t worth living a life for.

Telfer had a pack of dogs that always went with them on their walks at night and he had for them long Latin names that Sam could never remember. One summer be bought a trotting mare from Lem McCarthy and gave great attention to the colt, which he named Bellamy Boy, trotting him up and down a little driveway by the side of his house for hours at a time and declaring he would be a great trotting horse. He could recite the colt’s pedigree with great gusto and when he had been talking to Sam of some book he would repay the boy’s attention by saying, “You, my boy, are as far superior to the run of boys about town as the colt, Bellamy Boy, is superior to the farm horses that are hitched along Main Street on Saturday afternoons.” And then, with a wave of his hand and a look of much seriousness on his face, he would add, “And for the same reason. You have been, like him, under a master trainer of youth.”

 

 

 

One evening Sam, now grown to man’s stature and full of the awkwardness and self-consciousness of his new growth, was sitting on a cracker barrel at the back of Wildman’s grocery. It was a summer evening and a breeze blew through the open doors swaying the hanging oil lamps that burned and sputtered overhead. As usual he was listening in silence to the talk that went on among the men.

Standing with legs wide apart and from time to time jabbing with his cane at Sam’s legs, John Telfer held forth on the subject of love.

“It is a theme that poets do well to write of,” he declared. “In writing of it they avoid the necessity of embracing it. In trying for a well-turned line they forget to look at well-turned ankles. He who sings most passionately of love has been in love the least; he woos the goddess of poesy and only gets into trouble when he, like John Keats, turns to the daughter of a villager and tries to live the lines he has written.”

“Stuff and nonsense,” roared Freedom Smith, who had been sitting tilted far back in a chair with his feet against the cold stove, smoking a short, black pipe, and who now brought his feet down upon the floor with a bang. Admiring Telfer’s flow of words he pretended to be filled with scorn. “The night is too hot for eloquence,” he bellowed. “If you must be eloquent talk of ice cream or mint juleps or recite a verse about the old swimming pool.”

Telfer, wetting his finger, thrust it into the air.

“The wind is in the north-west; the beasts roar; we will have a storm,” he said, winking at Valmore.

Banker Walker came into the store, followed by his daughter. She was a small, dark-skinned girl with black, quick eyes. Seeing Sam sitting with swinging legs upon the cracker barrel she spoke to her father and went out of the store. At the sidewalk she stopped and, turning, made a quick motion with her hand.

Sam jumped off the cracker barrel and strolled toward the street door. A flush was on his cheeks. His mouth felt hot and dry. He went with extreme deliberateness, stopping to bow to the banker, and for a moment lingering to read a newspaper that lay upon the cigar case, to avoid the comments he feared his going might excite among the men by the stove. In his heart he trembled lest the girl should have disappeared down the street, and with his eyes, he looked guiltily at the banker, who had joined the group at the back of the store and who now stood listening to the talk, while he read from a list held in his hand and Wildman went here and there doing up packages and repeating aloud the names of articles called off by the banker.

At the end of the lighted business section of Main Street, Sam found the girl waiting for him. She began to tell of the subterfuge by which she had escaped her father.

“I told him I would go home with my sister,” she said, tossing her head.

Taking hold of the boy’s hand, she led him along the shaded street. For the first time Sam walked in the company of one of the strange beings that had begun to bring him uneasy nights, and overcome with the wonder of it the blood climbed through his body and made his head reel so that he walked in silence unable to understand his own emotions. He felt the soft hand of the girl with delight; his heart pounded against the walls of his chest and a choking sensation gripped at his throat.

Walking along the street, past lighted residences where the low voices of women in talk greeted his ears, Sam was inordinately proud. He thought that he should like to turn and walk with this girl through the lighted Main Street. Had she not chosen him from among all the boys of the town; had she not, with a flutter of her little, white hand, called to him with a call that he wondered the men upon the cracker barrels had not heard? Her boldness and his own took his breath away. He could not talk. His tongue seemed paralysed.

Down the street went the boy and girl, loitering in the shadows, hurrying past the dim oil lamps at street crossings, getting from each other wave after wave of exquisite little thrills. Neither spoke. They were beyond words. Had they not together done this daring thing?

In the shadow of a tree they stopped and stood facing each other; the girl looked at the ground and stood facing the boy. Putting out his hand he laid it upon her shoulder. In the darkness on the other side of the street a man stumbled homeward along a board sidewalk. The lights of Main Street glowed in the distance. Sam drew the girl toward him. She raised her head. Their lips met, and then, throwing her arms about his neck, she kissed him again and again eagerly.

 

 

 

Sam’s return to Wildman’s was marked by extreme caution. Although he had been absent but fifteen minutes it seemed to him that hours must have passed and he would not have been surprised to see the stores locked and darkness settled down on Main Street. It was inconceivable that the grocer could still be wrapping packages for banker Walker. Worlds had been remade. Manhood had come to him. Why! the man should have wrapped the entire store, package after package, and sent it to the ends of the earth. He lingered in the shadows at the first of the store lights where ages before he had gone, a mere boy, to meet her, a mere girl, and looked with wonder at the lighted way before him.

Sam crossed the street and, from the front of Sawyer’s barber shop, looked into Wildman’s. He felt like a spy looking into the camp of an enemy. There before him sat the men into whose midst he had it in his power to cast a thunderbolt. He might walk to the door and say, truthfully enough, “Here before you is a boy that by the flutter of a white hand has been made into a man; here is one who has wrung the heart of womankind and eaten his fill at the tree of the knowledge of life.”

In the grocery the talk still continued among the men upon the cracker barrels who seemed unconscious of the boy’s slinking entrance. Indeed, their talk had sunk. From talking of love and of poets they talked of corn and of steers. Banker Walker, his packages of groceries lying on the counter, smoked a cigar.

“You can fairly hear the corn growing to-night,” he said. “It wants but another shower or two and we shall have a record crop. I plan to feed a hundred steers at my farm out Rabbit Road this winter.”

The boy climbed again upon a cracker barrel and tried to look unconcerned and interested in the talk. Still his heart thumped; still a throbbing went on in his wrists. He turned and looked at the floor hoping his agitation would pass unnoticed.

The banker, taking up the packages, walked out at the door. Valmore and Freedom Smith went over to the livery barn for a game of pinochle. And John Telfer, twirling his cane and calling to a troup of dogs that loitered in an alley back of the store, took Sam for a walk into the country.

“I will continue this talk of love,” said Telfer, striking at weeds along the road with his cane and from time to time calling sharply to the dogs that, filled with delight at being abroad, ran growling and tumbling over each other in the dusty road.

“That Freedom Smith is a sample of life in this town. At the word love he drops his feet upon the floor and pretends to be filled with disgust. He will talk of corn or steers or of the stinking hides that he buys, but at the mention of the word love he is like a hen that has seen a hawk in the sky. He runs about in circles making a fuss. ‘Here! Here! Here!’ he cries, ‘you are making public something that should be kept hidden. You are doing in the light of day what should only be done with a shamed face in a darkened room.’ Why, boy, if I were a woman in this town I would not stand it — I would go to New York, to France, to Paris — To be wooed for but a passing moment by a shame-faced yokel without art — uh — it is unthinkable.”

The man and the boy walked in silence. The dogs, scenting a rabbit, disappeared across a long pasture, their master letting them go. From time to time he threw back his head and took long breaths of the night air.

“I am not like banker Walker,” he declared. “He thinks of the growing corn in terms of fat steers feeding on the Rabbit Run farm; I think of it as something majestic. I see the long corn rows with the men and the horses half hidden, hot and breathless, and I think of a vast river of life. I catch a breath of the flame that was in the mind of the man who said, ‘The land is flowing with milk and honey.’ I am made happy by my thoughts not by the dollars clinking in my pocket.

“And then in the fall when the corn stands shocked I see another picture. Here and there in companies stand the armies of the corn. It puts a ring in my voice to look at them. ‘These orderly armies has mankind brought out of chaos,’ I say to myself. ‘On a smoking black ball flung by the hand of God out of illimitable space has man stood up these armies to defend his home against the grim attacking armies of want.’”

Telfer stopped and stood in the road with his legs spread apart. He took off his hat and throwing back his head laughed up at the stars.

“Freedom Smith should hear me now,” he cried, rocking back and forth with laughter and switching his cane at the boy’s legs so that Sam had to hop merrily about in the road to avoid it. “Flung by the hand of God out of illimitable space — eh! not bad, eh! I should be in Congress. I am wasted here. I am throwing priceless eloquence to dogs who prefer to chase rabbits and to a boy who is the worst little money grubber in the town.”

The midsummer madness that had seized Telfer passed and for a time he walked in silence. Suddenly, putting his arm on the boy’s shoulder, he stopped and pointed to where a faint light in the sky marked the lighted town.

“They are good people,” he said, “but their ways are not my ways or your ways. You will go out of the town. You have genius. You will be a man of finance. I have watched you. You are not niggardly and you do not cheat and lie — result — you will not be a little business man. What have you? You have the gift of seeing dollars where the rest of the boys of the town see nothing and you are tireless after those dollars — you will be a big man of dollars, it is plain.” Into his voice came a touch of bitterness. “I also was marked out. Why do I carry a cane? why do I not buy a farm and raise steers? I am the most worthless thing alive. I have the touch of genius without the energy to make it count.”

Sam’s mind that had been inflamed by the kiss of the girl cooled in the presence of Telfer. In the summer madness of the talking man there was something soothing to the fever in his blood. He followed the words eagerly, seeing pictures, getting thrills, filled with happiness.

At the edge of town a buggy passed the walking pair. In the buggy sat a young farmer, his arm about the waist of a girl, her head upon his shoulder. Far in the distance sounded the faint call of the dogs. Sam and Telfer sat down on a grassy bank under a tree while Telfer rolled and lighted a cigarette.

“As I promised, I will talk to you of love,” he said, making a wide sweep with his arm each time as he put his cigarette into his mouth.

The grassy bank on which they lay had the rich, burned smell of the hot days. A wind rustled the standing corn that formed a kind of wall behind them. The moon was in the sky and shone down across bank after bank of serried clouds. The grandiloquence went out of the voice of Telfer and his face became serious.

“My foolishness is more than half earnest,” he said. “I think that a man or boy who has set for himself a task had better let women and girls alone. If he be a man of genius, he has a purpose independent of all the world, and should cut and slash and pound his way toward his mark, forgetting every one, particularly the woman that would come to grips with him. She also has a mark toward which she goes. She is at war with him and has a purpose that is not his purpose. She believes that the pursuit of women is an end for a life. For all they now condemn Mike McCarthy who went to the asylum because of them and who, while loving life, came near to taking life, the women of Caxton do not condemn his madness for themselves; they do not blame him for loitering away his good years or for making an abortive mess of his good brain. While he made an art of the pursuit of women they applauded secretly. Did not twelve of them accept the challenge thrown out by his eyes as he loitered in the streets?”

The man, who had begun talking quietly and seriously, raised his voice and waved the lighted cigarette in the air and the boy who had begun to think again of the dark-skinned daughter of banker Walker listened attentively. The barking of the dogs grew nearer.

“If you as a boy can get from me, a grown man, an understanding of the purpose of women you will not have lived in this town for nothing. Set your mark at money making if you will, but drive at that. Let yourself but go and a sweet wistful pair of eyes seen in a street crowd or a pair of little feet running over a dance floor will retard your growth for years. No man or boy can grow toward the purpose of a life while he thinks of women. Let him try it and he will be undone. What is to him a passing humour is to them an end. They are diabolically clever. They will run and stop and run and stop again, keeping just without his reach. He sees them here and there about him. His mind is filled with vague, delicious thoughts that come out of the very air; before he realises what he has done he has spent his years in vain pursuit and turning finds himself old and undone.”

Telfer began jabbing at the ground with his stick.

“I had my chance. In New York I had money to live on and time to have made an artist of myself. I won prize after prize. The master, walking up and down back of us, lingered longest over my easel. There was a fellow sat beside me who had nothing. I made sport of him and called him Sleepy Jock after a dog we used to have about our house here in Caxton. Now I am here idly waiting for death and that Jock, where is he? Only last week I saw in a paper that he had won a place among the world’s great artists by a picture he has painted. In the school I watched for a look in the eyes of the girl students and went about with them night after night winning, like Mike McCarthy, fruitless victories. Sleepy Jock had the best of it. He did not look about with open eyes but kept peering instead at the face of the master. My days were full of small successes. I could wear clothes. I could make soft-eyed girls turn to look at me in a dance hall. I remember a night. We students gave a dance and Sleepy Jock came. He went about asking for dances and the girls laughed and told him they had none to give, that the dances were taken. I followed him and had my ears filled with flattery and my card with names. In riding the wave of small success I got the habit of small success. When I could not catch the line I wanted to make a drawing live, I dropped my pencil and, taking a girl upon my arm, went for a day in the country. Once, sitting in a restaurant, I overheard two women talking of the beauty of my eyes and was made happy for a week.”

Telfer threw up his hands in disgust.

“My flow of words, my ready trick of talking; to what does it bring me? Let me tell you. It has brought me to this — that at fifty I, who might have been an artist fixing the minds of thousands upon some thing of beauty or of truth, have become a village cut-up, a pot-house wit, a flinger of idle words into the air of a village intent upon raising corn.

“If you ask me why, I tell you that my mind was paralysed by small success and if you ask me where I got the taste for that, I tell you that I got it when I saw it lurking in a woman’s eyes and heard the pleasant little songs that lull to sleep upon a woman’s lips.”

The boy, sitting upon the grassy bank beside Telfer, began thinking of life in Caxton. The man smoking the cigarette fell into one of his rare silences. The boy thought of girls that had come into his mind at night, of how he had been thrilled by a glance from the eyes of a little blue-eyed school girl who had once visited at Freedom Smith’s home and of how he had gone at night to stand under her window.

In Caxton adolescent love had about it a virility befitting a land that raised so many bushels of yellow corn and drove so many fat steers through the streets to be loaded upon cars. Men and women went their ways believing, with characteristic American what-boots-it attitude toward the needs of childhood, that it was well for growing boys and girls to be much alone together. To leave them alone together was a principle with them. When a young man called upon his sweetheart, her parents sat in the presence of the two with apologetic eyes and presently disappeared leaving them alone together. When boys’ and girls’ parties were given in Caxton houses, parents went away leaving the children to shift for themselves.

“Now have a good time and don’t tear the house down,” they said, going off upstairs.

Left to themselves the children played kissing games and young men and tall half-formed girls sat on the front porches in the darkness, thrilled and half frightened, getting through their instincts, crudely and without guidance, their first peep at the mystery of life. They kissed passionately and the young men, walking home, lay upon their beds fevered and unnaturally aroused, thinking thoughts.

Young men went into the company of girls time and again without knowing aught of them except that they caused a stirring of their whole being, a kind of riot of the senses to which they returned on other evenings as a drunkard to his cups. After such an evening they found themselves, on the next morning, confused and filled with vague longings. They had lost their keenness for fun, they heard without hearing the talk of the men about the station and in the stores, they went slinking through the streets in groups and people seeing them nodded their heads and said, “It is the loutish age.”

If Sam did not have a loutish age it was due to his tireless struggle to increase the totals at the foot of the pages in the yellow bankbook, to the growing ill health of his mother that had begun to frighten him, and to the society of Valmore, Wildman, Freedom Smith, and the man who now sat musing beside him. He began to think he would have nothing more to do with the Walker girl. He remembered his sister’s affair with a young farmer and shuddered at the crude vulgarity of it. He looked over the shoulder of the man sitting beside him absorbed in thought, and saw the rolling fields stretched away in the moonlight and into his mind came Telfer’s speech. So vivid, so moving, seemed the picture of the armies of standing corn which men had set up in the fields to protect themselves against the march of pitiless Nature, and Sam, holding the picture in his mind as he followed the sense of Telfer’s talk, thought that all society had resolved itself into a few sturdy souls who went on and on regardless, and a hunger to make of himself such another arose engulfing him. The desire within him seemed so compelling that he turned and haltingly tried to express what was in his mind.

“I will try,” he stammered, “I will try to be a man. I will try to not have anything to do with them — with women. I will work and make money — and — and — —”

Speech left him. He rolled over and lying on his stomach looked at the ground.

“To Hell with women and girls,” he burst forth as though throwing something distasteful out of his throat.

In the road a clamour arose. The dogs, giving up the pursuit of rabbits, came barking and growling into sight and scampered up the grassy bank, covering the man and the boy. Shaking off the reaction upon his sensitive nature of the emotions of the boy Telfer arose. His sang froid had returned to him. Cutting right and left with his stick at the dogs he cried joyfully, “We have had enough of eloquence from man, boy, and dog. We will be on our way. We will get this boy Sam home and tucked into bed.”


CHAPTER V
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SAM WAS A half-grown man of fifteen when the call of the city came to him. For six years he had been upon the streets. He had seen the sun come up hot and red over the corn fields, and had stumbled through the streets in the bleak darkness of winter mornings, when the trains from the north came into Caxton covered with ice, and the trainmen stood on the deserted little platform whipping their arms and calling to Jerry Donlin to hurry with his work that they might get back into the warm stale air of the smoking car.

In the six years the boy had grown more and more determined to become a man of money. Fed by banker Walker, the silent mother, and in some subtle way by the very air he breathed, the belief within him that to make money and to have money would in some way make up for the old half-forgotten humiliations in the life of the McPherson family and would set it on a more secure foundation than the wobbly Windy had provided, grew and influenced his thoughts and his acts. Tirelessly he kept at his efforts to get ahead. In his bed at night he dreamed of dollars. Jane McPherson had herself a passion for frugality. In spite of Windy’s incompetence and her own growing ill health, she would not permit the family to go into debt, and although, in the long hard winters, Sam sometimes ate cornmeal mush until his mind revolted at the thought of a corn field, yet was the rent of the little house paid on the scratch, and her boy fairly driven to increase the totals in the yellow bankbook. Even Valmore, who since the death of his wife had lived in a loft above his shop and who was a blacksmith of the old days, a workman first and a money maker later, did not despise the thought of gain.

“It is money makes the mare go,” he said with a kind of reverence as banker Walker, fat, sleek, and prosperous, walked pompously out of Wildman’s grocery.

Of John Telfer’s attitude toward money-making, the boy was uncertain. The man followed with joyous abandonment the impulse of the moment.

“That’s right,” he cried impatiently when Sam, who had begun to express opinions at the gatherings in the grocery, pointed out hesitatingly that the papers took account of men of wealth no matter what their achievements, “Make money! Cheat! Lie! Be one of the men of the big world! Get your name up for a modern, high-class American!”

And in the next breath, turning upon Freedom Smith who had begun to berate the boy for not sticking to the schools and who predicted that the day would come when Sam would regret his lack of book learning, he shouted, “Let the schools go! They are but musty beds in which old clerkliness lies asleep!”

Among the travelling men who came to Caxton to sell goods, the boy, who had continued the paper selling even after attaining the stature of a man, was a favourite. Sitting in chairs before the New Leland House they talked to him of the city and of the money to be made there.

“It is the place for a live young man,” they said.

Sam had a talent for drawing people into talk of themselves and of their affairs and began to cultivate travelling men. From them, he got into his nostrils a whiff of the city and, listening to them, he saw the great ways filled with hurrying people, the tall buildings touching the sky, the men running about intent upon money-making, and the clerks going on year after year on small salaries getting nowhere, a part of, and yet not understanding, the impulses and motives of the enterprises that supported them.

In this picture Sam thought he saw a place for himself. He conceived of life in the city as a great game in which he believed he could play a sterling part. Had he not in Caxton brought something out of nothing, had he not systematised and monopolised the selling of papers, had he not introduced the vending of popcorn and peanuts from baskets to the Saturday night crowds? Already boys went out in his employ, already the totals in the bank book had crept to more than seven hundred dollars. He felt within him a glow of pride at the thought of what he had done and would do.

“I will be richer than any man in town here,” he declared in his pride. “I will be richer than Ed Walker.”

Saturday night was the great night in Caxton life. For it the clerks in the stores prepared, for it Sam sent forth his peanut and popcorn venders, for it Art Sherman rolled up his sleeves and put the glasses close by the beer tap under the bar, and for it the mechanics, the farmers, and the labourers dressed in their Sunday best and came forth to mingle with their fellows. On Main Street crowds packed the stores, the sidewalks, and drinking places, and men stood about in groups talking while young girls with their lovers walked up and down. In the hall over Geiger’s drug store a dance went on and the voice of the caller-off rose above the clatter of voices and the stamping of horses in the street. Now and then a fight broke out among the roisterers in Piety Hollow. Once a young farm hand was killed with a knife.

In and out through the crowd Sam went, pressing his wares.

“Remember the long quiet Sunday afternoon,” he said, pushing a paper into the hands of a slow-thinking farmer. “Recipes for cooking new dishes,” he urged to the farmer’s wife. “There is a page of new fashions in dress,” he told the young girl.

Not until the last light was out in the last saloon in Piety Hollow, and the last roisterer had driven off into the darkness carrying a Saturday paper in his pocket, did Sam close the day’s business.

And it was on a Saturday night that he decided to drop paper selling.

“I will take you into business with me,” announced Freedom Smith, stopping him as he hurried by. “You are getting too old to sell papers and you know too much.”

Sam, still intent upon the money to be made on that particular Saturday night, did not stop to discuss the matter with Freedom, but for a year he had been looking quietly about for something to go into and now he nodded his head as he hurried away.

“It is the end of romance,” shouted Telfer, who stood beside Freedom Smith before Geiger’s drug store and who had heard the offer. “A boy, who has seen the secret workings of my mind, who has heard me spout Poe and Browning, will become a merchant, dealing in stinking hides. I am overcome by the thought.”

The next day, sitting in the garden back of his house, Telfer talked to Sam of the matter at length.

“For you, my boy, I put the matter of money in the first place,” he declared, leaning back in his chair, smoking a cigarette and from time to time tapping Eleanor on the shoulder with his cane. “For any boy I put money-making in the first place. It is only women and fools who despise money-making. Look at Eleanor here. The time and thought she puts into the selling of hats would be the death of me, but it has been the making of her. See how fine and purposeful she has become. Without the millinery business she would be a purposeless fool intent upon clothes and with it she is all a woman should be. It is like a child to her.”

Eleanor, who had turned to laugh at her husband, looked instead at the ground and a shadow crossed her face. Telfer, who had begun talking thoughtlessly, out of his excess of words, glanced from the woman to the boy. He knew that the suggestion regarding a child had touched a secret regret in Eleanor, and began trying to efface the shadow on her face by throwing himself into the subject that chanced to be on his tongue, making the words roll and tumble from his lips.

“No matter what may come in the future, in our day money-making precedes many virtues that are forever on men’s lips,” he declared fiercely as though trying to down an opponent. “It is one of the virtues that proves man not a savage. It has lifted him up — not money-making, but the power to make money. Money makes life livable. It gives freedom and destroys fear. Having it means sanitary houses and well-made clothes. It brings into men’s lives beauty and the love of beauty. It enables a man to go adventuring after the stuff of life as I have done.

“Writers are fond of telling stories of the crude excesses of great wealth,” he went on hurriedly, glancing again at Eleanor. “No doubt the things they tell of do happen. Money, and not the ability and the instinct to make money, is at fault. And what of the cruder excesses of poverty, the drunken men who beat and starve their families, the grim silences of the crowded, unsanitary houses of the poor, the inefficient, and the defeated? Go sit around the lounging room of the most vapid rich man’s city club as I have done, and then sit among the workers of a factory at the noon hour. Virtue, you will find, is no fonder of poverty than you and I, and the man who has merely learned to be industrious, and who has not acquired that eager hunger and shrewdness that enables him to get on, may build up a strong dexterous body while his mind is diseased and decaying.”

Grasping his cane and beginning to be carried away by the wind of his eloquence Telfer forgot Eleanor and talked for his love of talking.

“The mind that has in it the love of the beautiful, that stuff that makes our poets, artists, musicians, and actors, needs this turn for shrewd money getting or it will destroy itself,” he declared. “And the really great artists have it. In books and stories the great men starve in garrets. In real life they are more likely to ride in carriages on Fifth Avenue and have country places on the Hudson. Go, see for yourself. Visit the starving genius in his garret. It is a hundred to one that you will find him not only incapable in money getting but also incapable in the very art for which he starves.”

After the hurried word from Freedom Smith, Sam began looking for a buyer for the paper business. The place offered appealed to him and he wanted a chance at it. In the buying of potatoes, butter, eggs, apples, and hides he thought he could make money, also, he knew that the dogged persistency with which he had kept at the putting of money in the bank had caught Freedom’s imagination, and he wanted to take advantage of the fact.

Within a few days the deal was made. Sam got three hundred and fifty dollars for the list of newspaper customers, the peanut and popcorn business and the transfer of the exclusive agencies he had arranged with the dailies of Des Moines and St. Louis. Two boys bought the business, backed by their fathers. A talk in the back room of the bank, with the cashier telling of Sam’s record as a depositor, and the seven hundred dollars surplus clinched the deal. When it came to the deal with Freedom, Sam took him into the back room at the bank and showed his savings as he had shown them to the fathers of the two boys. Freedom was impressed. He thought the boy would make money for him. Twice within a week Sam had seen the silent suggestive power of cash.

The deal Sam made with Freedom included a fair weekly wage, enough to more than take care of all his wants, and in addition he was to have two-thirds of all he saved Freedom in the buying. Freedom on the other hand was to furnish horse, vehicle, and keep for the horse, while Sam was to take care of the horse. The prices to be paid for the things bought were to be fixed each morning by Freedom, and if Sam bought at less than the prices named two-thirds of the savings went to him. The arrangement was suggested by Sam, who thought he would make more from the saving than from the wage.

Freedom Smith discussed even the most trivial matter in a loud voice, roaring and shouting in the store and on the streets. He was a great inventor of descriptive names, having a name of his own for every man, woman and child he knew and liked. “Old Maybe-Not” he called Windy McPherson and would roar at him in the grocery asking him not to shed rebel blood in the sugar barrel. He drove about the country in a low phaeton buggy that rattled and squeaked enormously and had a wide rip in the top. To Sam’s knowledge neither the buggy nor Freedom were washed during his stay with the man. He had a method of his own in buying. Stopping in front of a farm house he would sit in his buggy and roar until the farmer came out of the field or the house to talk with him. And then haggling and shouting he would make his deal or drive on his way while the farmer, leaning on the fence, laughed as at a wayward child.

Freedom lived in a large old brick house facing one of Caxton’s best streets. His house and yard were an eyesore to his neighbours who liked him personally. He knew this and would stand on his front porch laughing and roaring about it. “Good morning, Mary,” he would shout at the neat German woman across the street. “Wait and you’ll see me clean up about here. I’m going at it right now. I’m going to brush the flies off the fence first.”

Once he ran for a county office and got practically every vote in the county.

Freedom had a passion for buying up old half-worn buggies and agricultural implements, bringing them home to stand in the yard, gathering rust and decay, and swearing they were as good as new. In the lot were a half dozen buggies and a family carriage or two, a traction engine, a mowing machine, several farm wagons and other farm tools gone beyond naming. Every few days he came home bringing a new prize. They overflowed the yard and crept onto the porch. Sam never knew him to sell any of this stuff. He had at one time sixteen sets of harness all broken and unrepaired in the barn and in a shed back of the house. A great flock of chickens and two or three pigs wandered about among this junk and all the children of the neighbourhood joined Freedom’s four and ran howling and shouting over and under the mass.

Freedom’s wife, a pale, silent woman, rarely came out of the house. She had a liking for the industrious, hard-working Sam and occasionally stood at the back door and talked with him in a low, even voice at evening as he stood unhitching his horse after a day on the road. Both she and Freedom treated him with great respect.

As a buyer Sam was even more successful than at the paper selling. He was a buyer by instinct, working a wide stretch of country very systematically and within a year more than doubling the bulk of Freedom’s purchases.

There is a little of Windy McPherson’s grotesque pretentiousness in every man and his son soon learned to look for and to take advantage of it. He let men talk until they had exaggerated or overstated the value of their goods, then called them sharply to accounts, and before they had recovered from their confusion drove home the bargain. In Sam’s day, farmers did not watch the daily market reports, in fact, the markets were not systematised and regulated as they were later, and the skill of the buyer was of the first importance. Having the skill, Sam used it constantly to put money into his pockets, but in some way kept the confidence and respect of the men with whom he traded.

The noisy, blustering Freedom was as proud as a father of the trading ability that developed in the boy and roared his name up and down the streets and in the stores, declaring him the smartest boy in Iowa.

“Mighty little of old Maybe-Not in that boy,” he would shout to the loafers in the store.

Although Sam had an almost painful desire for order and system in his own affairs, he did not try to bring these influences into Freedom’s affairs, but kept his own records carefully and bought potatoes and apples, butter and eggs, furs and hides, with untiring zeal, working always to swell his commissions. Freedom took the risks in the business and many times profited little, but the two liked and respected each other and it was through Freedom’s efforts that Sam finally got out of Caxton and into larger affairs.

One evening in the late fall Freedom came into the stable where Sam stood taking the harness off his horse.

“Here is a chance for you, my boy,” he said, putting his hand affectionately on Sam’s shoulder. There was a note of tenderness in his voice. He had written to the Chicago firm to whom he sold most of the things he bought, telling of Sam and his ability, and the firm had replied making an offer that Sam thought far beyond anything he might hope for in Caxton. In his hand he held this offer.

When Sam read the letter his heart jumped. He thought that it opened for him a wide new field of effort and of money making. He thought that at last he had come to the end of his boyhood and was to have his chance in the city. Only that morning old Doctor Harkness had stopped him at the door as he set out for work and, pointing over his shoulder with his thumb to where in the house his mother lay, wasted and asleep, had told him that in another week she would be gone, and Sam, heavy of heart and filled with uneasy longing, had walked through the streets to Freedom’s stable wishing that he also might be gone.

Now he walked across the stable floor and hung the harness he had taken from the horse upon a peg in the wall.

“I will be glad to go,” he said heavily.

Freedom walked out of the stable door beside the young McPherson who had come to him as a boy and was now a broad-shouldered young man of eighteen. He did not want to lose Sam. He had written the Chicago company because of his affection for the boy and because he believed him capable of something more than Caxton offered. Now he walked in silence holding the lantern aloft and guiding the way among the wreckage in the yard, filled with regrets.

By the back door of the house stood the pale, tired-looking wife who, putting out her hand, took the hand of the boy. There were tears in her eyes. And then saying nothing Sam turned and hurried off up the street, Freedom and his wife walked to the front gate and watched him go. From a street corner, where he stopped in the shadow of a tree, Sam could see them there, the wind swinging the lantern in Freedom’s hand and the slender little old wife making a white blotch against the darkness.


CHAPTER VI
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SAM WENT ALONG the board sidewalk homeward bound, hurried by the driving March wind that had sent the lantern swinging in Freedom’s hand. At the front of a white frame residence a grey-haired old man stood leaning on the gate and looking at the sky.

“We shall have a rain,” he said in a quavering voice, as though giving a decision in the matter, and then turned and without waiting for an answer went along a narrow path into the house.

The incident brought a smile to Sam’s lips followed by a kind of weariness of mind. Since the beginning of his work with Freedom he had, day after day, come upon Henry Kimball standing by his gate and looking at the sky. The man was one of Sam’s old newspaper customers who stood as a kind of figure in the town. It was said of him that in his youth he had been a gambler on the Mississippi River and that he had taken part in more than one wild adventure in the old days. After the Civil War he had come to end his days in Caxton, living alone and occupying himself by keeping year after year a carefully tabulated record of weather variations. Once or twice a month during the warm season he stumbled into Wildman’s and, sitting by the stove, talked boastfully of the accuracy of his records and the doings of a mangy dog that trotted at his heels. In his present mood the endless sameness and uneventfulness of the man’s life seemed to Sam amusing and in some way sad.

“To depend upon going to the gate and looking at the sky to give point to a day — to look forward to and depend upon that — what deadliness!” he thought, and, thrusting his hand into his pocket, felt with pleasure the letter from the Chicago company that was to open so much of the big outside world to him.

In spite of the shock of unexpected sadness that had come with what he felt was almost a definite parting with Freedom, and the sadness brought on by his mother’s approaching death, Sam felt a strong thrill of confidence in his own future that made his homeward walk almost cheerful. The thrill got from reading the letter handed him by Freedom was renewed by the sight of old Henry Kimball at the gate, looking at the sky.

“I shall never be like that, sitting in a corner of the world watching a mangy dog chase a ball and peering day after day at a thermometer,” he thought.

The three years in Freedom Smith’s service had taught Sam not to doubt his ability to cope with such business problems as might come in his way. He knew that he had become what he wanted to be, a good business man, one of the men who direct and control the affairs in which they are concerned because of a quality in them called Business Sense. He recalled with pleasure the fact that the men of Caxton had stopped calling him a bright boy and now spoke of him as a good business man.

At the gate before his own house he stopped and stood thinking of these things and of the dying woman within. Back into his mind came the old man he had seen at the gate and with him the thought that his mother’s life had been as barren as that of the man who depended for companionship upon a dog and a thermometer.

“Indeed,” he said to himself, pursuing the thought, “it has been worse. She has not had a fortune on which to live in peace nor has she had the remembrance of youthful days of wild adventure that must comfort the last days of the old man. Instead she has been watching me as the old man watches his thermometer and Father has been the dog in her house chasing playthings.” The figure pleased him. He stood at the gate, the wind singing in the trees along the street and driving an occasional drop of rain against his cheek, and thought of it and of his life with his mother. During the last two or three years he had been trying to make things up to her. After the sale of the newspaper business and the beginning of his success with Freedom he had driven her from the washtub and since the beginning of her ill health he had spent evening after evening with her instead of going to Wildman’s to sit with the four friends and hear the talk that went on among them. No more did he walk with Telfer or Mary Underwood on country roads but sat, instead, by the bedside of the sick woman or, the night falling fair, helped her to an arm chair upon the grass plot at the front of the house.

The years, Sam felt, had been good years. They had brought him an understanding of his mother and had given a seriousness and purpose to the ambitious plans he continued to make for himself. Alone together, the mother and he had talked little, the habit of a lifetime making much speech impossible to her and the growing understanding of her making it unnecessary to him. Now in the darkness, before the house, he thought of the evenings he had spent with her and of the pitiful waste that had been made of her fine life. Things that had hurt him and against which he had been bitter and unforgiving became of small import, even the doings of the pretentious Windy, who in the face of Jane’s illness continued to go off after pension day for long periods of drunkenness, and who only came home to weep and wail through the house, when the pension money was gone, regretting, Sam tried in fairness to think, the loss of both the washwoman and the wife.

“She has been the most wonderful woman in the world,” he told himself and tears of happiness came into his eyes at the thought of his friend, John Telfer, who in bygone days had praised the mother to the newsboy trotting beside him on moonlit roads. Into his mind came a picture of her long gaunt face, ghastly now against the white of the pillows. A picture of George Eliot, tacked to the wall behind a broken harness in the kitchen of Freedom Smith’s house, had caught his eye some days before, and in the darkness he took it from his pocket and put it to his lips, realising that in some indescribable way it was like his mother as she had been before her illness. Freedom’s wife had given him the picture and he had been carrying it, taking it out of his pocket on lonely stretches of road as he went about his work.

Sam went quietly around the house and stood by an old shed, a relic of an attempt by Windy to embark in raising chickens. He wanted to continue the thoughts of his mother. He began recalling her youth and the details of a long talk they had held together on the lawn before the house. It was extraordinarily vivid in his mind. He thought that even now he could remember every word that had been said. The sick woman had talked of her youth in Ohio, and as she talked pictures had come into the boy’s mind. She had told him of her days as a bound girl in the family of a thin-lipped, hard-fisted New Englander, who had come West to take a farm, and of her struggles to obtain an education, of the pennies saved to buy books, of her joy when she had passed examinations and become a school teacher, and of her marriage to Windy — then John McPherson.

Into the Ohio village the young McPherson had come, to cut a figure in the town’s life. Sam had smiled at the picture she drew of the young man who walked up and down the village street with girls on his arms, and who taught a Bible class in the Sunday school.

When Windy proposed to the young school teacher she had accepted him eagerly, thinking it unbelievably romantic that so dashing a man should have chosen so obscure a figure among all the women of the town.

“And even now I am not sorry although it has meant nothing but labour and unhappiness for me,” the sick woman had told her son.

After marriage to the young dandy, Jane had come with him to Caxton where he bought a store and where, within three years, he had put the store into the sheriff’s hands and his wife into the position of town laundress.

In the darkness a grim smile, half scorn, half amusement, had flitted across the face of the dying woman as she told of a winter when Windy and another young fellow went, from schoolhouse to schoolhouse, over the state giving a show. The ex-soldier had become a singer of comic songs and had written letter after letter to the young wife telling of the applause that greeted his efforts. Sam could picture the performances, the little dimly-lighted schoolhouses with the weatherbeaten faces shining in the light of the leaky magic lantern, and the delighted Windy running here and there, talking the jargon of stageland, arraying himself in his motley and strutting upon the little stage.

“And all winter he did not send me a penny,” the sick woman had said, interrupting his thoughts.

Aroused at last to expression, and filled with the memory of her youth, the silent woman had talked of her own people. Her father had been killed in the woods by a falling tree. Of her mother she told an anecdote, touching it briefly and with a grim humour that surprised her son.

The young school teacher had gone to call upon her mother once and for an hour had sat in the parlour of an Ohio farmhouse while a fierce old woman looked at her with bold questioning eyes that made the daughter feel she had been a fool to come.

At the railroad station she had heard an anecdote of her mother. The story ran, that once a burly tramp came to the farmhouse, and finding the woman alone tried to bully her, and that the tramp, and the woman, then in her prime, fought for an hour in the back yard of the house. The railroad agent, who told Jane the story, threw back his head and laughed.

“She knocked him out, too,” he said, “knocked him cold upon the ground and then filled him up with hard cider so that he came reeling into town declaring her the finest woman in the state.”

In the darkness by the broken shed Sam’s mind turned from thoughts of his mother to his sister Kate and of her love affair with the young farmer. He thought with sadness of how she too had suffered because of the failings of the father, of how she had been compelled to go out of the house to wander in the dark streets to avoid the endless evenings of war talk always brought on by a guest in the McPherson household, and of the night when, getting a rig from Culvert’s livery, she had driven off alone into the country to return in triumph to pack her clothes and show her wedding ring.

Before him there rose a picture of a summer afternoon when he had seen a part of the love making that had preceded this. He had gone into the store to see his sister when the young farmer came in, looked awkwardly about and pushed a new gold watch across the counter to Kate. A sudden wave of respect for his sister had pervaded the boy. “What a sum it must have cost,” he thought, and looked with new interest at the back of the lover and at the flushed cheek and shining eyes of his sister. When the lover, turning, had seen young McPherson standing at the counter, he laughed self-consciously and walked out at the door. Kate had been embarrassed and secretly pleased and flattered by the look in her brother’s eyes, but had pretended to treat the gift lightly, twirling it carelessly back and forth on the counter and walking up and down swinging her arms.

“Don’t go telling,” she had said.

“Then don’t go pretending,” the boy had answered.

Sam thought that his sister’s indiscretion, which had brought her a babe and a husband in the same month had, after all, ended better than the indiscretion of his mother in her marriage with Windy.

Rousing himself, he went into the house. A neighbour woman, employed for the purpose, had prepared the evening meal and now began complaining of his lateness, saying that the food had got cold.

Sam ate in silence. While he ate the woman went out of the house and presently returned, bringing a daughter.

There was in Caxton a code that would not allow a woman to be alone in a house with a man. Sam wondered if the bringing of the daughter was an attempt on the part of the woman to abide by the letter of the code, if she thought of the sick woman in the house as one already gone. The thought amused and saddened him.

“You would have thought her safe,” he mused. She was fifty, small, nervous and worn and wore a set of ill-fitting false teeth that rattled as she talked. When she did not talk she rattled them with her tongue because of nervousness.

In at the kitchen door came Windy, far gone in drink. He stood by the door holding to the knob with his hand and trying to get control of himself.

“My wife — my wife is dying. She may die any day,” he wailed, tears standing in his eyes.

The woman with the daughter went into the little parlour where a bed had been put for the sick woman. Sam sat at the kitchen table dumb with anger and disgust as Windy, lurching forward, fell into a chair and began sobbing loudly. In the road outside a man driving a horse stopped and Sam could hear the scraping of the wheels against the buggy body as the man turned in the narrow street. Above the scraping of the wheels rose a voice, swearing profanely. The wind continued to blow and it had begun to rain.

“He has got into the wrong street,” thought the boy stupidly.

Windy, his head upon his hands, wept like a brokenhearted boy, his sobs echoing through the house, his breath heavy with liquor tainting the air of the room. In a corner by the stove the mother’s ironing board stood against the wall and the sight of it added fuel to the anger smouldering in Sam’s heart. He remembered the day when he had stood in the store doorway with his mother and had seen the dismal and amusing failure of his father with the bugle, and of the months before Kate’s wedding, when Windy had gone blustering about town threatening to kill her lover and the mother and boy had stayed with the girl, out of sight in the house, sick with humiliation.

The drunken man, laying his head upon the table, fell asleep, his snores replacing the sobs that had stirred the boy’s anger. Sam began thinking again of his mother’s life.

The effort he had made to repay her for the hardness of her life now seemed utterly fruitless. “I would like to repay him,” he thought, shaken with a sudden spasm of hatred as he looked at the man before him. The cheerless little kitchen, the cold, half-baked potatoes and sausages on the table, and the drunken man asleep, seemed to him a kind of symbol of the life that had been lived in that house, and with a shudder he turned his face and stared at the wall.

He thought of a dinner he had once eaten at Freedom Smith’s house. Freedom had brought the invitation into the stables on that night just as to-night he had brought the letter from the Chicago company, and just as Sam was shaking his head in refusal of the invitation in at the stable door had come the children. Led by the eldest, a great tomboy girl of fourteen with the strength of a man and an inclination to burst out of her clothes at unexpected places, they had come charging into the stables to carry Sam off to the dinner, Freedom laughingly urging them on, his voice roaring in the stable so that the horses jumped about in their stalls. Into the house they had dragged him, the baby, a boy of four, sitting astride his back and beating on his head with a woollen cap, and Freedom swinging a lantern and giving an occasional helpful push with his hand.

A picture of the long table covered with the white cloth at the end of the big dining room in Freedom’s house came back into the mind of the boy now sitting in the barren little kitchen before the untasted, badly-cooked food. Upon it lay a profusion of bread and meat and great dishes heaped with steaming potatoes. At his own house there had always been just enough food for the single meal. The thing was nicely calculated, when you had finished the table was bare.

How he had enjoyed that dinner after the long day on the road. With a flourish and a roar at the children Freedom heaped high the plates and passed them about, the wife or the tomboy girl bringing unending fresh supplies from the kitchen. The joy of the evening with its talk of the children in school, its sudden revelation of the womanliness of the tomboy girl, and its air of plenty and good living haunted the mind of the boy.

“My mother never knew anything like that,” he thought.

The drunken man who had been sleeping aroused himself and began talking loudly — some old forgotten grievance coming back to his mind, he talked of the cost of school books.

“They change the books in the school too often,” he declared in a loud voice, turning and facing the kitchen stove, as though addressing an audience. “It is a scheme to graft on old soldiers who have children. I will not stand it.”

Sam, enraged beyond speech, tore a leaf from a notebook and scrawled a message upon it.

“Be silent,” he wrote. “If you say another word or make another sound to disturb mother I will choke you and throw you like a dead dog into the street.”

Reaching across the table and touching his father on the hand with a fork taken from among the dishes, he laid the note upon the table under the lamp before his eyes. He was fighting with himself to control a desire to spring across the room and kill the man who he believed had brought his mother to her death and who now sat bellowing and talking at her very death bed. The desire distorted his mind so that he stared about the kitchen like one seized with an insane nightmare.

Windy, taking the note in his hand, read it slowly and then, not understanding its import and but half getting its sense, put it in his pocket.

“A dog is dead, eh?” he shouted. “Well you’re getting too big and smart, lad. What do I care for a dead dog?”

Sam did not answer. Rising cautiously, he crept around the table and put his hand upon the throat of the babbling old man.

“I must not kill,” he kept telling himself aloud, as though talking to a stranger. “I must choke until he is silent, but I must not kill.”

In the kitchen the two men struggled silently. Windy, unable to rise, struck out wildly and helplessly with his feet. Sam, looking down at him and studying the eyes and the colour in the cheeks, realised with a start that he had not for years seen the face of his father. How vividly it stamped itself upon his mind now, and how coarse and sodden it had become.

“I could repay all of the years mother has spent over the dreary washtub by just one long, hard grip at this lean throat. I could kill him with so little extra pressure,” he thought.

The eyes began to stare at him and the tongue to protrude. Across the forehead ran a streak of mud picked up somewhere in the long afternoon of drunken carousing.

“If I were to press hard now and kill him I would see his face as it looks now all the days of my life,” thought the boy.

In the silence of the house he heard the voice of the neighbour woman speaking sharply to her daughter. The familiar, dry, tired cough of the sick woman followed. Sam took the unconscious old man in his arms and went carefully and silently out at the kitchen door. The rain beat down upon him and, as he went around the house with his burden, the wind, shaking loose a dead branch from a small apple tree in the yard, blew it against his face, leaving a long smarting scratch. At the fence before the house he stopped and threw his burden down a short grassy bank into the road. Then turning he went, bareheaded, through the gate and up the street.

“I will go for Mary Underwood,” he thought, his mind returning to the friend who years before had walked with him on country roads and whose friendship he had dropped because of John Telfer’s tirades against all women. He stumbled along the sidewalk, the rain beating down upon his bare head.

“We need a woman in our house,” he kept saying over and over to himself. “We need a woman in our house.”


CHAPTER VII
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LEANING AGAINST THE wall under the veranda of Mary Underwood’s house, Sam tried to get in his mind a remembrance of what had brought him there. He had walked bareheaded through Main Street and out along a country road. Twice he had fallen, covering his clothes with mud. He had forgotten the purpose of his walk and had tramped on and on. The unexpected and terrible hatred of his father that had come upon him in the tense silence of the kitchen had so paralysed his brain that he now felt light-headed and wonderfully happy and carefree.

“I have been doing something,” he thought; “I wonder what it is.”

The house faced a grove of pine trees and was reached by climbing a little rise and following a winding road out beyond the graveyard and the last of the village lights. The wild spring rain pounded and rattled on the tin roof overhead, and Sam, his back closely pressed against the front of the house, fought to regain control of his mind.

For an hour he stood there staring into the darkness and watched with delight the progress of the storm. He had — an inheritance from his mother — a love of thunderstorms. He remembered a night when he was a boy and his mother had got out of bed and gone here and there through the house singing. She had sung softly so that the sleeping father did not hear, and in his bed upstairs Sam had lain awake listening to the noises — the rain on the roof, the occasional crash of thunder, the snoring of Windy, and the unusual and, he thought, beautiful sound of the mother singing in the storm.

Now, lifting up his head, he looked about with delight. Trees in the grove in front of him bent and tossed in the wind. The inky blackness of the night was relieved by the flickering oil lamp in the road beyond the graveyard and, in the distance, by the lights streaming out at the windows of the houses. The light coming out of the house against which he stood made a little cylinder of brightness among the pine trees through which the raindrops fell gleaming and sparkling. An occasional flash of lightning lit up the trees and the winding road, and the cannonry of the skies rolled and echoed overhead. A kind of wild song sang in Sam’s heart.

“I wish it would last all night,” he thought, his mind fixed on the singing of his mother in the dark house when he was a boy.

The door opened and a woman stepped out upon the veranda and stood before him facing the storm, the wind tossing the soft kimono in which she was clad and the rain wetting her face. Under the tin roof, the air was filled with the rattling reverberation of the rain. The woman lifted her head and, with the rain beating down upon her, began singing, her fine contralto voice rising above the rattle of the rain on the roof and going on uninterrupted by the crash of the thunder. She sang of a lover riding through the storm to his mistress. One refrain persisted in the song — 

 “He rode and he thought of her red, red lips,”

 

sang the woman, putting her hand upon the railing of the little porch and leaning forward into the storm.

Sam was amazed. The woman standing before him was Mary Underwood, who had been his friend when he was a boy in school and toward whom his mind had turned after the tragedy in the kitchen. The figure of the woman standing singing before him became a part of his thoughts of his mother singing on the stormy night in the house and his mind wandered on, seeing pictures as he used to see them when a boy walking under the stars and listening to the talk of John Telfer. He saw a broad-shouldered man shouting defiance to the storm as he rode down a mountain path.

“And he laughed at the rain on his wet, wet cloak,” went on the voice of the singer.

Mary Underwood’s singing there in the rain made her seem near and likeable as she had seemed to him when he was a barefoot boy.

“John Telfer was wrong about her,” he thought.

She turned and faced him. Tiny streams of water ran from her hair down across her cheeks. A flash of lightning cut the darkness, illuminating the spot where Sam, now a broad-shouldered man, stood with the mud upon his clothes and the bewildered look upon his face. A sharp exclamation of surprise broke from her lips:

“Hello, Sam! What are you doing here? You had better get in out of the rain.”

“I like it here,” replied Sam, lifting his head and looking past her at the storm.

Walking to the door and standing with her hand upon the knob, Mary looked into the darkness.

“You have been a long time coming to see me,” she said, “come in.”

Within the house, with the door closed, the rattle of the rain on the veranda roof sank to a subdued, quiet drumming. Piles of books lay upon a table in the centre of the room and there were other books on the shelves along the walls. On a table burned a student’s lamp and in the corners of the room lay heavy shadows.

Sam stood by the wall near the door looking about with half-seeing eyes.

Mary, who had gone to another part of the house and who now returned clad in a long cloak, looked at him with quick curiosity, and began moving about the room picking up odds and ends of woman’s clothing scattered on the chairs. Kneeling, she lighted a fire under some sticks piled in an open grate at the side of the room.

“It was the storm made me want to sing,” she said self-consciously, and then briskly, “we shall have to be drying you out; you have fallen in the road and got yourself covered with mud.”

From being morose and silent Sam became talkative. An idea had come into his mind.

“I have come here courting,” he thought; “I have come to ask Mary Underwood to be my wife and live in my house.”

The woman, kneeling by the blazing sticks, made a picture that aroused something that had been sleeping in him. The heavy cloak she wore, falling away, showed the round little shoulders imperfectly covered by the kimono, wet and clinging to them. The slender, youthful figure, the soft grey hair and the serious little face, lit by the burning sticks caused a jumping of his heart.

“We are needing a woman in our house,” he said heavily, repeating the words that had been on his lips as he stumbled through the storm-swept streets and along the mud-covered roads. “We are needing a woman in our house, and I have come to take you there.

“I intend to marry you,” he added, lurching across the room and grasping her roughly by the shoulders. “Why not? I am needing a woman.”

Mary Underwood was dismayed and frightened by the face looking down at her, and by the strong hands clenched upon her shoulders. In his youth she had conceived a kind of maternal passion for the newsboy and had planned a future for him. Her plans if followed would have made him a scholar, a man living his life among books and ideas. Instead, he had chosen to live his life among men, to be a money-maker, to drive about the country like Freedom Smith, making deals with farmers. She had seen him driving at evening through the street to Freedom’s house, going in and out of Wildman’s, and walking through the streets with men. In a dim way she knew that an influence had been at work upon him to win him from the things of which she had dreamed and she had secretly blamed John Telfer, the talking, laughing idler. Now, out of the storm, the boy had come back to her, his hands and his clothes covered with the mud of the road, and talked to her, a woman old enough to be his mother, of marriage and of coming to live with him in his house. She stood, chilled, looking into the eager, strong face and the eyes with the pained, dazed look in them.

Under her gaze, something of the old feeling of the boy came back to Sam, and he began vaguely trying to tell her of it.

“It was not the talk of Telfer drove me from you,” he began, “it was because you talked so much of the schools and of books. I was tired of them. I could not go on year after year sitting in a stuffy little schoolroom when there was so much money to be made in the world. I grew tired of the school teachers, drumming with their fingers on the desks and looking out at the windows at men passing in the street. I wanted to get out of there and into the streets myself.”

Dropping his hands from her shoulders, he sat down in a chair and stared into the fire, now blazing steadily. Steam began to rise from his trousers legs. His mind, still working beyond his control, began to reconstruct an old boyhood fancy, half his own, half John Telfer’s, that had years before come into his mind. It concerned a picture he and Telfer had made of the ideal scholar. The picture had, as its central figure, a stoop-shouldered, feeble old man stumbling along the street, muttering to himself and poking in a gutter with a stick. The picture was a caricature of puttering old Frank Huntley, superintendent of the Caxton schools.

Sitting before the fire in Mary Underwood’s house, become, for the moment, a boy, facing a boy’s problems, Sam did not want to be such a man. He wanted only that in scholarship which would help him to be the kind of man he was bent on being, a man of the world doing the work of the world and making money by his work. Things he had been unable to get expressed when he was a boy and her friend, coming again into his mind, he felt that he must here and now make it plain to Mary Underwood that the schools were not giving him what he wanted. His brain worked on the problem of how to tell her about it.

Turning, he looked at her and said earnestly: “I am going to quit the schools. It is not your fault, but I am going to quit just the same.”

Mary, who had been looking down at the great mud-covered figure in the chair began to understand. A light came into her eyes. Going to the door opening into a stairway leading to sleeping rooms above, she called sharply, “Auntie, come down here at once. There is a sick man here.”

A startled, trembling voice answered from above, “Who is it?”

Mary Underwood did not answer. She came back to Sam and, putting her hand gently on his shoulder, said, “It is your mother and you are only a sick, half-crazed boy after all. Is she dead? Tell me about it.”

Sam shook his head. “She is still there in the bed, coughing.” He roused himself and stood up. “I have just killed my father,” he announced. “I choked him and threw him down the bank into the road in front of the house. He made horrible noises in the kitchen and mother was tired and wanted to sleep.”

Mary Underwood began running about the room. From a little alcove under a stairway she took clothes, throwing them upon the floor about the room. She pulled on a stocking and, unconscious of Sam’s presence, raised her skirts and fastened it. Then, putting one shoe on the stockinged foot and the other on the bare one, she turned to him. “We will go back to your house. I think you are right. You need a woman there.”

In the street she walked rapidly along, clinging to the arm of the tall fellow who strode silently beside her. A cheerfulness had come over Sam. He felt he had accomplished something — something he had set out to accomplish. He again thought of his mother and drifting into the notion that he was on his way home from work at Freedom Smith’s, began planning the evening he would spend with her.

“I will tell her of the letter from the Chicago company and of what I will do when I go to the city,” he thought.

At the gate before the McPherson house Mary looked into the road below the grassy bank that ran down from the fence, but in the darkness she could see nothing. The rain continued to fall and the wind screamed and shouted as it rushed through the bare branches of the trees. Sam went through the gate and around the house to the kitchen door intent upon getting to his mother’s bedside.

In the house the neighbour woman sat asleep in a chair before the kitchen stove. The daughter had gone.

Sam went through the house to the parlour and sat down in a chair beside his mother’s bed, picking up her hand and holding it in his own. “She must be asleep,” he thought.

At the kitchen door Mary Underwood stopped, and, turning, ran away into the darkness along the street. By the kitchen fire the neighbour woman still slept. In the parlour Sam, sitting on the chair beside his mother’s bed, looked about him. A lamp burned dimly upon the little stand beside the bed and the light of it fell upon the portrait of a tall, aristocratic-looking woman with rings on her fingers, that hung upon the wall. The picture belonged to Windy and was claimed by him as a portrait of his mother, and it had once brought on a quarrel between Sam and his sister.

Kate had taken the portrait of the lady seriously, and the boy had come upon her sitting in a chair before it, her hair rearranged and her hands lying in her lap in imitation of the pose maintained so haughtily by the great lady who looked down at her.

“It is a fraud,” he had declared, irritated by what he believed his sister’s devotion to one of the father’s pretensions. “It is a fraud he has picked up somewhere and now claims as his mother to make people believe he is something big.”

The girl, ashamed at having been caught in the pose, and furious because of the attack upon the authenticity of the portrait, had gone into a spasm of indignation, putting her hands to her ears and stamping on the floor with her foot. Then she had run across the room and dropped upon her knees before a little couch, buried her face in a pillow and shook with anger and grief.

Sam had turned and walked out of the room. The emotions of the sister had seemed to him to have the flavour of one of Windy’s outbreaks.

“She likes it,” he had thought, dismissing the incident. “She likes believing in lies. She is like Windy and would rather believe in them than not.”

 

 

 

Mary Underwood ran through the rain to John Telfer’s house and beat on the door with her fist until Telfer, followed by Eleanor, holding a lamp above her head, appeared at the door. With Telfer she went back through the streets to the front of Sam’s house thinking of the terrible choked and disfigured man they should find there. She went along clinging to Telfer’s arm as she had clung to Sam’s, unconscious of her bare head and scanty attire. In his hand Telfer carried a lantern secured from the stable.

In the road before the house they found nothing. Telfer went up and down swinging the lantern and peering into gutters. The woman walked beside him, her skirts lifted and the mud splashing upon her bare leg.

Suddenly Telfer threw back his head and laughed. Taking her hand he led Mary with a rush up the bank and through the gate.

“What a muddle-headed old fool I am!” he cried. “I am getting old and addle-pated! Windy McPherson is not dead! Nothing could kill that old war horse! He was in at Wildman’s grocery after nine o’clock to-night covered with mud and swearing he had been in a fight with Art Sherman. Poor Sam and you — to have come to me and to have found me a stupid ass! Fool! Fool! What a fool I have become!”

In at the kitchen door ran Mary and Telfer, frightening the woman by the stove so that she sprang to her feet and began nervously making the false teeth rattle with her tongue. In the parlour they found Sam, his head upon the edge of the bed, asleep. In his hand he held the cold hand of Jane McPherson. She had been dead for an hour. Mary Underwood stooped over and kissed his wet hair as the neighbour woman came in at the doorway bearing the kitchen lamp, and John Telfer, holding his finger to his lips, commanded silence.


CHAPTER VIII
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THE FUNERAL OF Jane McPherson was a trying affair for her son. He thought that his sister Kate, with the babe in her arms, had become coarsened — she looked frumpish and, while they were in the house, had an air of having quarrelled with her husband when they came out of their bedroom in the morning. During the funeral service Sam sat in the parlour, astonished and irritated by the endless number of women that crowded into the house. They were everywhere, in the kitchen, the sleeping room back of the parlour; and in the parlour, where the dead woman lay in her coffin, they were massed. When the thin-lipped minister, holding a book in his hand, held forth upon the virtues of the dead woman, they wept. Sam looked at the floor and thought that thus they would have wept over the body of the dead Windy, had his fingers but tightened a trifle. He wondered if the minister would have talked in the same way — blatantly and without knowledge — of the virtues of the dead. In a chair at the side of the coffin the bereaved husband, in new black clothes, wept audibly. The baldheaded, officious undertaker kept moving nervously about, intent upon the ritual of his trade.

During the service, a man sitting behind him dropped a note on the floor at Sam’s feet. Sam picked it up and read it, glad of something to distract his attention from the voice of the minister, and the faces of the weeping women, none of whom had before been in the house and all of whom he thought strikingly lacking in a sense of the sacredness of privacy. The note was from John Telfer.

“I will not come to your mother’s funeral,” he wrote. “I respected your mother while she lived and I will leave you alone with her now that she is dead. In her memory I will hold a ceremony in my heart. If I am in Wildman’s, I may ask the man to quit selling soap and tobacco for the moment and to close and lock the door. If I am at Valmore’s shop, I will go up into his loft and listen to him pounding on the anvil below. If he or Freedom Smith go to your house, I warn them I will cut their friendship. When I see the carriages going through the street and know that the thing is right well done and over, I will buy flowers and take them to Mary Underwood as an appreciation of the living in the name of the dead.”

The note cheered and comforted Sam. It gave him back a grip of something that had slipped from him.

“It is good sense, after all,” he thought, and realised that even in the days when he was being made to suffer horrors, and in the face of the fact that Jane McPherson’s long, hard role was just being played out to the end, the farmer in the field was sowing his corn, Valmore was beating upon his anvil, and John Telfer was writing notes with a flourish. He arose, interrupting the minister’s discourse. Mary Underwood had come in just as the minister began talking and had dropped into an obscure corner near the door leading into the street. Sam crowded past the women who stared and the minister who frowned and the baldheaded undertaker who wrung his hands and, dropping the note into her lap, said, oblivious of the people looking and listening with breathless curiosity, “It is from John Telfer. Read it. Even he, hating women as he did, is now bringing flowers to your door.”

In the room a wind of whispered comments sprang up. Women, putting their heads together and their hands before their faces, nodded toward the school teacher, and the boy, unconscious of the sensation he had created, went back to his chair and looked again at the floor, waiting until the talk and the singing of songs and the parading through the streets should be ended. Again the minister began reading from the book.

“I have become older than all of these people here,” thought the youth. “They play at life and death, and I have felt it between the fingers of my hand.”

Mary Underwood, lacking Sam’s unconsciousness of the people, looked about with burning cheeks. Seeing the women whispering and putting their heads together, a chill of fear ran through her. Into the room had been thrust the face of an old enemy to her — the scandal of a small town. Picking up the note she slipped out at the door and stole away along the street. The old maternal love for Sam had returned strengthened and ennobled by the terror through which she had passed with him that night in the rain. Going to her house she whistled the collie dog and set out along a country road. At the edge of a grove of trees she stopped, sat down on a log, and read Telfer’s note. From the soft ground into which her feet sank there came the warm pungent smell of the new growth. Tears came into her eyes. She thought that in a few days much had come to her. She had got a boy upon whom she could pour out the mother love in her heart, and she had made a friend of Telfer, whom she had long regarded with fear and doubt.

For a month Sam lingered in Caxton. It seemed to him there was something that wanted doing there. He sat with the men at the back of Wildman’s, and walked aimlessly through the streets and out of the town along the country roads, where men worked all day in the fields behind sweating horses, ploughing the land. The thrill of spring was in the air, and in the evening a song sparrow sang in the apple tree below his bedroom window. Sam walked and loitered in silence, looking at the ground. In his mind was the dread of people. The talk of the men in the store wearied him and when he went alone into the country he found himself accompanied by the voices of all of those he had come out of town to escape. On the street corner the thin-lipped, brown-bearded minister stopped him and talked of the future life as he had stopped and talked to a bare-legged newsboy.

“Your mother,” he said, “has but gone before. It is for you to get into the narrow path and follow her. God has sent this sorrow as a warning to you. He wants you also to get into the way of life and in the end to join her. Begin coming to our church. Join in the work of the Christ. Find truth.”

Sam, who had listened without hearing, shook his head and went on. The minister’s talk seemed no more than a meaningless jumble of words out of which he got but one thought.

“Find truth,” he repeated to himself after the minister, and let his mind play with the idea. “The best men are all trying to do that. They spend their lives at the task. They are all trying to find truth.”

He went along the street, pleased with himself because of the interpretation he had put upon the minister’s words. The terrible moments in the kitchen followed by his mother’s death had put a new look of seriousness into his face and he felt within him a new sense of responsibility to the dead woman and to himself. Men stopped him on the street and wished him well in the city. News of his leaving had become public. Things in which Freedom Smith was concerned were always public affairs.

“He would take a drum with him to make love to a neighbour’s wife,” said John Telfer.

Sam felt that in a way he was a child of Caxton. Early it had taken him to its bosom; it had made of him a semi-public character; it had encouraged him in his money-making, humiliated him through his father, and patronised him lovingly because of his toiling mother. When he was a boy, scurrying between the legs of the drunkards in Piety Hollow of a Saturday night, there was always some one to speak a word to him of his morals and to shout at him a cheering word of advice. Had he elected to remain there, with the thirty-five hundred dollars already in the Savings Bank — built to that during his years with Freedom Smith — he might soon become one of the town’s solid men.

He did not want to stay. He felt that his call was in another place and that he would go there gladly. He wondered why he did not get on the train and be off.

One night when he had been late on the road, loitering by fences, hearing the lonely barking of dogs at distant farmhouses, getting the smell of the new-ploughed ground into his nostrils, he came into town and sat down on a low iron fence that ran along by the platform of the railroad station, to wait for the midnight train north. Trains had taken on a new meaning to him since any day might see him on such a train bound into his new life.

A man, with two bags in his hands, came on the station platform followed by two women.

“Here, watch these,” he said to the women, setting the bags upon the platform; “I will go for the tickets,” and disappeared into the darkness.

The two women resumed their interrupted talk.

“Ed’s wife has been poorly these ten years,” said one of them. “It will be better for her and for Ed now that she is dead, but I dread the long ride. I wish she had died when I was in Ohio two years ago. I am sure to be train-sick.”

Sam, sitting in the darkness, was thinking of a part of one of John Telfer’s old talks with him.

“They are good people but they are not your people. You will go away from here. You will be a big man of dollars, it is plain.”

He began listening idly to the two women. The man had a shop for mending shoes on a side street back of Geiger’s drug store and the two women, one short and round, one long and thin, kept a small, dingy millinery shop and were Eleanor Telfer’s only competitors.

“Well, the town knows her now for what she is,” said the tall woman. “Milly Peters says she won’t rest until she has put that stuck-up Mary Underwood in her place. Her mother worked in the McPherson house and it was her told Milly. I never heard such a story. To think of Jane McPherson working all these years and then having such goings-on in her house when she lay dying, Milly says that Sam went away early in the evening and came home late with that Underwood thing, half dressed, hanging on his arm. Milly’s mother looked out of the window and saw them. Then she ran out by the kitchen stove and pretended to be asleep. She wanted to see what was up. And the bold hussy came right into the house with Sam. Then she went away, and after a while back she came with that John Telfer. Milly is going to see that Eleanor Telfer finds it out. I guess it will bring her down, too. And there is no telling how many other men in this town Mary Underwood is running with. Milly says — —”

The two women turned as out of the darkness came a tall figure roaring and swearing. Two hands flashed out and sank into their hair.

“Stop it!” growled Sam, beating the two heads together, “stop your dirty lies! — you ugly she-beasts!”

Hearing the two women screaming the man who had gone for the railroad tickets came running down the station platform followed by Jerry Donlin. Springing forward Sam knocked the shoemaker over the iron fence into a newly spaded flower bed and then turned to the baggage man.

“They were telling lies about Mary Underwood,” he shouted. “She tried to save me from killing my father and now they are telling lies about her.”

The two women picked up the bags and ran whimpering away along the station platform. Jerry Donlin climbed over the iron fence and confronted the surprised and frightened shoemaker.

“What the Hell are you doing in my flower bed?” he growled.

 

 

 

Hurrying through the streets Sam’s mind was in a ferment. Like the Roman emperor he wished that all the world had but one head that he might cut it off with a slash. The town that had seemed so paternal, so cheery, so intent upon wishing him well, now seemed horrible. He thought of it as a great, crawling, slimy thing lying in wait amid the cornfields.

“To be saying that of her, of that white soul!” he exclaimed aloud in the empty street, all of his boyish loyalty and devotion to the woman who had put out a hand to him in his hour of trouble aroused and burning in him.

He wished that he might meet another man and could hit him also a swinging blow on the nose as he had hit the amazed shoemaker. He went to his own house and, leaning on the gate, stood looking at it and swearing meaninglessly. Then, turning, he went again through the deserted streets past the railroad station where, the midnight train having come and gone and Jerry Donlin having gone home for the night, all was dark and quiet. He was filled with horror of what Mary Underwood had seen at Jane McPherson’s funeral.

“It is better to be utterly bad than to speak ill of another,” he thought.

For the first time he realised another side of village life. In fancy he saw going past him on the dark road a long file of women, women with coarse unlighted faces and dead eyes. Many of the faces he knew. They were the faces of Caxton wives at whose houses he had delivered papers. He remembered how eagerly they had run out of their houses to get the papers and how they hung day after day over the details of sensational murder cases. Once, when a Chicago girl had been murdered in a dive and the details were unusually revolting, two women, unable to restrain their curiosity, had come to the station to wait for the train bringing the newspapers and Sam had heard them rolling the horrid mess over and over on their tongues.

In every city and in every village there is a class of women, the thought of whom paralyses the mind. They live their lives in small, unaired, unsanitary houses, and go on year after year washing dishes and clothes — only their fingers occupied. They read no good books, think no clean thoughts, are made love to as John Telfer had said, with kisses in a darkened room by a shame-faced yokel and, after marrying some such a yokel, live lives of unspeakable blankness. Into the houses of these women come the husbands at evening, tired and uncommunicative, to eat hurriedly and then go again into the streets or, the blessing of utter physical exhaustion having come to them, to sit for an hour in stockinged feet before crawling away to sleep and oblivion.

In these women is no light, no vision. They have instead certain fixed ideas to which they cling with a persistency touching heroism. To the man they have snatched from society they cling also with a tenacity to be measured only by their love of a roof over their heads and the craving for food to put into their stomachs. Being mothers, they are the despair of reformers, the shadow on the vision of dreamers and they put the black dread upon the heart of the poet who cries, “The female of the species is more deadly than the male.” At their worst they are to be seen drunk with emotion amid the lurid horrors of a French Revolution or immersed in the secret whispering, creeping terror of a religious persecution. At their best they are mothers of half mankind. Wealth coming to them, they throw themselves into garish display of it and flash upon the sight of Newport or Palm Beach. In their native lair in the close little houses, they sleep in the bed of the man who has put clothes upon their backs and food into their mouths because that is the usage of their kind and give him of their bodies grudgingly or willingly as the laws of their physical needs direct. They do not love, they sell, instead, their bodies in the market place and cry out that man shall witness their virtue because they had had the joy of finding one buyer instead of the many of the red sisterhood. A fierce animalism in them makes them cling to the babe at their breast and in the days of its softness and loveliness they close their eyes and try to catch again an old fleeting dream of their girlhood, a something vague, shadowy, no longer a part of them, brought with the babe out of the infinite. Having passed beyond the land of dreams, they dwell in the land of emotions and weep over the bodies of unknown dead or sit under the eloquence of evangelists, shouting of heaven and of hell — the call to the one being brother to the call of the other — crying upon the troubled air of hot little churches, where hope is fighting in the jaws of vulgarity, “The weight of my sins is heavy on my soul.” Along streets they go lifting heavy eyes to peer into the lives of others and to get a morsel to roll upon their heavy tongues. Having fallen upon a side light in the life of a Mary Underwood they return to it again and again as a dog to its offal. Something touching the lives of such as walk in the clean air, dream dreams, and have the audacity to be beautiful beyond the beauty of animal youth, maddens them, and they cry out, running from kitchen door to kitchen door and tearing at the prize like a starved beast who has found a carcass. Let but earnest women found a movement and crowd it forward to the day when it smacks of success and gives promise of the fine emotion of achievement, and they fall upon it with a cry, having hysteria rather than reason as their guiding impulse. In them is all of femininity — and none of it. For the most part they live and die unseen, unknown, eating rank food, sleeping overmuch, and sitting through summer afternoons rocking in chairs and looking at people passing in the street. In the end they die full of faith, hoping for a life to come.

Sam stood upon the road fearing the attacks these women were now making on Mary Underwood. The moon coming up, threw its light on the fields that lay beside the road and brought out their early spring nakedness and he thought them dreary and hideous, like the faces of the women that had been marching through his mind. He drew his overcoat about him and shivered as he went on, the mud splashing him and the raw night air aggravating the dreariness of his thoughts. He tried to revert to the assurance of the days before his mother’s illness and to get again the strong belief in his own destiny that had kept him at the money making and saving and had urged him to the efforts to rise above the level of the man who bred him. He didn’t succeed. The feeling of age that had settled upon him in the midst of the people mourning over the body of his mother came back, and, turning, he went along the road toward the town, saying to himself: “I will go and talk to Mary Underwood.”

While he waited on the veranda for Mary to open the door, he decided that after all a marriage with her might lead to happiness. The half spiritual, half physical love of woman that is the glory and mystery of youth was gone from him. He thought that if he could only drive from her presence the fear of the faces that had been coming and going in his own mind he would, for his own part, be content to live his life as a worker and money maker, one without dreams.

Mary Underwood came to the door wearing the same heavy long coat she had worn on that other night and taking her by the hand Sam led her to the edge of the veranda. He looked with content at the pine trees before the house, thinking that some benign influence must have guided the hand that planted them there to stand clothed and decent amid the barrenness of the land at the end of winter.

“What is it, boy?” asked the woman, and her voice was filled with anxiety. The maternal passion again glowing in her had for days coloured all her thoughts, and with all the ardour of an intense nature she had thrown herself into her love of Sam. Thinking of him, she felt in fancy the pangs of birth, and in her bed at night relived with him his boyhood in the town and built again her plans for his future. In the day time she laughed at herself and said tenderly, “You are an old fool.”

Brutally and frankly Sam told her of the thing he had heard on the station platform, looking past her at the pine trees and gripping the veranda rail. From the dead land there came again the smell of the new growth as it had come to him on the road before the revelation at the railroad station.

“Something kept telling me not to go away,” he said. “It must have been in the air — this thing. Already these evil crawling things were at work. Oh, if only all the world, like you and Telfer and some of the others here, had an appreciation of the sense of privacy.”

Mary Underwood laughed quietly.

“I was more than half right when, in the old days, I dreamed of making you a man at work upon the things of the mind,” she said. “The sense of privacy indeed! What a fellow you have become! John Telfer’s method was better than my own. He has given you the knack of saying things with a flourish.”

Sam shook his head.

“Here is something that cannot be faced down with a laugh,” he said stoutly. “Here is something at you — it is tearing at you — it has got to be met. Even now women are waking up in bed and turning the matter over in their minds. To-morrow they will be at you again. There is but one way and we must take it. You and I will have to marry.”

Mary looked at the serious new lines of his face.

“What a proposal!” she cried.

On an impulse she began singing, her voice fine and strong running through the quiet night.

 “He rode and he thought of her red, red lips,”

 

she sang, and laughed again.

“You should come like that,” she said, and then, “you poor muddled boy. Don’t you know that I am your new mother?” she added, taking hold of his two arms and turning him about facing her. “Don’t be absurd. I don’t want a husband or a lover. I want a son of my own and I have found him. I adopted you here in this house that night when you came to me sick and covered with mud. As for these women — away with them — I’ll face them down — I did it once before and I’ll do it again. Go to your city and make your fight. Here in Caxton it is a woman’s fight.”

“It is horrible. You don’t understand,” Sam protested.

A grey, tired look came into Mary Underwood’s face.

“I understand,” she said. “I have been on that battlefield. It is to be won only by silence and tireless waiting. Your very effort to help would make the matter worse.”

The woman and the tall boy, suddenly become a man, stood in thought. She was thinking of the end toward which her life was drifting. How differently she had planned it. She thought of the college in Massachusetts and of the men and women walking under the elm trees there.

“But I have got me a son and I am going to keep him,” she said aloud, putting her hand on Sam’s arm.

Very serious and troubled, Sam went down the gravel path toward the road. He felt there was something cowardly in the part she had given him to play, but he could see no alternative.

“After all,” he reflected, “it is sensible — it is a woman’s battle.”

Half way to the road he stopped and, running back, caught her in his arms and gave her a great hug.

“Good-bye, little Mother,” he cried and kissed her upon the lips.

And she, watching him as he went again down the gravel path, was overcome with tenderness. She went to the back of the porch and leaning against the house put her head upon her arm. Then turning and smiling through her tears she called after him.

“Did you crack their heads hard, boy?” she asked.

 

 

 

From Mary’s house Sam went to his own. On the gravel path an idea had come to him. He went into the house and, sitting down at the kitchen table with pen and ink, began writing. In the sleeping room back of the parlour he could hear Windy snoring. He wrote carefully, erasing and writing again. Then, drawing up a chair before the kitchen fire, he read over and over what he had written, and putting on his coat went through the dawn to the house of Tom Comstock, editor of the Caxton Argus, and roused him out of bed.

“I’ll run it on the front page, Sam, and it won’t cost you anything,” Comstock promised. “But why run it? Let the matter drop.”

“I shall just have time to pack and get the morning train for Chicago,” Sam thought.

Early the evening before, Telfer, Wildman, and Freedom Smith, at Valmore’s suggestion, had made a visit to Hunter’s jewelry store. For an hour they bargained, selected, rejected, and swore at the jeweller. When the choice was made and the gift lay shining against white cotton in a box on the counter Telfer made a speech.

“I will talk straight to that boy,” he declared, laughing. “I am not going to spend my time training his mind for money making and then have him fail me. I shall tell him that if he doesn’t make money in that Chicago I shall come and take the watch from him.”

Putting the gift into his pocket Telfer went out of the store and along the street to Eleanor’s shop. He strutted through the display room and into the workshop where Eleanor sat with a hat on her knee.

“What am I going to do, Eleanor?” he demanded, standing with legs spread apart and frowning down upon her, “what am I going to do without Sam?”

A freckle-faced boy opened the shop door and threw a newspaper on the floor. The boy had a ringing voice and quick brown eyes. Telfer went again through the display room, touching with his cane the posts upon which hung the finished hats, and whistling. Standing before the shop, with the cane hooked upon his arm, he rolled a cigarette and watched the boy running from door to door along the street.

“I shall have to be adopting a new son,” he said musingly.

After Sam left, Tom Comstock stood in his white nightgown and re-read the statement just given him. He read it over and over, and then, laying it on the kitchen table, filled and lighted a corncob pipe. A draft of wind blew into the room under the kitchen door chilling his thin shanks so that he drew his bare feet, one after the other, up behind the protective walls of his nightgown.

“On the night of my mother’s death,” ran the statement, “I sat in the kitchen of our house eating my supper when my father came in and began shouting and talking loudly, disturbing my mother who was asleep. I put my hand at his throat and squeezed until I thought he was dead, and carried him around the house and threw him into the road. Then I ran to the house of Mary Underwood, who was once my schoolteacher, and told her what I had done. She took me home, awoke John Telfer, and then went to look for the body of my father, who was not dead after all. John McPherson knows this is true, if he can be made to tell the truth.”

Tom Comstock shouted to his wife, a small nervous woman with red cheeks, who set up type in the shop, did her own housework, and gathered most of the news and advertising for The Argus.

“Ain’t that a slasher?” he asked, handing her the statement Sam had written.

“Well, it ought to stop the mean things they are saying about Mary Underwood,” she snapped. Then, taking the glasses from her nose, and looking at Tom, who, while he did not find time to give her much help with The Argus, was the best checker player in Caxton and had once been to a state tournament of experts in that sport, she added, “Poor Jane McPherson, to have had a son like Sam and no better father for him than that liar Windy. Choked him, eh? Well, if the men of this town had any spunk they would finish the job.”


BOOK II
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CHAPTER I
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FOR TWO YEARS Sam lived the life of a travelling buyer, visiting towns in Indiana, Illinois, and Iowa, and making deals with men who, like Freedom Smith, bought the farmers’ products. On Sundays he sat in chairs before country hotels and walked in the streets of strange towns, or, getting back to the city at the week end, went through the downtown streets and among the crowds in the parks with young men he had met on the road. From time to time he went to Caxton and sat for an hour with the men in Wildman’s, stealing away later for an evening with Mary Underwood.

In the store he heard news of Windy, who was laying close siege to the farmer’s widow he later married, and who seldom appeared in Caxton. In the store he saw the boy with freckles on his nose — the same John Telfer had watched running along Main Street on the night when he went to show Eleanor the gold watch bought for Sam and who sat now on the cracker barrel in the store and later went with Telfer to dodge the swinging cane and listen to the eloquence poured out on the night air. Telfer had not got the chance to stand with a crowd about him at the railroad station and make a parting speech to Sam, and in secret he resented the loss of that opportunity. After turning the matter over in his mind and thinking of many fine flourishes and ringing periods to give colour to the speech he had been compelled to send the gift by mail. And Sam, while the gift had touched him deeply and had brought back to his mind the essential solid goodness of the town amid the cornfields, so that he lost much of the bitterness aroused by the attack upon Mary Underwood, had been able to make but a tame and halting reply to the four. In his room in Chicago he had spent an evening writing and rewriting, putting in and taking out flourishes, and had ended by sending a brief line of thanks.

Valmore, whose affection for the boy had been a slow growth and who, now that he was gone, missed him more than the others, once spoke to Freedom Smith of the change that had come over young McPherson. Freedom sat in the wide old phaeton in the road before Valmore’s shop as the blacksmith walked around the grey mare, lifting her feet and looking at the shoes.

“What has happened to Sam — he has changed so much?” he asked, dropping a foot of the mare and coming to lean upon the front wheel. “Already the city has changed him,” he added regretfully.

Freedom took a match from his pocket and lighted the short black pipe.

“He bites off his words,” continued Valmore; “he sits for an hour in the store and then goes away, and doesn’t come back to say good-bye when he leaves town. What has got into him?”

Freedom gathered up the reins and spat over the dashboard into the dust of the road. A dog idling in the street jumped as though a stone had been hurled at him.

“If you had something he wanted to buy you would find he talked all right,” he exploded. “He skins me out of my eyeteeth every time he comes to town and then gives me a cigar wrapped in tinfoil to make me like it.”

 

 

 

For some months after his hurried departure from Caxton the changing, hurrying life of the city profoundly interested the tall strong boy from the Iowa village, who had the cold, quick business stroke of the money-maker combined with an unusually active interest in the problems of life and of living. Instinctively he looked upon business as a great game in which many men sat, and in which the capable, quiet ones waited patiently until a certain moment and then pounced upon what they would possess. With the quickness and accuracy of a beast at the kill they pounced and Sam felt that he had that stroke, and in his deals with country buyers used it ruthlessly. He knew the vague, uncertain look that came into the eyes of unsuccessful business men at critical moments and watched for it and took advantage of it as a successful prize fighter watches for a similar vague, uncertain look in the eyes of an opponent.

He had found his work, and had the assurance and the confidence that comes with that discovery. The stroke that he saw in the hand of the successful business men about him is the stroke also of the master painter, scientist, actor, singer, prize fighter. It was the hand of Whistler, Balzac, Agassiz, and Terry McGovern. The sense of it had been in him when as a boy he watched the totals grow in the yellow bankbook, and now and then he recognised it in Telfer talking on a country road. In the city where men of wealth and power in affairs rubbed elbows with him in the street cars and walked past him in hotel lobbies he watched and waited saying to himself, “I also will be such a one.”

Sam had not lost the vision that had come to him when as a boy he walked on the road and listened to the talk of Telfer, but he now thought of himself as one who had not only a hunger for achievement but also a knowledge of where to look for it. At times he had stirring dreams of vast work to be done by his hand that made the blood race in him, but for the most part he went his way quietly, making friends, looking about him, keeping his mind busy with his own thoughts, making deals.

During his first year in the city he lived in the house of an ex-Caxton family named Pergrin that had been in Chicago for several years, but that still continued to send its members, one at a time, to spend summer vacations in the Iowa village. To these people he carried letters handed him during the month after his mother’s death, and letters regarding him had come to them from Caxton. In the house, where eight people sat down to dinner, only three besides himself were Caxton-bred, but thoughts and talk of the town pervaded the house and crept into every conversation.

“I was thinking of old John Moore to-day — does he still drive that team of black ponies?” the housekeeping sister, a mild-looking woman of thirty, would ask of Sam at the dinner table, breaking in on a conversation of baseball, or a tale by one of the boarders of a new office building to be erected in the Loop.

“No, he don’t,” Jake Pergrin, a fat bachelor of forty who was foreman in a machine shop and the man of the house, would answer. So long had Jake been the final authority in the house on affairs touching Caxton that he looked upon Sam as an intruder. “John told me last summer when I was home that he intended to sell the blacks and buy mules,” he would add, looking at the youth challengingly.

The Pergrin family was in fact upon foreign soil. Living amid the roar and bustle of Chicago’s vast west side, it still turned with hungry heart toward the place of corn and of steers, and wished that work for Jake, its mainstay, could be found in that paradise.

Jake Pergrin, a bald-headed man with a paunch, stubby iron-grey moustache, and a dark line of machine oil encircling his finger nails so that they stood forth separately like formal flower beds at the edge of a lawn, worked industriously from Monday morning until Saturday night, going to bed at nine o’clock, and until that hour wandering, whistling, from room to room through the house, in a pair of worn carpet slippers, or sitting in his room practising on a violin. On Saturday evening, the habits formed in his Caxton days being strong in him, he came home with his pay in his pocket, settled with the two sisters for the week’s living, sat down to dinner neatly shaved and combed, and then disappeared upon the troubled waters of the town. Late on Sunday evening he re-appeared, with empty pockets, unsteady step, blood-shot eyes, and a noisy attempt at self-possessed unconcern, to hurry upstairs and crawl into bed in preparation for another week of toil and respectability. The man had a certain Rabelaisian sense of humour and kept score of the new ladies met on his weekly flights by pencil marks upon his bedroom wall. He once took Sam upstairs to show his record. A row of them ran half around the room.

Besides the bachelor there was a sister, a tall gaunt woman of thirty-five who taught school, and the housekeeper, thirty, mild, and blessed with a remarkably sweet speaking voice. Then there was a medical student in the front room, Sam in an alcove off the hall, a grey-haired woman stenographer, whom Jake called Marie Antoinette, and a buyer from a wholesale dry-goods house, with a vivacious, fun-loving little Southern wife.

The women in the Pergrin house seemed to Sam tremendously concerned about their health and each evening talked of the matter, he thought, more than his mother had talked during her illness. While Sam lived with them they were all under the influence of a strange sort of faith healer and took what they called “Health Suggestion” treatments. Twice each week the faith healer came to the house, laid his hands upon their backs and took their money. The treatment afforded Jake a never-ending source of amusement and in the evening he went through the house putting his hands upon the backs of the women and demanding money from them, but the dry-goods buyer’s wife, who for years had coughed at night, slept peacefully after some weeks of the treatment and the cough did not return while Sam remained in the house.

In the house Sam had a standing. Glowing tales of his shrewdness in business, his untiring industry, and the size of his bank account, had preceded him from Caxton, and these tales the Pergrins, in their loyalty to the town and to all the products of the town, did not allow to shrink in the re-telling. The housekeeping sister, a kindly woman, became fond of Sam, and in his absence would boast of him to chance callers or to the boarders gathered in the living room in the evening. She it was who laid the foundation of the medical student’s belief that Sam was a kind of genius in money matters, a belief that enabled him later to make a successful assault upon a legacy which came to that young man.

Frank Eckardt, the medical student, Sam took as a friend. On Sunday afternoons they went to walk in the streets, or, taking two girl friends of Frank’s, who were also students at the medical school, on their arms, they went to the park and sat upon benches under the trees.

For one of these young women Sam conceived a regard that approached tenderness. Sunday after Sunday he spent with her, and once, walking through the park on an evening in the late fall, the dry brown leaves rustling under their feet and the sun going down in red splendour before their eyes, he took her hand and walked in silence, feeling tremendously alive and vital as he had felt on that other night walking under the trees of Caxton with the dark-skinned daughter of banker Walker.

That nothing came of the affair and that after a time he did not see the girl again was due, he thought, to his own growing interest in money making and to the fact that there was in her, as in Frank Eckardt, a blind devotion to something that he could not himself understand.

Once he had a talk with Eckardt of the matter. “She is fine and purposeful like a woman I knew in my home town,” he said, thinking of Eleanor Telfer, “but she will not talk to me of her work as sometimes she talks to you. I want her to talk. There is something about her that I do not understand and that I want to understand. I think that she likes me and once or twice I have thought she would not greatly mind my making love to her, but I do not understand her just the same.”

One day in the office of the company for which he worked Sam became acquainted with a young advertising man named Jack Prince, a brisk, very much alive young fellow who made money rapidly, spent it lavishly, and had friends and acquaintances in every office, every hotel lobby, every bar room and restaurant in the down-town section of the city. The chance acquaintance rapidly grew into friendship. The clever, witty Prince made a kind of hero of Sam, admiring his reserve and good sense and boasting of him far and wide through the town. With Prince, Sam occasionally went on mild carouses, and, once, in the midst of thousands of people sitting about tables and drinking beer at the Coliseum on Wabash Avenue, he and Prince got into a fight with two waiters, Prince declaring he had been cheated and Sam, although he thought his friend in the wrong, striking out with his fist and dragging Prince through the door and into a passing street car in time to avoid a rush of other waiters hurrying to the aid of the one who lay dazed and sputtering on the sawdust floor.

After these evenings of carousal, carried on with Jack Prince and with young men met on trains and about country hotels, Sam spent hour after hour walking about town absorbed in his own thoughts and getting his own impressions of what he saw. In the affairs with the young men he played, for the most part, a passive rôle, going with them from place to place and drinking until they became loud and boisterous, or morose and quarrelsome, and then slipping away to his own room, amused or irritated as the circumstances, or the temperament of his companions, had made or marred the joviality of the evening. On his nights alone, he put his hands into his pockets and walked for endless miles through the lighted streets, getting in a dim way a realisation of the hugeness of life. All of the faces going past him, the women in their furs, the young men with cigars in their mouths going to the theatres, the bald old men with watery eyes, the boys with bundles of newspapers under their arms, and the slim prostitutes lurking in the hallways, should have interested him deeply. In his youth, and with the pride of sleeping power in him, he saw them only as so many individuals that might some day test their ability against his own. And if he peered at them closely and marked down face after face in the crowds it was as a sitter in the great game of business that he looked, exercising his mind by imagining this or that one arrayed against him in deals, and planning the method by which he would win in the imaginary struggle.

There was at that time in Chicago a place, to be reached by a bridge above the Illinois Central Railroad track, that Sam sometimes visited on stormy nights to watch the lake lashed by the wind. Great masses of water moving swiftly and silently broke with a roar against wooden piles, backed by hills of stone and earth, and the spray from the broken waves fell upon Sam’s face and on winter nights froze on his coat. He had learned to smoke, and leaning upon the railing of the bridge would stand for hours with a pipe in his mouth looking at the moving water, filled with awe and admiration of the silent power of it.

One night in September, when he was walking alone in the streets, an incident happened that showed him also a silent power within himself, a power that startled and for the moment frightened him. Walking into a little street back of Dearborn, he was suddenly aware of the faces of women looking out at him through small square windows cut in the fronts of the houses. Here and there, before and behind him, were the faces; voices called, smiles invited, hands beckoned. Up and down the street went men looking at the sidewalk, their coats turned up about their necks, their hats pulled down over their eyes. They looked at the faces of the women pressed against the little squares of glass and then, turning, suddenly, sprang in at the doors of the houses as if pursued. Among the walkers on the sidewalk were old men, men in shabby coats whose feet scuffled as they hurried along, and young boys with the pink of virtue in their cheeks. In the air was lust, heavy and hideous. It got into Sam’s brain and he stood hesitating and uncertain, startled, nerveless, afraid. He remembered a story he had once heard from John Telfer, a story of the disease and death that lurks in the little side streets of cities, and ran into Van Buren Street and from that into lighted State. He climbed up the stairway of the elevated railroad and jumping on the first train went away south to walk for hours on a gravel roadway at the edge of the lake in Jackson Park. The wind from the lake and the laughter and talk of people passing under the lights cooled the fever in him, as once it had been cooled by the eloquence of John Telfer, walking on the road near Caxton, and with his voice marshalling the armies of the standing corn.

Into Sam’s mind came a picture of the cold, silent water moving in great masses under the night sky and he thought that in the world of men there was a force as resistless, as little understood, as little talked of, moving always forward, silent, powerful — the force of sex. He wondered how the force would be broken in his own case, against what breakwater it would spend itself. At midnight, he went home across the city and crept into his alcove in the Pergrin house, puzzled and for the time utterly tired. In his bed, he turned his face to the wall and resolutely closing his eyes tried to sleep. “There are things not to be understood,” he told himself. “To live decently is a matter of good sense. I will keep thinking of what I want to do and not go into such a place again.”

One day, when he had been in Chicago two years, there happened an incident of another sort, an incident so grotesque, so Pan-like, so full of youth, that for days after it happened he thought of it with delight, and walked in the streets or sat in a passenger train laughing joyfully at the remembrance of some new detail of the affair.

Sam, who was the son of Windy McPherson and who had more than once ruthlessly condemned all men who put liquor into their mouths, got drunk, and for eighteen hours went shouting poetry, singing songs, and yelling at the stars like a wood god on the bend.

Late on an afternoon in the early spring he sat with Jack Prince in DeJonge’s restaurant in Monroe Street. Prince, his watch lying before him on the table and the thin stem of a wine glass between his fingers, talked to Sam of the man for whom they had been waiting a half hour.

“He will be late, of course,” he exclaimed, refilling Sam’s glass. “The man was never on time in his life. To keep an appointment promptly would take something from him. It would be like the bloom of youth gone from the cheeks of a maiden.”

Sam had already seen the man for whom they waited. He was thirty-five, small and narrow-shouldered, with a little wrinkled face, a huge nose, and a pair of eyeglasses that hooked over his ears. Sam had seen him in a Michigan Avenue club with Prince solemnly pitching silver dollars at a chalk mark on the floor with a group of serious, solid-looking old men.

“They are the crowd that have just put through the big deal in Kansas oil stock and the little one is Morris, who handled the publicity for them,” Prince had explained.

Later, when they were walking down Michigan Avenue, Prince talked at length of Morris, whom he admired immensely. “He is the best advertising and publicity man in America,” he declared. “He isn’t a four-flusher, as I am, and does not make as much money, but he can take another man’s ideas and express them so simply and forcibly that they tell the man’s story better than he knew it himself. And that’s all there is to advertising.”

He began laughing.

“It is funny to think of it. Tom Morris will do a job of work and the man for whom he does it will swear that he did it himself, that every pat phrase on the printed page Tom has turned out, is one of his own. He will howl like a beast at paying Tom’s bill, and then the next time he will try to do the job himself and make a hopeless muddle of it so that he has to send for Tom only to see the trick done over again like shelling corn off the cob. The best men in Chicago send for him.”

Into the restaurant came Tom Morris bearing under his arm a huge pasteboard portfolio. He seemed hurried and nervous. “I am on my way to the office of the International Biscuit Turning Machine Company,” he explained to Prince. “I can’t stop at all. I have here the layout of a circular designed to push on to the market some more of that common stock of theirs that hasn’t paid a dividend for ten years.”

Thrusting out his hand, Prince dragged Morris into a chair. “Never mind the Biscuit Machine people and their stock,” he commanded; “they will always have common stock to sell. It is inexhaustible. I want you to meet McPherson here who will some day have something big for you to help him with.”

Morris reached across the table and took Sam’s hand; his own was small and soft like that of a woman. “I am worked to death,” he complained; “I have my eye on a chicken farm in Indiana. I am going down there to live.”

For an hour the three men sat in the restaurant while Prince talked of a place in Wisconsin where the fish should be biting. “A man has told me of the place twenty times,” he declared; “I am sure I could find it on a railroad folder. I have never been fishing nor have you, and Sam here comes from a place to which they carry water in wagons over the plains.”

The little man who had been drinking copiously of the wine looked from Prince to Sam. From time to time he took off his glasses and wiped them with a handkerchief. “I don’t understand your being in such society,” he announced; “you have the solid, substantial look of a bucket-shop man. Prince here will get nowhere. He is honest, sells wind and his charming society, and spends the money that he gets, instead of marrying and putting it in his wife’s name.”

Prince arose. “It is useless to waste time in persiflage,” he began and then turning to Sam, “There is a place in Wisconsin,” he said uncertainly.

Morris picked up the portfolio and with a grotesque effort at steadiness started for the door followed by Prince and Sam walking with wavering steps. In the street Prince took the portfolio out of the little man’s hand. “Let your mother carry it, Tommy,” he said, shaking his finger under Morris’s nose. He began singing a lullaby. “When the bough bends the cradle will fall.”

The three men walked out of Monroe and into State Street, Sam’s head feeling strangely light. The buildings along the street reeled against the sky. A sudden fierce longing for wild adventure seized him. On a corner Morris stopped, took the handkerchief from his pocket and again wiped his glasses. “I want to be sure that I see clearly,” he said; “it seems to me that in the bottom of that last glass of wine I saw three of us in a cab with a basket of life oil on the seat between us going to the station to catch the train for that place Jack’s friend told fish lies about.”

The next eighteen hours opened up a new world to Sam. With the fumes of liquor rising in his brain, he rode for two hours on a train, tramped in the darkness along dusty roads and, building a bonfire in a woods, danced in the light of it upon the grass, holding the hands of Prince and the little man with the wrinkled face. Solemnly he stood upon a stump at the edge of a wheatfield and recited Poe’s “Helen,” taking on the voice, the gestures and even the habit of spreading his legs apart, of John Telfer. And then overdoing the last, he sat down suddenly on the stump, and Morris, coming forward with a bottle in his hand said, “Fill the lamp, man — the light of reason has gone out.”

From the bonfire in the woods and Sam’s recital from the stump, the three friends emerged again upon the road, and a belated farmer driving home half asleep on the seat of his wagon caught their attention. With the skill of an Indian boy the diminutive Morris sprang upon the wagon and thrust a ten dollar bill into the farmer’s hand. “Lead us, O man of the soil!” he shouted, “Lead us to a gilded palace of sin! Take us to a saloon! The life oil gets low in the can!”

Beyond the long, jolting ride in the wagon Sam never became quite clear. In his mind ran vague notions of a wild carousal in a country tavern, of himself acting as bartender, and a huge red-faced woman rushing here and there under the direction of a tiny man, dragging reluctant rustics to the bar and commanding them to keep on drinking the beer that Sam drew until the last of the ten dollars given to the man of the wagon should have gone into her cash drawer. Also, he thought that Jack Prince had put a chair upon the bar and that he sat on it explaining to the hurrying drawer of beer that although the Egyptian kings had built great pyramids to celebrate themselves they never built anything more gigantic than the jag Tom Morris was building among the farm hands in the room.

Later Sam thought that he and Jack Prince tried to sleep under a pile of grain sacks in a shed and that Morris came to them weeping because every one in the world was asleep and most of them lying under tables.

And then, his head clearing, Sam found himself with the two others walking again upon the dusty road in the dawn and singing songs.

On the train, with the help of a Negro porter, the three men tried to efface the dust and the stains of the wild night. The pasteboard portfolio containing the circular for the Biscuit Machine Company was still under Jack Prince’s arm and the little man, wiping and re-wiping his glasses, peered at Sam.

“Did you come with us or are you a child we have adopted here in these parts?” he asked.


CHAPTER II
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IT WAS A wonderful place, that South Water Street in Chicago where Sam came to make his business start in the city, and it was proof of the dry unresponsiveness in him that he did not sense more fully its meaning and its message. All day the food stuff of a vast city flowed through the narrow streets. Blue-shirted, broad-shouldered teamsters from the tops of high piled wagons bawled at scurrying pedestrians. On the sidewalks in boxes, bags, and barrels, lay oranges from Florida and California, figs from Arabia, bananas from Jamaica, nuts from the hills of Spain and the plains of Africa, cabbages from Ohio, beans from Michigan, corn and potatoes from Iowa. In December, fur-coated men hurried through the forests of northern Michigan gathering Christmas trees that found their way to warm firesides through the street. And summer and winter a million hens laid the eggs that were gathered there, and the cattle on a thousand hills sent their yellow butter fat packed in tubs and piled upon trucks to add to the confusion.

Into this street Sam walked, thinking little of the wonder of these things and thinking haltingly, getting his sense of the bigness of it in dollars and cents. Standing in the doorway of the commission house for which he was to work, strong, well clad, able and efficient, he looked through the streets, seeing and hearing the hurry and the roar and the shouting of voices, and then with a smile upon his lips went inside. In his brain was an unexpressed thought. As the old Norse marauders looked at the cities sitting in their splendour on the Mediterranean so looked he. “What loot!” a voice within him said, and his brain began devising methods by which he should get his share of it.

Years later, when Sam was a man of big affairs, he drove one day in a carriage through the streets and turning to his companion, a grey-haired, dignified Boston man who sat beside him, said, “I worked here once and used to sit on a barrel of apples at the edge of the sidewalk thinking how clever I was to make more money in one month than the man who raised the apples made in a year.”

The Boston man, stirred by the sight of so much foodstuff and moved to epigram by his mood, looked up and down the street.

“The foodstuff of an empire rattling o’er the stones,” he said.

“I should have made more money here,” answered Sam dryly.

The commission firm for which Sam worked was a partnership, not a corporation, and was owned by two brothers. Of the two Sam thought that the elder, a tall, bald, narrow-shouldered man, with a long narrow face and a suave manner, was the real master, and represented most of the ability in the partnership. He was oily, silent, tireless. All day he went in and out of the office and warehouses and up and down the crowded street, sucking nervously at an unlighted cigar. He was a great worker in a suburban church, but a shrewd and, Sam suspected, an unscrupulous business man. Occasionally the minister or some of the women of the suburban church came into the office to talk with him, and Sam was amused at the thought that Narrow Face, when he talked of the affairs of the church, bore a striking resemblance to the brown-bearded minister of the church in Caxton.

The other brother was a far different sort, and, in business, Sam thought, a much inferior man. He was a heavy, broad-shouldered, square-faced man of about thirty, who sat in the office dictating letters and who stayed out two or three hours to lunch. He sent out letters signed by him on the firm’s stationery with the title of General Manager, and Narrow Face let him do it. Broad Shoulders had been educated in New England and even after several years away from his college seemed more interested in it than in the welfare of the business. For a month or more in the spring he took most of the time of one of the two stenographers employed by the firm writing letters to graduates of Chicago high schools to induce them to go East to finish their education; and when a graduate of the college came to Chicago seeking employment, he closed his desk and spent entire days going from place to place, introducing, urging, recommending. Sam noticed, however, that when the firm employed a new man in their own office or on the road it was Narrow-Face who chose the man.

Broad-shoulders had been a famous football player in his day and wore an iron brace on his leg. The offices, like most of the offices on the street, were dark and narrow, and smelled of decaying vegetables and rancid butter. Noisy Greek and Italian hucksters wrangled on the sidewalk in front, and among these went Narrow-Face hurrying about making deals.

In South Water Street Sam did well, multiplying his thirty-six hundred dollars by ten during the three years that he stayed there, or went out from there to towns and cities directing a part of the great flowing river of foodstuff through his firm’s front door.

With almost his first day on the street he began seeing on all sides of him opportunity for gain, and set himself industriously at work to get his hand upon money with which to take advantage of the chances that he thought lay so invitingly about. Within a year he had made much progress. From a woman on Wabash Avenue he got six thousand dollars, and he planned and executed a coup that gave him the use of twenty thousand dollars that had come as a legacy to his friend, the medical student, who lived at the Pergrin house.

Sam had eggs and apples lying in warehouse against a rise; game, smuggled across the state line from Michigan and Wisconsin, lay frozen in cold storage tagged with his name and ready to be sold at a long profit to hotels and fashionable restaurants; and there were even secret bushels of corn and wheat lying in other warehouses along the Chicago River ready to be thrown on the market at a word from him, or, the margins by which he kept his hold on the stuff not being forthcoming, at a word from a LaSalle Street broker.

Getting the twenty thousand dollars out of the hands of the medical student was a turning point in Sam’s life. Sunday after Sunday he walked with Eckardt in the streets or loitered with him in the parks thinking of the money lying idle in the bank and of the deals he might be turning with it in the street or on the road. Daily he saw more clearly the power of cash. Other commission merchants along South Water Street came running into the office of his firm with tense, anxious faces asking Narrow-Face to help them over rough spots in the day’s trading. Broad-Shoulders, who had no business ability but who had married a rich woman, went on month after month taking half the profits brought in by the ability of his tall, shrewd brother, and Narrow-Face, who had taken a liking for Sam and who occasionally stopped for a word with him, spoke of the matter often and eloquently.

“Spend your time with no one who hasn’t money to help you,” he said; “on the road look for the men with money and then try to get it. That’s all there is to business — money-getting.” And then looking across to the desk of his brother he would add, “I would kick half the men in business out of it if I could, but I myself must dance to the tune that money plays.”

One day Sam went to the office of an attorney named Webster, whose reputation for the shrewd drawing of contracts had come to him from Narrow-Face.

“I want a contract drawn that will give me absolute control of twenty thousand dollars with no risk on my part if I lose the money and no promise to pay more than seven per cent if I do not lose,” he said.

The attorney, a slender, middle-aged man with a swarthy skin and black hair, put his hands on the desk before him and looked at the tall young man.

“What collateral?” he asked.

Sam shook his head. “Can you draw such a contract that will be legal and what will it cost me?” he asked.

The lawyer laughed good naturedly. “I can draw it of course. Why not?”

Sam, taking a roll of bills from his pocket, counted the amount upon the table.

“Who are you anyway?” asked Webster. “If you can get twenty thousand and without collateral you’re worth knowing. I might be getting up a gang to rob a mail train.”

Sam did not answer. He put the contract in his pocket and went home to his alcove at the Pergrins. He wanted to get by himself and think. He did not believe that he would by any chance lose Frank Eckardt’s money, but he knew that Eckardt himself would draw back from the kind of deals that he expected to make with the money, that they would frighten and alarm him, and he wondered if he was being honest.

In his own room after dinner Sam studied carefully the agreement drawn by Webster. It seemed to him to cover what he wanted covered, and having got it well fixed in his mind he tore it up. “There is no use his knowing I have been to a lawyer,” he thought guiltily.

Getting into bed, he began building plans for the future. With more than thirty thousand dollars at his command he thought that he should be able to make headway rapidly. “In my hands it will double itself every year,” he told himself and getting out of bed he drew a chair to the window and sat down, feeling strangely alive and awake like a young man in love. He saw himself going on and on, directing, managing, ruling men. It seemed to him that there was nothing he could not do. “I will run factories and banks and maybe mines and railroads,” he thought and his mind leaped forward so that he saw himself, grey, stern, and capable, sitting at a broad desk high in a great stone building, a materialisation of John Telfer’s word picture— “You will be a big man of dollars — it is plain.”

And then into Sam’s mind came another picture. He remembered a Saturday afternoon when a young man had come running into the office on South Water Street, a young man who owed Narrow-Face a sum of money and could not pay it. He remembered the unpleasant tightening of the mouth and the sudden shrewd hard look in his employer’s long narrow face. He had not heard much of the talk, but he was aware of a strained pleading quality in the voice of the young man who had said over and over slowly and painfully, “But, man, my honour is at stake,” and of a coldness in the answering voice replying persistently, “With me it is not a matter of honour but of dollars, and I am going to get them.”

From the alcove window Sam looked out upon a vacant lot covered with patches of melting snow. Beyond the lot facing him stood a flat building, and the snow, melting on the roof, made a little stream that ran down some hidden pipe and rattled out upon the ground. The noise of the falling water and the sound of distant footsteps going homeward through the sleeping city brought back thoughts of other nights when as a boy in Caxton he had sat thus, thinking disconnected thoughts.

Without knowing it Sam was fighting one of the real battles of his life, a battle in which the odds were very much against the quality in him that got him out of bed to look at the snow-clad vacant lot.

There was in the youth much of the brute trader, blindly intent upon gain; much of the quality that has given America so many of its so-called great men. It was the quality that had sent him in secret to Lawyer Webster to protect himself without protecting the simple credulous young medical student, and that had made him say as he came home with the contract in his pocket, “I will do what I can,” when in truth he meant, “I will get what I can.”

There may be business men in America who do not get what they can, who simply love power. One sees men here and there in banks, at the heads of great industrial trusts, in factories and in great mercantile houses of whom one would like to think thus. They are the men who one dreams have had an awakening, who have found themselves; they are the men hopeful thinkers try to recall again and again to the mind.

To these men America is looking. It is asking them to keep the faith, to stand themselves up against the force of the brute trader, the dollar man, the man who with his one cunning wolf quality of acquisitiveness has too long ruled the business of the nation.

I have said that the sense of equity in Sam fought an unequal battle. He was in business, and young in business, in a day when all America was seized with a blind grappling for gain. The nation was drunk with it, trusts were being formed, mines opened; from the ground spurted oil and gas; railroads creeping westward opened yearly vast empires of new land. To be poor was to be a fool; thought waited, art waited; and men at their firesides gathered their children around them and talked glowingly of men of dollars, holding them up as prophets fit to lead the youth of the young nation.

Sam had in him the making of the new, the commanding man of business. It was that quality in him that made him sit by the window thinking before going to the medical student with the unfair contract, and the same quality had sent him forth night after night to walk alone in the streets when other young men went to theatres or to walk with girls in the park. He had, in truth, a taste for the lonely hours when thought grows. He was a step beyond the youth who hurries to the theatre or buries himself in stories of love or adventure. He had in him something that wanted a chance.

In the flat building across the vacant lot a light appeared at a window and through the lighted window he saw a man clad in pajamas who propped a sheet of music against a dressing-table and who had a shining silver horn in his hand. Sam watched, filled with mild curiosity. The man, not reckoning on an onlooker at so late an hour, began an elaborate and amusing schedule of personation. He opened the window, put the horn to his lips and then turning bowed before the lighted room as before an audience. He put his hand to his lips and blew kisses about, then put the horn to his lips and looked again at the sheet of music.

The note that came out of the window on the still air was a failure, it flattened into a squawk. Sam laughed and pulled down the window. The incident had brought back to his mind another man who bowed to a crowd and blew upon a horn. Getting into bed he pulled the covers about him and went to sleep. “I will get Frank’s money if I can,” he told himself, settling the matter that had been in his mind. “Most men are fools and if I do not get his money some other man will.”

On the next afternoon Eckardt had lunch down town with Sam. Together they went to a bank where Sam showed the profits of deals he had made and the growth of his bank account, going afterward into South Water Street where Sam talked glowingly of the money to be made by a shrewd man who knew the ways of the street and had a head upon his shoulders.

“That’s just it,” said Frank Eckardt, falling quickly into the trap Sam had set, and hungering for profits; “I have money but no head on my shoulders for using it. I wish you would take it and see what you can do.”

With a thumping heart Sam went home across the city to the Pergrin house, Eckardt beside him in the elevated train. In Sam’s room the agreement was written out by Sam and signed by Eckardt. At dinner time they had the drygoods buyer in to sign as witness.

And the agreement turned out to Eckardt’s advantage. In no year did Sam return him less than ten per cent, and in the end gave back the principal more than doubled so that Eckardt was able to retire from the practice of medicine and live upon the interest of his capital in a village near Tiffin, Ohio.

With the thirty thousand dollars in his hands Sam began to reach out and extend the scope of his ventures. He bought and sold constantly, not only eggs, butter, apples, and grain, but also houses and building lots. Through his head marched long rows of figures. Deals worked themselves out in detail in his brain as he went about town drinking with young men, or sat at dinner in the Pergrin house. He even began working over in his head various schemes for getting into the firm by which he was employed, and thought that he might work upon Broad-Shoulders, getting hold of his interest and forcing himself into control. And then, the fear of Narrow-Face holding him back and his growing success in deals keeping his mind occupied, he was suddenly confronted by an opportunity that changed entirely the plans he was making for himself.

Through Jack Prince’s suggestion Colonel Tom Rainey of the great Rainey Arms Company sent for him and offered him a position as buyer of all the materials used in their factories.

It was the kind of connection Sam had unconsciously been seeking — a company, strong, old, conservative, known throughout the world. There was, in the talk with Colonel Tom, a hint of future opportunities to get stock in the company and perhaps to become eventually an official — these things were of course remote — to be dreamed of and worked toward — the company made it a part of its policy.

Sam said nothing, but already he had decided to accept the place, and was thinking of a profitable arrangement touching percentages on the amount saved in buying that had worked out so well for him during his years with Freedom Smith.

Sam’s work for the firearms company took him off the road and confined him to an office all day long. In a way he regretted this. The complaints he had heard among travelling men in country hotels with regard to the hardship of travel meant nothing to his mind. Any kind of travel was a keen pleasure to him. Against the hardships and discomforts he balanced the tremendous advantages of seeing new places and faces and getting a look into many lives, and he looked back with a kind of retrospective joy on the three years of hurrying from place to place, catching trains, and talking with chance acquaintances met by the way. Also, the years on the road had given him many opportunities for secret and profitable deals of his own.

Over against these advantages the place at Rainey’s threw him into close and continuous association with men of big affairs. The offices of the Arms Company occupied an entire floor of one of Chicago’s newest and biggest skyscrapers and millionaire stockholders and men high in the service of the state and of the government at Washington came in and went out at the door. Sam looked at them closely. He wanted to have a tilt with them and try if his Caxton and South Water Street shrewdness would keep the head upon his shoulders in LaSalle Street. The opportunity seemed to him a big one and he went about his work quietly and ably, intent upon making the most of it.

The Rainey Arms Company, at the time of Sam’s coming with it, was still largely owned by the Rainey family, father and daughter. Colonel Rainey, a grey-whiskered military looking man with a paunch, was the president and largest individual stockholder. He was a pompous, swaggering old fellow with a habit of making the most trivial statement with the air of a judge pronouncing the death sentence, and sat dutifully at his desk day after day looking very important and thoughtful, smoking long black cigars and signing personally piles of letters brought him by the heads of various departments. He looked upon himself as a silent but very important spoke in the government at Washington and every day issued many orders which the men at the heads of departments received with respect and disregarded in secret. Twice he had been prominently mentioned in connection with cabinet positions in the national government, and in talks with his cronies at clubs and restaurants he gave the impression of having actually refused an offer of appointment on both occasions.

Having got himself established as a factor in the management of the business, Sam found many things that surprised him. In every company of which he knew there was some one man to whom all looked for guidance, who at critical moments became dominant, saying “Do this, or that,” and making no explanations. In the Rainey Company he found no such man, but, instead, a dozen strong departments, each with its own head and each more or less independent of the others.

Sam lay in his bed at night and went about in the evening thinking of this and of its meaning. Among the department heads there was a great deal of loyalty and devotion to Colonel Tom, and he thought that among them were a few men who were devoted to other interests than their own.

At the same time he told himself there was something wrong. He himself had no such feeling of loyalty and although he was willing to give lip service to the resounding talk of the colonel about the fine old traditions of the company, he could not bring himself to a belief in the idea of conducting a vast business on a system founded upon lip service to traditions, or upon loyalty to an individual.

“There must be loose ends lying about everywhere,” he thought and followed the thought with another. “A man will come along, pick up these loose ends, and run the whole shop. Why not I?”

The Rainey Arms Company had made its millions for the Rainey and Whittaker families during the Civil War. Whittaker had been an inventor, making one of the first practical breech-loading guns, and the original Rainey had been a dry-goods merchant in an Illinois town who backed the inventor.

It proved itself a rare combination. Whittaker developed into a wonderful shop manager for his day, and, from the first, stayed at home building rifles and making improvements, enlarging the plant, getting out the goods. The drygoods merchant scurried about the country, going to Washington and to the capitals of the individual states, pulling wires, appealing to patriotism and state pride, taking big orders at fat prices.

In Chicago there is a tradition that more than once he went south of the Dixie line and that following these trips thousands of Rainey-Whittaker rifles found their way into the hands of Confederate soldiers, but this story which increased Sam’s respect for the energetic little drygoods merchant, Colonel Tom, his son, indignantly denied. In reality Colonel Tom would have liked to think of the first Rainey as a huge, Jove-like god of arms. Like Windy McPherson of Caxton, given a chance, he would have invented a new ancestor.

After the Civil War, and Colonel Tom’s growing to manhood, the Rainey and Whittaker fortunes were merged into one through the marriage of Jane Whittaker, the last of her line, to the only surviving Rainey, and upon her death her fortune, grown to more than a million, stood in the name of Sue Rainey, twenty-six, the only issue of the marriage.

From the first day, Sam began to forge ahead in the Rainey Company. In the buying end he found a rich field for spectacular money saving and money making and made the most of it. The position as buyer had for ten years been occupied by a distant cousin to Colonel Tom, now dead. Whether the cousin was a fool or a knave Sam could never quite decide and did not greatly care, but after he had got the situation in hand he felt that the man must have cost the company a tremendous sum, which he intended to save.

Sam’s arrangement with the company gave him, besides a fair salary, half he saved in the fixed prices of standard materials. These prices had stood fixed for years and Sam went into them, cutting right and left, and making for himself during his first year twenty-three thousand dollars. At the end of the year, when the directors asked to have an adjustment made and the percentage contract annulled, he got a generous slice of company stock, the respect of Colonel Tom Rainey and the directors, the fear of some of the department heads, the loyal devotion of others, and the title of Treasurer of the company.

The Rainey Arms Company was in truth living largely upon the reputation built up for it by the first pushing energetic Rainey, and the inventive genius of his partner, Whittaker. Under Colonel Tom it had found new conditions and new competition which he had ignored, or met in a half-hearted way, standing on its reputation, its financial strength, and on the glory of its past achievements. Dry rot ate at its heart. The damage done was not great, but was growing greater. The heads of the departments, in whose hands so much of the running of the business lay, were many of them incompetent men with nothing to commend them but long years of service. And in the treasurer’s office sat a quiet young man, barely turned twenty, who had no friends, wanted his own way, and who shook his head over the office traditions and was proud of his unbelief.

Seeing the absolute necessity of working through Colonel Tom, and having a head filled with ideas of things he wanted done, Sam began working to get suggestions into the older man’s mind. Within a month after his elevation the two men were lunching together daily and Sam was spending many extra hours behind closed doors in Colonel Tom’s office.

Although American business and manufacturing had not yet achieved the modern idea of efficiency in shop and office management, Sam had many of these ideas in his mind and expounded them tirelessly to Colonel Tom. He hated waste; he cared nothing for company tradition; he had no idea, as did the heads of other departments, of getting into a comfortable berth and spending the rest of his days there, and he was bent on managing the great Rainey Company, if not directly, then through Colonel Tom, who, he felt, was putty in his hands.

From his new position as treasurer Sam did not drop his work as buyer, but, after a talk with Colonel Tom, merged the two departments, put in capable assistants of his own, and went on with his work of effacing the tracks of the cousin. For years the company had been overpaying for inferior material. Sam put his own material inspectors into the west side factories and brought several big Pennsylvania steel companies scurrying to Chicago to make restitution. The restitution was stiff, but when Colonel Tom was appealed to, Sam went to lunch with him, bought a bottle of wine, and stiffened his back.

One afternoon in a room in the Palmer House a scene was played out that for days stayed in Sam’s mind as a kind of realisation of the part he wanted to play in the business world. The president of a lumber company took Sam into the room, and, laying five one thousand dollar bills upon a table, walked to the window and stood looking out.

For a moment Sam stood looking at the money on the table and at the back of the man by the window, burning with indignation. He felt that he should like to take hold of the man’s throat and press as he had once pressed on the throat of Windy McPherson. And then a cold gleam coming into his eyes he cleared his throat and said, “You are short here; you will have to build this pile higher if you expect to interest me.”

The man by the window shrugged his shoulders — he was a slender, young-looking man in a fancy waistcoat — and then turning and taking a roll of bills from his pocket he walked to the table, facing Sam.

“I shall expect you to be reasonable,” he said, as he laid the bills on the table.

When the pile had reached twenty thousand, Sam reached out his hand and taking it up put it in his pocket. “You will get a receipt for this when I get back to the office,” he said; “it is about what you owe our company for overcharges and crooked material. As for our business, I made a contract with another company this morning.”

Having got the buying end of the Rainey Arms Company straightened out to his liking, Sam began spending much time in the shops and, through Colonel Tom, forced big changes everywhere. He discharged useless foremen, knocked out partitions between rooms, pushed everywhere for more and better work. Like the modern efficiency man, he went about with a watch in his hand, cutting out lost motion, rearranging, getting his own way.

It was a time of great agitation. The offices and shops buzzed like bees disturbed and black looks followed him about. But Colonel Tom rose to the situation and went about at Sam’s heels, swaggering, giving orders, throwing back his shoulders like a man remade. All day long he was at it, discharging, directing, roaring against waste. When a strike broke out in one of the shops because of innovations Sam had forced upon the workmen there, he got upon a bench and delivered a speech — written by Sam — on a man’s place in the organisation and conducting of a great modern industry and his duty to perfect himself as a workman.

Silently, the men picked up their tools and started again for their benches and when he saw them thus affected by his words Colonel Tom brought what threatened to be a squally affair to a hurrahing climax by the announcement of a five per cent increase in the wage scale — that was Colonel Tom’s own touch and the rousing reception of it brought a glow of pride to his cheeks.

Although the affairs of the company were still being handled by Colonel Tom, and though he daily more and more asserted himself, the officers and shops, and later the big jobbers and buyers as well as the rich LaSalle Street directors, knew that a new force had come into the company. Men began dropping quietly into Sam’s office, asking questions, suggesting, seeking favours. He felt that he was getting hold. Of the department heads, about half fought him and were secretly marked for slaughter; the others came to him, expressed approval of what was going on and asked him to look over their departments and to make suggestions for improvements through them. This Sam did eagerly, getting by it their loyalty and support which later stood him in good stead.

In choosing the new men that came into the company Sam also took a hand. The method used was characteristic of his relations with Colonel Tom. If a man applying for a place suited him, he got admission to the colonel’s office and listened for half an hour to a talk anent the fine old traditions of the company. If a man did not suit Sam, he did not get to the colonel. “You can’t have your time taken up by them,” Sam explained.

In the Rainey Company, the various heads of departments were stockholders in the company, and selected from among themselves two men to sit upon the board, and in his second year Sam was chosen as one of these employee directors. During the same year five heads of departments resigning in a moment of indignation over one of Sam’s innovations — to be replaced later by two — their stock by a prearranged agreement came back into the company’s hands. This stock and another block, secured for him by the colonel, got into Sam’s hands through the use of Eckardt’s money, that of the Wabash Avenue woman, and his own snug pile.

Sam was a growing force in the company. He sat on the board of directors, the recognised practical head of the business among its stockholders and employees; he had stopped the company’s march toward a second place in its industry and had faced it about. All about him, in offices and shops, there was the swing and go of new life and he felt that he was in a position to move on toward real control and had begun laying lines with that end in view. Standing in the offices in LaSalle Street or amid the clang and roar of the shops he tilted up his chin with the same odd little gesture that had attracted the men of Caxton to him when he was a barefoot newsboy and the son of the town drunkard. Through his head went big ambitious projects. “I have in my hand a great tool,” he thought; “with it I will pry my way into the place I mean to occupy among the big men of this city and this nation.”


CHAPTER III
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SAM MCPHERSON, WHO stood in the shops among the thousands of employees of the Rainey Arms Company, who looked with unseeing eyes at the faces of the men intent upon the operation of machines and saw in them but so many aids to the ambitious projects stirring in his brain, who, while yet a boy, had because of the quality of daring in him, combined with a gift of acquisitiveness, become a master, who was untrained, uneducated, knowing nothing of the history of industry or of social effort, walked out of the offices of his company and along through the crowded streets to the new apartment he had taken on Michigan Avenue. It was Saturday evening at the end of a busy week and as he walked he thought of things he had accomplished during the week and made plans for the one to come. Through Madison Street he went and into State, seeing the crowds of men and women, boys and girls, clambering aboard the cable cars, massed upon the pavements, forming in groups, the groups breaking and reforming, and the whole making a picture intense, confusing, awe-inspiring. As in the shops among the men workers, so here, also, walked the youth with unseeing eyes. He liked it all; the mass of people; the clerks in their cheap clothing; the old men with young girls on their arms going to dine in restaurants; the young man with a wistful look in his eyes waiting for his sweetheart in the shadow of the towering office building. The eager, straining rush of the whole, seemed no more to him than a kind of gigantic setting for action; action controlled by a few quiet, capable men — of whom he intended to be one — intent upon growth.

In State Street he stopped at a shop and buying a bunch of roses came out again upon the crowded street. In the crowd before him walked a woman — tall, freewalking, with a great mass of reddish-brown hair on her head. As she passed through the crowd men stopped and looked back at her, their eyes ablaze with admiration. Seeing her, Sam sprang forward with a cry.

“Edith!” he called, and running forward thrust the roses into her hand. “For Janet,” he said, and lifting his hat walked beside her along State to Van Buren Street.

Leaving the woman at a corner Sam came into a region of cheap theatres and dingy hotels. Women spoke to him; young men in flashy overcoats and with a peculiar, assertive, animal swing to their shoulders loitered before the theatres or in the doorways of the hotels; from an upstairs restaurant came the voice of another young man singing a popular song of the street. “There’ll be a hot time in the old town to-night,” sang the voice.

Over a cross street Sam went into Michigan Avenue, faced by a long narrow park and beyond the railroad tracks by the piles of new earth where the city was trying to regain its lake front. In the cross street, standing in the shadow of the elevated railroad, he had passed a whining, intoxicated old woman who lurched forward and put a hand upon his coat. Sam had flung her a quarter and passed on shrugging his shoulders. Here also he had walked with unseeing eyes; this too was a part of the gigantic machine with which the quiet, competent men of growth worked.

From his new quarters in the top floor of the hotel facing the lake, Sam walked north along Michigan Avenue to a restaurant where Negro men went noiselessly about among white-clad tables, serving men and women who talked and laughed under the shaded lamps had an assured, confident air. Passing in at the door of the restaurant, a wind, blowing over the city toward the lake, brought the sound of a voice floating with it. “There’ll be a hot time in the old town to-night,” again insisted the voice.

After dining Sam got on a grip car of the Wabash Avenue Cable, sitting on the front seat and letting the panorama of the town roll up to him. From the region of cheap theatres he passed through streets in which saloons stood massed, one beside another, each with its wide garish doorway and its dimly lighted “Ladies’ Entrance,” and into a region of neat little stores where women with baskets upon their arms stood by the counters and Sam was reminded of Saturday nights in Caxton.

The two women, Edith and Janet Eberly, met through Jack Prince, to one of whom Sam had sent the roses at the hands of the other, and from whom he had borrowed the six thousand dollars when he was new in the city, had been in Chicago for five years when Sam came to know them. For all of the five years they had lived in a two-story frame building that had been a residence in Wabash Avenue near Thirty-ninth Street and that was now both a residence and a grocery store. The apartment upstairs, reached by a stairway at the side of the grocery, had in the five years, and under the hand of Janet Eberly, become a thing of beauty, perfect in the simplicity and completeness of its appointment.

The two women were the daughters of a farmer who had lived in one of the middle western states facing the Mississippi River. Their grandfather had been a noted man in the state, having been one of its first governors and later serving it in the senate in Washington. There was a county and a good-sized town named for him and he had once been talked of as a vice-presidential possibility but had died at Washington before the convention at which his name was to have been put forward. His one son, a youth of great promise, went to West Point and served brilliantly through the Civil War, afterward commanding several western army posts and marrying the daughter of another army man. His wife, an army belle, died after having borne him the two daughters.

After the death of his wife Major Eberly began drinking, and to get away from the habit and from the army atmosphere where he had lived with his wife, whom he loved intensely, took the two little girls and returned to his home state to settle on a farm.

About the county where the two girls grew to womanhood, their father, Major Eberly, got the name of a character, seeing people but seldom and treating rudely the friendly advances of his farmer neighbours. He would sit in the house for days poring over books, of which he had a great many, and hundreds of which were now on open shelves in the apartment of the two girls. These days of study, during which he would brook no intrusion, were followed by days of fierce industry during which he led team after team to the field, ploughing or reaping day and night with no rest except to eat.

At the edge of the Eberly farm there was a little wooden country church surrounded by a hay field, and on Sunday mornings during the summer the ex-army man was always to be found in the field, running some noisy, clattering agricultural implement up and down under the windows of the church and disturbing the worship of the country folk; in the winter he drew a pile of logs there and went on Sunday mornings to split firewood under the church windows. While his daughters were small he was several times haled into court and fined for cruel neglect of his animals. Once he locked a great herd of fine sheep in a shed and went into the house and stayed for days intent upon his books so that many of them suffered cruelly for want of food and water. When he was taken into court and fined, half the county came to the trial and gloated over his humiliation.

To the two girls the father was neither cruel nor kind, leaving them largely to themselves but giving them no money, so that they went about in dresses made over from those of the mother, that lay piled in trunks in the attic. When they were small, an old Negro woman, an ex-servant of the army belle, lived with and mothered them, but when Edith was a girl of ten this woman went off home to Tennessee, so that the girls were thrown on their own resources and ran the house in their own way.

Janet Eberly was, at the beginning of her friendship with Sam, a slight woman of twenty-seven with a small expressive face, quick nervous fingers, black piercing eyes, black hair and a way of becoming so absorbed in the exposition of a book or the rush of a conversation that her little intense face became transfigured and her quick fingers clutched the arm of her listener while her eyes looked into his and she lost all consciousness of his presence or of the opinions he may have expressed. She was a cripple, having fallen from the loft of a barn in her youth injuring her back so that she sat all day in a specially made reclining wheeled chair.

Edith was a stenographer, working in the office of a publisher down town, and Janet trimmed hats for a milliner a few doors down the street from the house in which they lived. In his will the father left the money from the sale of the farm to Janet, and Sam used it, insuring his life for ten thousand dollars in her name while it was in his possession and handling it with a caution entirely absent from his operations with the money of the medical student. “Take it and make money for me,” the little woman had said impulsively one evening shortly after the beginning of their acquaintance and after Jack Prince had been talking flamboyantly of Sam’s ability in affairs. “What is the good of having a talent if you do not use it to benefit those who haven’t it?”

Janet Eberly was an intellect. She disregarded all the usual womanly points of view and had an attitude of her own toward life and people. In a way she had understood her hard-driven, grey-haired father and during the time of her great physical suffering they had built up a kind of understanding and affection for each other. After his death she wore a miniature of him, made in his boyhood, on a chain about her neck. When Sam met her the two immediately became close friends, sitting for hours in talk and coming to look forward with great pleasure to the evenings spent together.

In the Eberly household Sam McPherson was a benefactor, a wonder-worker. In his hands the six thousand dollars was bringing two thousand a year into the house and adding immeasurably to the air of comfort and good living that prevailed there. To Janet, who managed the house, he was guide, counsellor, and something more than friend.

Of the two women it was the strong, vigorous Edith, with the reddish-brown hair and the air of physical completeness that made men stop to look at her on the street, who first became Sam’s friend.

Edith Eberly was strong of body, given to quick flashes of anger, stupid intellectually and hungry to the roots of her for wealth and a place in the world. She had heard, through Jack Prince, of Sam’s money making and of his ability and prospects and, for a time, had designs upon his affections. Several times when they were alone together she gave his hand a characteristically impulsive squeeze and once upon the stairway beside the grocery store offered him her lips to kiss. Later there sprang up between her and Jack Prince a passionate love affair, dropped finally by Prince through fear of her violent fits of anger. After Sam had met Janet Eberly and had become her loyal friend and henchman all show of affection or even of interest between him and Edith was at an end and the kiss upon the stairs was forgotten.

 

 

 

Going up the stairway after the ride in the cable car Sam stood beside Janet’s wheel chair in the room at the front of the apartment facing Wabash Avenue. The chair was by the window and faced an open coal fire in a grate she had had built into the wall of the house. Outside, through an open arched doorway, Edith moved noiselessly about taking dishes from a little table. He knew that after a time Jack Prince would come and take her to the theatre, leaving Janet and him to finish their talk.

Sam lighted his pipe and between puffs began talking, making a statement that he knew would arouse her, and Janet, putting her hand impulsively on his shoulder, began tearing the statement to bits.

“You talk!” she broke out. “Books are not full of pretence and lies; you business men are — you and Jack Prince. What do you know of books? They are the most wonderful things in the world. Men sit writing them and forget to lie, but you business men never forget. You and books! You haven’t read books, not real ones. Didn’t my father know; didn’t he save himself from insanity through books? Do I not, sitting here, get the real feel of the movement of the world through the books that men write? Suppose I saw those men. They would swagger and strut and take themselves seriously just like you or Jack or the grocer down stairs. You think you know what’s going on in the world. You think you are doing things, you Chicago men of money and action and growth. You are blind, all blind.”

The little woman, a light, half scorn, half amusement in her eyes, leaned forward and ran her fingers through Sam’s hair, laughing down into the astonished face he turned up to her.

“Oh, I’m not afraid, in spite of what Edith and Jack Prince say of you,” she went on impulsively. “I like you all right and if I were a well woman I should make love to you and marry you and then see to it there was something in this world for you besides money and tall buildings and men and machines that make guns.”

Sam grinned. “You are like your father, driving the mowing machine up and down under the church windows on Sunday mornings,” he declared; “you think you could remake the world by shaking your fist at it. I should like to go and see you fined in a court room for starving sheep.”

Janet, closing her eyes and lying back in her chair, laughed with delight and declared that they would have a splendid quarrelsome evening.

After Edith had gone out, Sam sat through the evening with Janet, listening to her exposition of life and what she thought it should mean to a strong capable fellow like himself, as he had been listening ever since their acquaintanceship began. In the talk, and in the many talks they had had together, talks that rang in his ears for years, the little black-eyed woman gave him a glimpse into a whole purposeful universe of thought and action of which he had never dreamed, introducing him to a new world of men: methodical, hard-thinking Germans, emotional, dreaming Russians, analytical, courageous Norwegians, Spaniards and Italians with their sense of beauty, and blundering, hopeful Englishmen wanting so much and getting so little; so that at the end of the evening he went out of her presence feeling strangely small and insignificant against the great world background she had drawn for him.

Sam did not understand Janet’s point of view. It was all too new and foreign to everything life had taught him, and in his mind he fought her ideas doggedly, clinging to his own concrete, practical thoughts and hopes, but on the train homeward bound, and in his own room later, he turned over and over in his mind the things she had said and tried in a dim way to grasp the bigness of the conception of human life she had got sitting in a wheel chair and looking down into Wabash Avenue.

Sam loved Janet Eberly. No word of that had ever passed between them and he had seen her hand flash out and grasp the shoulder of Jack Prince when she was laying down to him some law of life as she saw it, as it had so often shot out and grasped his own, but had she been able to spring out of the wheel chair he should have taken her hand and gone with her to the clergyman within the hour and in his heart he knew that she would have gone with him gladly.

Janet died suddenly during the second year of Sam’s work for the gun company without a direct declaration of affection from him, but during the years when they were much together he thought of her as in a sense his wife and when she died he was desolate, overdrinking night after night and wandering aimlessly through the deserted streets during hours when he should have been asleep. She was the first woman who ever got hold of and stirred his manhood, and she awoke something in him that made it possible for him later to see life with a broadness and scope of vision that was no part of the pushing, energetic young man of dollars and of industry who sat beside her wheeled chair during the evenings on Wabash Avenue.

After Janet’s death, Sam did not continue his friendship with Edith, but turned over to her the ten thousand dollars to which the six thousand of Janet’s money had grown in his hands and did not see her again.


CHAPTER IV
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ONE NIGHT IN April Colonel Tom Rainey of the great Rainey Arms Company and his chief lieutenant, young Sam McPherson, treasurer and chairman of the board of directors of the company, slept together in a room in a St. Paul hotel. It was a double room with two beds, and Sam, lying on his pillow, looked across the bed to where the colonel’s paunch protruding itself between him and the light from a long narrow window, made a round hill above which the moon just peeped. During the evening the two men had sat for several hours at a table in the grill down stairs while Sam discussed a proposition he proposed making to a St. Paul jobber the next day. The account of the jobber, a large one, had been threatened by Lewis, the Jew manager of the Edwards Arms Company, the Rainey Company’s only important western rival, and Sam was full of ideas to checkmate the shrewd trade move the Jew had made. At the table, the colonel had been silent and taciturn, an unusual attitude of mind for him, and Sam lay in bed and looked at the moon gradually working its way over the undulating abdominal hill, wondering what was in his mind. The hill dropped, showing the full face of the moon, and then rose again obliterating it.

“Sam, were you ever in love?” asked the colonel, with a sigh.

Sam turned and buried his face in the pillow and the white covering of his bed danced up and down. “The old fool, has it come to that with him?” he asked himself. “After all these years of single life is he going to begin running after women now?”

He did not answer the colonel’s question. “There are breakers ahead for you, old boy,” he thought, the figure of quiet, determined, little Sue Rainey, the colonel’s daughter, as he had seen her on the rare occasions when he had dined at the Rainey home or she had come into the LaSalle Street offices, coming into his mind. With a quiver of enjoyment of the mental exercise, he tried to imagine the colonel as a swaggering blade among women.

The colonel, oblivious of Sam’s mirth and of his silence regarding his experience in the field of love, began talking, making amends for the silence in the grill. He told Sam that he had decided to take to himself a new wife, and confessed that the view of the matter his daughter might take worried him. “Children are so unfair,” he complained; “they forget about a man’s feelings and can’t realise that his heart is still young.”

With a smile on his lips, Sam began trying to picture a woman’s lying in his place and looking at the moon over the pulsating hill. The colonel continued talking. He grew franker, telling the name of his beloved and the circumstances of their meeting and courtship. “She is an actress, a working girl,” he said feelingly. “I met her at a dinner given by Will Sperry one evening and she was the only woman there who did not drink wine. After the dinner we went for a drive together and she told me of her hard life, of her fight against temptations, and of her brother, an artist, she is trying to get started in the world. We have been together a dozen times and have written letters, and, Sam, we have discovered an affinity for each other.”

Sam sat up in bed. “Letters!” he muttered. “The old dog is going to get himself involved.” He dropped again upon the pillow. “Well, let him. Why need I bother myself?”

The colonel, having begun talking, could not stop. “Although we have seen each other only a dozen times, a letter has passed between us every day. Oh, if you could see the letters she writes. They are wonderful.”

A worried sigh broke from the colonel. “I want Sue to invite her to the house, but I am afraid,” he complained; “I am afraid she will be wrong-headed about it. Women are such determined creatures. She and my Luella should meet and know each other, but if I go home and tell her she may make a scene and hurt Luella’s feelings.”

The moon had risen, shedding its light in Sam’s eyes, and he turned his back to the colonel and prepared to sleep. The naive credulity of the older man had touched a spring of mirth in him and from time to time the covering of his bed continued to quiver suggestively.

“I would not hurt her feelings for anything. She is the squarest little woman alive,” the voice of the colonel announced. The voice broke and the colonel, who habitually roared forth his sentiments, began to dither. Sam wondered if his feelings had been touched by the thoughts of his daughter or of the lady from the stage. “It is a wonderful thing,” half sobbed the colonel, “when a young and beautiful woman gives her whole heart into the keeping of a man like me.”

It was a week later before Sam heard more of the affair. Looking up from his desk in the offices in LaSalle Street one morning, he found Sue Rainey standing before him. She was a small athletic looking woman with black hair, square shoulders, cheeks browned by the sun and wind, and quiet grey eyes. She stood facing Sam’s desk and pulled off a glove while she looked down at him with amused, quizzical eyes. Sam rose, and leaning over the flat-topped desk, took her hand, wondering what had brought her there.

Sue Rainey did not mince matters, but plunged at once into an explanation of the purpose of her visit. From birth she had lived in an atmosphere of wealth. Although she was not counted a beautiful woman, she had, because of her wealth and the charm of her person, been much courted. Sam, who had talked briefly with her a half dozen times, had long had a haunting curiosity to know more of her personality. As she stood there before him looking so wonderfully well-kept and confident he thought her baffling and puzzling.

“The colonel,” she began, and then hesitated and smiled. “You, Mr. McPherson, have become a figure in my father’s life. He depends upon you very much. He tells me that he has talked with you concerning a Miss Luella London from the theatre, and that you have agreed with him that the colonel and she should marry.”

Sam watched her gravely. A flicker of mirth ran through him, but his face was grave and disinterested.

“Yes?” he said, looking into her eyes. “Have you met Miss London?”

“I have,” answered Sue Rainey. “Have you?”

Sam shook his head.

“She is impossible,” declared the colonel’s daughter, clutching the glove held in her hand and staring at the floor. A flush of anger rose in her cheeks. “She is a crude, hard, scheming woman. She colours her hair, she cries when you look at her, she hasn’t even the grace to be ashamed of what she is trying to do, and she has got the colonel into a fix.”

Sam looked at the brown of Sue Rainey’s cheek and thought the texture of it beautiful. He wondered why he had heard her called a plain woman. The heightened colour brought to her face by her anger had, he thought, transfigured her. He liked her direct, forceful way of putting the matter of the colonel’s affair, and felt keenly the compliment implied by her having come to him. “She has self-respect,” he told himself, and felt a thrill of pride in her attitude as though it had been inspired by himself.

“I have been hearing of you a great deal,” she continued, glancing up at him and smiling. “At our house you are brought to the table with the soup and taken away with the liqueur. My father interlards his table talk, and introduces all of his wise new axioms on economy and efficiency and growth, with a constant procession of ‘Sam says’ and ‘Sam thinks.’ And the men who come to the house talk of you also. Teddy Foreman says that at directors’ meetings they all sit about like children waiting for you to tell them what to do.”

She threw out her hand with an impatient little gesture. “I am in a hole,” she said. “I might handle my father but I cannot handle that woman.”

While she had been talking to him Sam looked past her and out at a window. When her eyes wandered from his face he looked again at her brown firm cheeks. From the beginning of the interview he had been intending to help her.

“Give me the lady’s address,” he said; “I’ll go look her over.”

Three evenings later Sam took Miss Luella London to a midnight supper at one of the town’s best restaurants. She knew the motive of his taking her, as he had been quite frank in the few minutes’ talk near the stage door of the theatre when the engagement was made. As they ate, they talked of the plays at the Chicago theatres, and Sam told her a story of an amateur performance that had once taken place in the hall over Geiger’s drug store in Caxton when he was boy. In the performance Sam had taken the rôle of a drummer boy killed on the field of battle by a swaggering villain in a grey uniform, and John Telfer, in the rôle of villain, had become so in earnest that, a pistol not exploding at a critical moment, he had chased Sam about the stage trying to hit him with the butt of the weapon while the audience roared with delight at the realism of Telfer’s rage and at the frightened boy begging for mercy.

Luella London laughed heartily at Sam’s story and then, the coffee being served, she fingered the handle of the cup and a shrewd look came into her eyes.

“And now you are a big business man and have come to see me about Colonel Rainey,” she said.

Sam lighted a cigar.

“Just how much are you counting on this marriage between yourself and the colonel?” he asked bluntly.

The actress laughed and poured cream into her coffee. A line came and went on her forehead between her eyes. Sam thought she looked capable.

“I have been thinking of what you told me at the stage door,” she said, and a childlike smile played about her lips. “Do you know, Mr. McPherson, I can’t just figure you. I can’t just see how you get into this. Where are your credentials, anyway?”

Sam, keeping his eyes upon her face, took a jump into the dark.

“It’s this way,” he said, “I’m something of an adventurer myself. I fly the black flag. I come from where you do. I had to reach out my hand and take what I wanted. I do not blame you in the least, but it just happens that I saw Colonel Tom Rainey first. He is my game and I do not propose to have you fooling around. I am not bluffing. You have got to get off him.”

Leaning forward, he stared at her intently, and then lowered his voice. “I’ve got your record. I know the man you used to live with. He’s going to help me get you if you do not drop it.”

Sitting back in his chair Sam watched her gravely. He had taken the odd chance to win quickly by a bluff and had won. But Luella London was not to be defeated without a struggle.

“You lie,” she cried, half springing from her chair. “Frank has never—”

“Oh yes, Frank has,” answered Sam, turning as though to call a waiter; “I will have him here in ten minutes if you wish to be shown.”

Picking up a fork the woman began nervously picking holes in the table cloth and a tear appeared upon her cheek. She took a handkerchief from a bag that hung hooked over the back of a chair at the side of the table and wiped her eyes.

“All right! All right!” she said, bracing herself, “I’ll drop it. If you’ve dug up Frank Robson you’ve got me. He’ll do anything you say for a piece of money.”

For some minutes the two sat in silence. A tired look had come into the woman’s eyes.

“I wish I was a man,” she said. “I get whipped at everything I tackle because I’m a woman. I’m getting past my money-making days in the theatre and I thought the colonel was fair game.”

“He is,” answered Sam dispassionately, “but you see I beat you to it. He’s mine.”

Glancing cautiously about the room, he took a roll of bills from his pocket and began laying them one at a time upon the table.

“Look here,” he said, “you’ve done a good piece of work. You should have won. For ten years half the society women of Chicago have been trying to marry their daughters or their sons to the Rainey fortune. They had everything to help them, wealth, good looks, and a standing in the world. You have none of these things. How did you do it?

“Anyway,” he went on, “I’m not going to see you trimmed. I’ve got ten thousand dollars here, as good Rainey money as ever was printed. You sign this paper and then put the roll in your purse.”

“That’s square,” said Luella London, signing, and with the light coming back into her eyes.

Sam beckoned to the proprietor of the restaurant whom he knew and had him and a waiter sign as witnesses.

Luella London put the roll of bills into her purse.

“What did you give me that money for when you had me beat anyway?” she asked.

Sam lighted a fresh cigar and folding the paper put it in his pocket.

“Because I like you and I admire your skill,” he said, “and anyway I did not have you beaten until right now.”

They sat studying the people getting up from the tables and going through the door to waiting carriages and automobiles, the well-dressed women with assured airs serving Sam’s mind to make a contrast for the woman who sat with him.

“I presume you are right about women,” he said musingly, “it must be a stiff game for you if you like winning on your own hook.”

“Winning! We don’t win.” The lips of the actress drew back showing her white teeth. “No woman ever won who tried to play a straight fighting game for herself.”

Her voice grew tense and the lines upon her forehead reappeared.

“Woman can’t stand alone,” she went on, “she is a sentimental fool. She reaches out her hand to some man and that in the end beats her. Why, even when she plays the game as I played it against the colonel some rat of a man like Frank Robson, for whom she has given up everything worth while to a woman, sells her out.”

Sam looked at her hand, covered with rings, lying on the table.

“Let’s not misunderstand each other,” he said quietly, “do not blame Frank for this. I never knew him. I just imagined him.”

A puzzled look came into the woman’s eyes and a flush rose in her cheeks.

“You grafter!” she sneered.

Sam called to a passing waiter and ordered a fresh bottle of wine.

“What’s the use being sore?” he asked. “It’s simple enough. You staked against a better mind. Anyway you have the ten thousand, haven’t you?”

Luella reached for her purse.

“I don’t know,” she said, “I’ll look. Haven’t you decided to steal it back yet?”

Sam laughed.

“I’m coming to that,” he said, “don’t hurry me.”

For several minutes they sat eyeing each other, and then, with an earnest ring in his voice and a smile on his lips, Sam began talking again.

“Look here!” he said, “I’m no Frank Robson and I do not like giving a woman the worst of it. I have been studying you and I can’t see you running around loose with ten thousand dollars of real money on you. You do not fit into the picture and the money will not last a year in your hands.

“Give it to me,” he urged; “let me invest it for you. I’m a winner. I’ll double it for you in a year.”

The actress stared past Sam’s shoulder to where a group of young men sat about a table drinking and talking loudly. Sam began telling an anecdote of an Irish baggage man in Caxton. When he had finished he looked at her and laughed.

“As that shoemaker looked to Jerry Donlin so you, as the colonel’s wife, looked to me,” he said. “I had to make you get out of my flower bed.”

A gleam of resolution came into the wandering eyes of Luella London and she took the purse from the back of the chair and brought out the roll of bills.

“I’m a sport,” she said, “and I’m going to lay a bet on the best horse I ever saw. You may trim me, but I always would take a chance.”

Turning, she called a waiter and, handing him a bill from her purse, threw the roll on the table.

“Take the pay for the spread and the wine we have had out of that,” she said, handing him the loose bill and then turning to Sam. “You ought to beat the world. Anyway your genius gets recognition from me. I pay for this party and when you see the colonel say good-bye to him for me.”

The next day, at his request, Sue Rainey called at the offices of the Arms Company and Sam handed her the paper signed by Luella London. It was an agreement on her part to divide with Sam, half and half, any money she might be able to blackmail out of Colonel Rainey.

The colonel’s daughter glanced from the paper to Sam’s face.

“I thought so,” she said, and a puzzled look came into her eyes. “But I do not understand this. What does this paper do and what did you pay for it?”

“The paper,” Sam answered, “puts her in a hole and I paid ten thousand dollars for it.”

Sue Rainey laughed and taking a checkbook from her handbag laid it on the desk and sat down.

“Do you get your half?” she asked.

“I get it all,” answered Sam, and then leaning back in his chair launched into an explanation. When he had told her of the talk in the restaurant she sat with the checkbook lying before her and with the puzzled look still in her eyes.

Without giving her time for comment, Sam plunged into the midst of what had been in his mind to say to her.

“The woman will not bother the colonel any more,” he declared; “if that paper won’t hold her something else will. She respects me and she is afraid of me. We had a talk after she had signed the paper and she gave me the ten thousand dollars to invest for her. I promised to double it for her within a year and I want to make good. I want you to double it now. Make the check for twenty thousand.”

Sue Rainey wrote the check, making it payable to bearer, and pushed it across the table.

“I cannot say that I understand yet,” she confessed. “Did you also fall in love with her?”

Sam grinned. He was wondering whether he would be able to get into words just what he wanted to tell her of the actress soldier of fortune. He looked across the table at her frank grey eyes and then on an impulse decided that he would tell it straight out as though she had been a man.

“It’s like this,” he said. “I like ability and good brains and that woman has them. She isn’t a good woman, but nothing in her life has made her want to be good. All her life she has been going the wrong way, and now she wants to get on her feet and squared around. That’s what she was after the colonel for. She did not want to marry him, she wanted to make him give her the start she was after. I got the best of her because somewhere there is a snivelling little whelp of a man who has taken all the good and the fineness out of her and who now stands ready to sell her out for a few dollars. I imagined there would be such a man when I saw her and I bluffed my way through to him. But I do not want to whip a woman, even in such an affair, through the cheapness of some man. I want to do the square thing by her. That’s why I asked you to make that check for twenty thousand.”

Sue Rainey rose and stood by the desk looking down at him. He was thinking how wonderfully clear and honest her eyes.

“And what about the colonel?” she asked. “What will he think of all this?”

Sam walked around the desk and took her hand.

“We’ll have to agree not to consider him,” he said. “We really did that you know when we started this thing. I think we can depend upon Miss London’s putting the finishing touches on the job.”

And Miss London did. She sent for Sam a week later and put tweny-five hundred dollars into his hand.

“That’s not to invest for me,” she said, “that’s for yourself. By the agreement I signed with you we were to split anything I got out of the colonel. Well, I went light. I only got five thousand dollars.”

With the money in his hand Sam stood by the side of a little table in her room looking at her.

“What did you tell the colonel?” he asked.

“I called him up here to my room last night and lying here in bed I told him that I had just discovered I was the victim of an incurable disease. I told him that within a month I would be in bed for keeps and asked him to marry me at once and to take me away with him to some quiet place where I could die in his arms.”

Coming over to Sam, Luella London put a hand upon his arm and laughed.

“He began to beg off and make excuses,” she went on, “and then I brought out his letters to me and talked straight. He wilted at once and paid the five thousand dollars I asked for the letters without a murmur. I might have made it fifty and with your talent you ought to get all he has in six months.”

Sam shook hands with her and told her of his success in doubling the money she had put into his hands. Then putting the twenty-five hundred dollars in his pocket he went back to his desk. He did not see her again and when, through a lucky market turn, he had increased the twenty thousand dollars she had left with him to twenty-five, he placed it in the hands of a trust company for her and forgot the incident. Years later he heard that she was running a fashionable dressmaking establishment in a western city.

And Colonel Tom Rainey, who had for months talked of nothing but factory efficiency and of what he and young Sam McPherson were going to do in the way of enlarging the business, began the next morning a tirade against women that lasted the rest of his life.


CHAPTER V
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SUE RAINEY HAD long touched the fancy of the youths of Chicago society who, while looking at her trim little figure and at the respectable size of the fortune behind it, were yet puzzled and disconcerted by her attitude toward themselves. On the wide porches at golf clubs, where young men in white trousers lounged and smoked cigarettes, and in the down-town clubs, where the same young men spent winter afternoons playing Kelly pool, they spoke of her, calling her an enigma. “She’ll end by being an old maid,” they declared, and shook their heads at the thought of so good a connection dangling loosely in the air just without their reach. From time to time, one of the young men tore himself loose from the group that contemplated her, and, with an opening volley of books, candy, flowers and invitations to theatres, charged down upon her, only to have the youthful ardour of his attack cooled by her prolonged attitude of indifference. When she was twenty-one, a young English cavalry officer, who came to Chicago to ride in the horse show had, for some weeks, been seen much in her company and a report of their engagement had been whispered through the town and talked of about the nineteenth hole at the country clubs. The rumour proved to be without foundation, the attraction to the cavalry officer having been a certain brand of rare old wine the colonel had stored in his cellar and a feeling of brotherhood with the swaggering old gun maker, rather than the colonel’s quiet little daughter.

After the beginning of his acquaintanceship with her, and all during the days when he stirred things up in the offices and shops of the gun company, tales of the assiduous and often needy young men who were camped on her trail reached Sam’s ears. They would be in at the office to see and talk with the colonel, who had several times confided to Sam that his daughter Sue was already past the age at which right-minded young women should marry, and in the absence of the father two or three of them had formed a habit of stopping for a word with Sam, whom they had met through the colonel or Jack Prince. They declared that they were “squaring themselves with the colonel.” Not a difficult thing to do, Sam thought, as he drank the wine, smoked the cigars, and ate the dinners of all without prejudice. Once, at luncheon, Colonel Tom discussed these young men with Sam, pounding on a table so that the glasses jumped about, and calling them damned upstarts.

For his own part, Sam did not feel that he knew Sue Rainey, and although, after their first meeting one evening at the Rainey house, he had been pricked by a mild curiosity concerning her, no opportunity to satisfy it had presented itself. He knew that she was athletic, travelled much, rode, shot, and sailed a boat; and he had heard Jack Prince speak of her as a woman of brains, but, until the incident of the colonel and Luella London threw them for the moment into the same enterprise and started him thinking of her with real interest, he had seen and talked with her for but brief passing moments brought about by their mutual interest in the affairs of her father.

After Janet Eberly’s sudden death, and while he was yet in the midst of his grief at her loss, Sam had his first long talk with Sue Rainey. It was in Colonel Tom’s office, and Sam, walking hurriedly in, found her sitting at the colonel’s desk and staring out of the window at a broad expanse of flat roofs. A man, climbing a flag pole to replace a slipped rope, caught his attention and standing by the window looking at the minute figure clinging to the swaying pole, he began talking of the absurdity of human endeavour.

The colonel’s daughter listened respectfully to his rather obvious banalities and getting up from her chair came to stand beside him. Sam turned slyly to look at her firm brown cheeks as he had looked on the morning when she had come to see him about Luella London and was struck by the thought that she in some faint way reminded him of Janet Eberly. In a moment, and rather to his own surprise, he burst into a long speech telling of Janet, of the tragedy of her loss and something of the beauty of her life and character.

The nearness of his loss and the nearness also of what he thought might be a sympathetic listener spurred him and he found himself getting a kind of relief for the aching sense of loss for his dead comrade by heaping praises upon her life.

When he had finished saying what was in his mind, he stood by the window feeling awkward and embarrassed. The man who climbed the flag pole having put the rope through the ring at the top slid suddenly down the pole and thinking for the moment that he had fallen Sam made a quick clutch at the air with his hand. His gripping fingers closed over Sue Rainey’s hand.

He turned, amused by the incident, and began making a halting explanation. There were tears in Sue Rainey’s eyes.

“I wish I had known her,” she said and drew her hand from between his fingers. “I wish you had known me better that I also might have known your Janet. They are rare — such women. They are worth much to know. Most women like most men—”

She made an impatient gesture with her hand and Sam, turning, walked toward the door. He felt that he might not trust himself to answer her. For the first time since coming to manhood he felt that tears might at any moment come into his eyes. Grief for the loss of Janet surged through him disconcerting and engulfing him.

“I have been doing you an injustice,” said Sue Rainey, looking at the floor. “I have thought of you as something different from what you are. There is a story I heard of you which gave me a wrong impression.”

Sam smiled. Having conquered the commotion within himself, he laughed and explained the incident of the man who had slid down the pole.

“What was the story you heard?” he asked.

“It was a story a young man told at our house,” she explained hesitatingly, refusing to be carried away from her mood of seriousness. “It was about a little girl you saved from drowning and a purse made up and given you. Why did you take the money?”

Sam looked at her squarely. The story was one that Jack Prince had delight in telling. It concerned an incident of his early business life in the city.

One afternoon, when he was still in the employ of the commission firm, he had taken a party of men for a trip on an excursion steamer on the lake. He had a project into which he wanted them to go with him and had taken them aboard the steamer to get them together and present the merits of his scheme. During the trip a little girl had fallen overboard and Sam, springing after her, had brought her safely aboard the boat.

On the excursion steamer a cheer had arisen. A young man in a broad-brimmed cowboy hat ran about taking up a collection. People crowded forward to grasp Sam’s hand and he had accepted the money collected and had put it in his pocket.

Among the men aboard the boat were several who, while they did not draw back from going into Sam’s project, had thought his taking the money not manly. They had told the story, and it had come to the ears of Jack Prince, who never tired of repeating it and always ended the story with the request that the listener ask Sam why he had taken the money.

Now in Colonel Tom’s office facing Sue Rainey, Sam made the explanation that had so delighted Jack Prince.

“The crowd wanted to give me the money,” he said, slightly perplexed. “Why shouldn’t I have taken it? I did not save the little girl for the money, but because she was a little girl; and the money paid for my ruined clothes and the expenses of the trip.”

With his hand on the doorknob he looked steadily at the woman before him.

“And I wanted the money,” he announced, a ring of defiance in his voice. “I have always wanted money, any money I could get.”

Sam went back to his own office and sat down at his desk. He had been surprised by the cordiality and friendliness Sue Rainey had shown toward him. On an impulse, he wrote a letter, defending his position in the matter of the money taken on the excursion steamer and setting forth something of the attitude of his mind toward money and business affairs.

“I cannot see myself believing in the rot most business men talk,” he wrote at the end of the letter. “They are full of sentiment and ideals which are not true. Having a thing to sell they always say it is the best, although it may be third rate. I do not object to that. What I do object to is the way they have of nursing a hope within themselves that the third rate thing is first rate until the hope becomes a belief. In the talk I had with that actress Luella London I told her that I myself flew the black flag. Well, I do. I would lie about goods to sell them, but I would not lie to myself. I will not stultify my own mind. If a man crosses swords with me in a business deal and I come out of the affair with the money, it is no sign that I am the greater rascal, rather it is a sign that I am the keener man.”

With the note lying before him on the desk Sam wondered why he had written it. It seemed to him an accurate and straightforward statement of the business creed he had adopted for himself, but a rather absurd note to write to a woman. And then, not allowing himself time to reconsider his action, he addressed an envelope and going out into the general offices dropped it into the mail chute.

“It will let her know where I stand anyway,” he thought, with a return of the defiant mood in which he had told her the motive of his action on the boat.

Within the next ten days after the talk in Colonel Tom’s office Sam saw Sue Rainey several times coming to or going from her father’s office. Once, meeting in the little lobby by the office entrance, she stopped and put out her hand which Sam took awkwardly. He had a feeling that she would not have regretted an opportunity to continue the sudden little intimacy that had sprung up between them in the few minutes’ talk of Janet Eberly. The feeling did not come from vanity but from a belief in Sam that she was in some way lonely and wanting companionship. Although she had been much courted she lacked, he thought, the talent for comradeship or quick friendliness. “Like Janet she is more than half intellect,” he told himself, and felt a pang of regret for the slight disloyalty of the further thought that there was in Sue a something more substantial and solid than there had been in Janet.

Suddenly Sam began wondering whether or not he would like to marry Sue Rainey. His mind played with the idea. He took it with him to bed, and it went with him all day in his hurried trips through offices and shops. The thought having come to him persisted, and he began seeing her in a new light. The odd half awkward little movements of her hands, and their expressiveness, the brown fine texture of her cheeks, the clearness and honesty of her grey eyes, the quick sympathy and understanding of his feeling for Janet, and the subtle flattery of the notion he had got that she was interested in him — all of these things came and went in his mind while he ran through columns of figures and laid plans for the expansion of the business of the Arms Company. Unconsciously he began to make her a part of his plans for the future.

Later, Sam discovered that during the days after the first talk together the thought of a marriage between them was in Sue’s mind also. After the talk she went home and stood for an hour before the glass studying herself and she once told Sam that in her bed that night she shed tears because she had never been able to arouse in a man the note of tenderness that had been in his voice when he talked to her of Janet.

And then two months after the first talk they had another. Sam, who had not allowed his grief over the loss of Janet or his nightly efforts to drown the sting of it in hard drinking, to check the big forward movement that he felt he was getting into the work of the offices and shops, sat one afternoon deeply absorbed in a pile of factory cost sheets. His shirt sleeves were rolled to the elbow, showing his white muscular forearms. He was absorbed, intent upon the sheets.

“I stepped in,” said a voice above his head.

Glancing up quickly, Sam sprang to his feet. “She must have been there some minutes looking down at me,” he thought, and had a thrill of pleasure in the thought.

Into his mind came the contents of the letter he had written her, and he wondered if after all he had been a fool, and whether the thoughts of a marriage with her were but vagaries. “Perhaps it would not be attractive to either her or myself when we came up to it,” he decided.

“I stepped in,” she began again. “I have been thinking. Some things you said — in the letter and when you talked of your friend Janet who died — some things of men and women and work. You may not remember them. I — I got interested. I — are you a socialist?”

“I believe not,” Sam answered, wondering what had given her that thought. “Are you?”

She laughed and shook her head.

“Just what are you?” she went on. “What do you believe? I am curious to know. I thought your note — you will pardon me — I thought it a kind of pretence.”

Sam winced. A shadow of doubt of the sincerity of his business philosophy crossed his mind accompanied by the swaggering figure of Windy McPherson. He came around the desk and leaning against it looked at her. His secretary had gone out of the room and they were alone together. Sam laughed.

“There was a man in the town where I was raised used to say that I was a little mole working underground, intent upon worms,” he said, and then, waving his arms toward the papers on the desk, added, “I am a business man. Isn’t that enough? If you could go with me through some of these cost sheets you would agree they are needed.”

He turned and faced her again.

“What should I be doing with beliefs?” he asked.

“Well, I think you have them — some kind of beliefs,” she insisted, “you must have them. You get things done. You should hear the men talk of you. Sometimes at the house they are quite foolish about what a wonderful fellow you are and what you are doing here. They say that you drive on and on. What drives you? I want to know.”

For the moment Sam half suspected that she was secretly laughing at him. Finding her quite serious he started to reply and then stopped, regarding her.

The silence between them went on and on. A clock on the wall ticked loudly.

Sam stepped nearer to her and stood looking down into the face she slowly turned up to his.

“I want to have a talk with you,” he said, and his voice broke. He had the illusion of a hand gripping at his throat.

In a flash he had definitely decided that he would try to marry her. Her interest in the motives of his life had clinched the sort of half decision he had made. In an illuminating moment during the prolonged silence between them he had seen her in a new light. The feeling of vague intimacy brought to him by his thoughts of her became a fixed belief that she belonged to him — was a part of him — and he was charmed with her manner, and her person, standing there, as with a gift given him.

And then into his mind came a hundred other thoughts, clamouring thoughts, come out of the hidden parts of him. He began to think that she could lead the way on a road he wanted to travel. He thought of her wealth and what it would mean to a man filled with his hunger for power. And through these thoughts shot others. Something in her had taken hold of him — something that had been also in Janet. He was curious concerning her curiosity about his beliefs, and wanted to question her concerning her own beliefs. He could see none of Colonel Tom’s blustering incompetence in her and thought her filled with truth as a deep spring is filled with clear water. He believed she would give him something, something that all his life he had been wanting. An old aching hunger that had haunted his nights as a boy came back and he thought that at her hand it might be fed.

“I — I must read a book about socialism,” he said lamely.

Again they stood in silence, she looking at the floor, he past her head and out at the window. He could not bring himself to speak again of the proposed talk. He had a boyish dread of having her notice the tremor in his voice.

Colonel Tom came into the room, bursting with an idea Sam had given him at the lunch hour and which in working its way into his mind had become to the colonel’s entirely honest belief an idea of his own. The interruption brought to Sam an intense feeling of relief and he began talking of the colonel’s idea as though it had taken him unawares.

Sue, walking to a window, began tying and untying the curtain cord. When Sam, raising his eyes, looked at her, he caught her eyes watching him intently and she smiled, continuing to look at him squarely. It was his eyes that first broke away.

From that day Sam’s mind was afire with thoughts of Sue Rainey. In his room he sat, or going into Grant Park stood by the lake, looking at the silent, moving water as he had looked in the days when he first came to the city. He did not dream of having her in his arms or of kissing her lips; he thought, instead, with a glowing heart, of a life lived with her. He wanted to walk beside her through the streets, to have her come suddenly in at his office door, to look into her eyes and to have her question him, as she had questioned, concerning his beliefs and his hopes. He thought that in the evening he would like to go to a house of his own and find her sitting there waiting for him. All the charm of his aimless, half-dissolute way of life died in him, and he believed that with her he could begin to live more fully and completely. From the moment when he had definitely decided that he wanted Sue as a wife, Sam stopped overdrinking, going to his room or walking through the streets or in the parks instead of seeking his old companions in the clubs and drinking places. Sometimes pushing his bed to the window overlooking the lake, he would undress immediately after dinner and opening the window would spend half the night watching the lights of boats far away over the water and thinking of her. He would imagine her in the room, moving here and there, and coming occasionally to put her hand in his hair and look down at him as Janet had done, helping by her sane talk and quiet ways to get his life straightened out for good living.

And when he had fallen asleep the face of Sue Rainey came to visit his dreams. One night he thought she had become blind and sat in the room with sightless eyes saying over and over like one demented, “Truth, truth, give me back the truth that I may see,” and he awoke sick with horror at the thought of the look of suffering that had been in her face. Never did Sam dream of having her in his arms or of raining kisses on her lips and neck as he had dreamed of other women who in the past had won his favour.

For all that he thought of her so constantly and built so confidently his dream of a life to be spent with her, months passed before he saw her again. Through Colonel Tom he learned that she had gone for a visit to the East and he went earnestly about his work, keeping his mind on his business during the day and only in the evening allowing himself to become absorbed in thoughts of her. He had a feeling that although he had said nothing she knew of his desire for her and that she wanted time to think it over. Several times in the evening in his room he wrote her long letters filled with minute, boyish explanations of his thoughts and motives, letters which after writing he immediately destroyed. A woman of the west side, with whom he had once had an affair, met him one day on the street, and put her hand familiarly on his arm and for the moment reawakened in him an old desire. After leaving her he did not go back to the office, but taking a south-bound car, spent the afternoon walking in Jackson Park, watching the children at play on the grass, sitting on benches under the trees, getting out of his body and his mind the insistent call of the flesh that had come back to him.

Then in the evening, he came suddenly upon Sue riding a spirited black horse in a bridle path at the upper end of the park. It was just at the grey beginning of night. Stopping the horse, she sat looking at him and going to her he put a hand on the bridle.

“We might have that talk,” he said.

She smiled down at him and the colour began to rise in her brown cheeks.

“I have been thinking of it,” she said, the familiar serious look coming into her eyes. “After all what have we to say to each other?”

Sam watched her steadily.

“I have a lot of things to say to you,” he announced. “That is to say — well — I have, if things are as I hope.” She got off the horse and they stood together by the side of the path. Sam never forgot the few minutes of silence that followed. The wide prospects of green sward, the golf player trudging wearily toward them through the uncertain light, his bag upon his shoulder, the air of physical fatigue with which he walked, bending slightly forward, the faint, soft sound of waves washing over a low beach, and the intense waiting look on the face she turned up to him, made an impression on his mind that stayed with him through life. It seemed to him that he had arrived at a kind of culmination, a starting point, and that all the vague shadowy uncertainties that had, in reflective moments, flitted through his mind, were to be brushed away by some act, some word, from the lips of this woman. With a rush he realised how consistently he had been thinking of her and how enormously he had been counting on her falling in with his plans, and the realisation was followed by a sickening moment of fear. How little he actually knew of her and of her way of thought. What assurance had he that she would not laugh, jump back upon the horse, and ride away? He was afraid as he had never been afraid before. Dumbly his mind groped about for a way to begin. Expressions he had caught and noted in her strong serious little face when he had achieved but a mild curiosity concerning her came back to visit his mind and he tried desperately to build an instant idea of her from these. And then turning his face from her he plunged directly into his thoughts of the past months as though she had been sharing talking to the colonel.

“I have been thinking we might marry, you and I,” he said, and cursed himself for the blundering bluntness of the declaration.

“You do get things done, don’t you?” she replied, smiling.

“Why should you have been thinking anything of the sort?”

“Because I want to live with you,” he said; “I have been talking to the colonel.”

“About marrying me?” She seemed about to begin laughing.

He hurried on. “No, not that. We talked about you. I could not let him alone. He might have known. I kept making him talk. I made him tell me about your ideas. I felt I had to know.”

Sam faced her.

“He thinks your ideas absurd. I do not. I like them. I like you. I think you are beautiful. I do not know whether I love you or not, but for weeks I have been thinking of you and clinging to you and saying over and over to myself, ‘I want to live my life with Sue Rainey.’ I did not expect to go at it this way. You know me. What you do not know I will tell you.”

“Sam McPherson, you are a wonder,” she said, “and I do not know but that I will marry you in the end, but I can’t tell now. I want to know a lot of things. I want to know if you are ready to believe what I believe and to live for what I want to live.”

The horse, growing restless, began tugging at the bridle and she spoke to him sharply. She plunged into a description of a man she had seen on the lecture platform during her visit to the East and Sam looked at her with puzzled eyes.

“He was beautiful,” she said. “He was past sixty but looked like a boy of twenty-five, not in his body, but in an air of youth that hung over him. He stood there before the people talking, quiet, able, efficient. He was clean. He had lived clean, body and mind. He had been companion and co-worker with William Morris, and once he had been a mine boy in Wales, but he had got hold of a vision and lived for it. I did not hear what he said, but I kept thinking, ‘I want a man like that.’

“Can you accept my beliefs and live for what I want to live?” she persisted.

Sam looked at the ground. It seemed to him that he was going to lose her, that she would not marry him.

“I am not accepting beliefs or ends in life blindly,” he said stoutly, “but I want them. What are your beliefs? I want to know. I think I haven’t any myself. When I reach for them they are gone. My mind shifts and changes. I want something solid. I like solid things. I want you.”

“When can we meet and talk everything over thoroughly?”

“Now,” answered Sam bluntly, some look in her face changing his whole viewpoint. Suddenly it seemed as though a door had been opened, letting in a strong light upon the darkness of his mind. His confidence had come back to him. He wanted to strike and keep on striking. The blood rushed through his body and his brain began working rapidly. He felt sure of ultimate success.

Taking her hand, and leading the horse, he began walking with her along the path. Her hand trembled in his and as though answering a thought in his mind she looked up at him and said,

“I am not different from other women, although I do not accept your offer. This is a big moment for me, perhaps the biggest moment of my life. I want you to know that I feel that, though I do want certain things more than I want you or any other man.”

There was a suggestion of tears in her voice and Sam had a feeling that the woman in her wanted him to take her into his arms, but something within him told him to wait and to help her by waiting. Like her he wanted something more than the feel of a woman in his arms. Ideas rushed through his head; he thought that she was going to give him some bigger idea than he had known. The figure she had drawn for him of the old man who stood on the platform, young and beautiful, the old boyish need of a purpose in life, the dreams of the last few weeks — all of these were a part of the eager curiosity in him. They were like hungry little animals waiting to be fed. “We must have it all out here and now,” he told himself. “I must not let myself be swept away by a rush of feeling and I must not let her be.

“Do not think,” he said, “that I haven’t tenderness for you. I am filled with it. But I want to have our talk. I want to know what you expect me to believe and how you want me to live.”

He felt her hand stiffen in his.

“Whether or not we are worth while to each other,” she added.

“Yes,” he said.

And then she began to talk, telling him in a quiet steady voice that steadied something in him what she wanted to make out of her life. Her idea was one of service to mankind through children. She had seen girl friends of hers, with whom she had gone to school, grow up and marry. They had wealth and education, fine well-trained bodies, and they had been married only to live lives more fully devoted to pleasure. One or two who had married poor men had only done so to satisfy a passion in themselves, and after marriage had joined the others in the hungry pursuit of pleasure.

“They do nothing at all,” she said, “to repay the world for the things given them, the wealth and well-trained bodies and the disciplined minds. They go through life day after day and year after year wasting themselves and come in the end to nothing but indolent, slovenly vanity.”

She had thought it all out and had tried to plan for herself a life with other ends, and wanted a husband in accord with her ideas.

“That isn’t so difficult,” she said, “I can find a man whom I can control and who will believe as I believe. My money gives me that power. But I want him to be a real man, a man of ability, a man who does things for himself, one fitted by his life and his achievements to be the father of children who do things. And so I began thinking about you. I got the men who come to the house to talk of you.”

She hung her head and laughed like a bashful boy.

“I know much of the story of your early life out in that Iowa town,” she said. “I got the story of your life and your achievements out there from some one who knew you well.”

The idea seemed wonderfully simple and beautiful to Sam. It seemed to add tremendously to the dignity and nobility of his feeling for her. He stopped in the path and swung her about facing him. They were alone in that end of the park. The soft darkness of the summer night had settled over them. In the grass at their feet a cricket sang loudly. He made a movement to take her into his arms.

“It is wonderful,” he said.

“Wait,” she demanded, putting her hand against his shoulder. “It isn’t so simple. I am wealthy. You are able and you have a kind of undying energy in you. I want to give both my wealth and your ability to children — our children. That will not be easy for you. It means giving up your dreams of power. Perhaps I shall lose courage. Women do after two or three have come. You will have to furnish that. You will have to make a mother of me and keep making a mother of me. You will have to be a new kind of father with something maternal in you. You will have to be patient and studious and kind. You will have to think of these things at night instead of thinking of your own advancement. You will have to live wholly for me because I am to be their mother, giving me your strength and courage and your good sane outlook on things. And then when they come you will have to give all these things to them day after day in a thousand little ways.”

Sam took her into his arms and for the first time in his memory the hot tears stood in his eyes.

The horse, unattended, wheeled, threw up his head and trotted off down the path. They let him go, walking along after him hand in hand like two happy children. At the entrance to the park they came up to him, held by a park policeman. She got on the horse and Sam stood beside her looking up.

“I’ll tell the colonel in the morning,” he said.

“What will he say?” she murmured, musingly.

“Damned ingrate,” Sam mimicked the colonel’s blustering throat tones.

She laughed and picked up the reins. Sam laid his hand on hers.

“How soon?” he asked.

She put her head down near his.

“We’ll waste no time,” she said, blushing.

And then in the presence of a park policeman, in the street by the entrance to the park with the people passing up and down, Sam had his first kiss from Sue Rainey’s lips.

After she rode away Sam walked. He had no sense of the passing of time, wandering through street after street, rearranging and readjusting his outlook on life. What she had said had stirred every vestige of sleeping nobility in him. He thought that he had got hold of the thing he had unconsciously been seeking all his life. His dreams of control of the Rainey Arms Company and the other big things he had planned in business seemed, in the light of their talk, so much nonsense and vanity. “I will live for this! I will live for this!” he kept saying over and over to himself. He imagined he could see the little white things lying in Sue’s arms, and his new love for her and for what they were to accomplish together ran through him and hurt him so that he felt like shouting in the darkened streets. He looked up at the sky and saw the stars and thought they looked down on two new and glorious beings living on the earth.

At a corner he turned and came into a quiet residence street where frame houses stood in the midst of little green lawns and thoughts of his boyhood in the Iowa town came back to him. And then his mind moving forward, he remembered nights in the city when he had stolen away to the arms of women. Hot shame burned in his cheeks and his eyes felt hot.

“I must go to her — I must go to her at her house — now — tonight — and tell her all of these things, and beg her to forgive me,” he thought.

And then the absurdity of such a course striking him he laughed aloud.

“It cleanses me! this cleanses me!” he said to himself.

He remembered the men who had sat about the stove in Wildman’s grocery when he was a boy and the stories they sometimes told. He remembered how he, as a boy in the city, had run through the crowded streets fleeing from the terror of lust. He began to understand how distorted, how strangely perverted, his whole attitude toward women and sex had been. “Sex is a solution, not a menace — it is wonderful,” he told himself without knowing fully the meaning of the word that had sprung to his lips.

When, at last, he turned into Michigan Avenue and went toward his apartment, the late moon was just mounting the sky and a clock in one of the sleeping houses was striking three.


CHAPTER VI
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ONE EVENING, SIX weeks after the talk in the gathering darkness in Jackson Park, Sue Rainey and Sam McPherson sat on the deck of a Lake Michigan steamer watching the lights of Chicago blink out in the distance. They had been married that afternoon in Colonel Tom’s big house on the south side; and now they sat on the deck of the boat, being carried out into darkness, vowed to motherhood and to fatherhood, each more or less afraid of the other. They sat in silence, looking at the blinking lights and listening to the low voices of their fellow passengers, also sitting in the chairs along the deck or strolling leisurely about, and to the wash of the water along the sides of the boat, eager to break down a little reserve that the solemnity of the marriage service had built up between them.

A picture floated in Sam’s mind. He saw Sue, all in white, radiant and wonderful, coming toward him down a broad stairway, toward him, the newsboy of Caxton, the smuggler of game, the roisterer, the greedy moneygetter. All during those six weeks he had been waiting for this hour when he should sit beside the little grey-clad figure, getting from her the help he wanted in the reconstruction of his life. Without being able to talk as he had thought of talking, he yet felt assured and easy in his mind. In the moment when she had come down the stairway he had been half overcome by a feeling of intense shame, a return of the shame that had swept over him that night when she had given her word and he had walked hour after hour through the streets. It had seemed to him that from among the guests standing about should arise a voice crying, “Stop! Do not go on! Let me tell you of this fellow — this McPherson!” And then he had seen her holding to the arm of swaggering, pretentious Colonel Tom and he had taken her hand to become one with her, two curious, feverish, strangely different human beings, taking a vow in the name of their God, with the flowers banked about them and the eyes of people upon them.

When Sam had gone to Colonel Tom the morning after that evening in Jackson Park, there had been a scene. The old gun maker had blustered and roared and forbidden, pounding on his desk with his fist. When Sam remained cool and unimpressed, he had stormed out of the room slamming the door and shouting, “Upstart! Damned upstart!” and Sam had gone smiling back to his desk, mildly disappointed. “I told Sue he would say ‘Ingrate,’” he thought, “I am losing my skill at guessing just what he will do and say.”

The colonel’s rage had been short-lived. Within a week he was boasting of Sam to chance callers as “the best business man in America,” and in the face of a solemn promise given Sue was telling news of the approaching marriage to every newspaper man he knew. Sam suspected him of secretly calling on the telephone those newspapers whose representatives had not crossed his trail.

During the six waiting weeks there had been little of love making between Sue and Sam. They had talked instead, or, going into the country or to the parks, had walked under the trees consumed with a curious eager passion of suspense. The idea she had given him in the park grew in Sam’s brain. To live for the young things that would presently come to them, to be simple, direct, and natural, like the trees or the beasts of the field, and then to have the native honesty of such a life illuminated and ennobled by a mutual intelligent purpose to make their young something finer and better than the things in Nature by the intelligent use of their own good minds and bodies. In the shops and on the streets the hurrying men and women took on a new significance to him. He wondered what secret mighty purpose might be in their lives, and read a newspaper report of an engagement or a marriage with a little jump of the heart. He looked at the girls and the women at work over the typewriting machines in the office, with questioning eyes, asking himself why they did not seek marriage openly and determinedly, and saw a healthy single woman as so much wasted material, as a machine for producing healthy new life standing idle and unused in the great workshop of the universe. “Marriage is a port, a beginning, a point of departure, from which men and women go forth upon the real voyage of life,” he told Sue one evening as they walked in the park. “All that goes before is but a preparation, a building. The pains and the triumphs of all unmarried people are but the good oak planks being driven into place to make the vessel fit for the real voyage.” Or, again, one night when they were in a rowboat on the lagoon in the park and all about them in the darkness was the plash of oars in the water, the screams of excited girls, and the sound of voices calling, he let the boat float in against the shores of a little island and crept along the boat to kneel, with his head in her lap and whisper, “It is not the love of a woman that grips me, Sue, but the love of life. I have had a peep into the great mystery. This — this is why we are here — this justifies us.”

Now that she sat beside him, her shoulder against his own, being carried away with him into darkness and privacy, the personal side of his love for her ran through Sam like a flame and, turning, he drew her head down upon his shoulder.

“Not yet, Sam,” she whispered, “not with these hundreds of people sleeping and drinking and thinking and going about their affairs almost within touch of our hands.”

They got up and walked along the swaying deck. Out of the north the clean wind called to them, the stars looked down upon them, and in the darkness in the bow of the boat they parted for the night silently, speechless with happiness and with a dear, unmentioned secret between them.

At dawn they landed at a little lumbering town, where boat, blankets, and camping kit had gone before. A river flowed down out of the woods passing the town, going under a bridge and turning the wheel of a sawmill that stood by the shore of the river facing the lake. The clean sweet smell of the new-cut logs, the song of the saws, the roar of the water tumbling over a dam, the cries of the blue-shirted lumbermen working among the floating logs above the dam, filled the morning air, and above the song of the saws sang another song, a breathless, waiting song, the song of love and of life singing in the hearts of husband and wife.

In a little roughly-built lumberman’s hotel they ate breakfast in a room overlooking the river. The proprietor of the hotel, a large red-faced woman in a clean calico dress, was expecting them and, having served the breakfast, went out of the room grinning good naturedly and closing the door behind her. Through the open window they looked at the cold swiftly-flowing river and at a freckled-faced boy who carried packages wrapped in blankets and put them in a long canoe tied to a little wharf beside the hotel. They ate and sat staring at each other like two strange boys, saying nothing. Sam ate little. His heart pounded in his breast.

On the river he sank his paddle deep into the water, pulling against the current. During the six weeks’ waiting in Chicago she had taught him the essentials of the canoeist’s art and, now, as he shot the canoe under the bridge and around a bend of the river out of sight of the town, a superhuman strength seemed in his arms and back. Before him in the prow of the boat sat Sue, her straight muscular little back bending and straightening again. By his side rose towering hills clothed with pine trees, and piles of cut logs lay at the foot of the hills along the shore.

At sunset they landed in a little cleared space at the foot of a hill and on the top of the hill, with the wind blowing across it, they made their first camp. Sam brought boughs and spread them, lapped like feathers in the wings of a bird, and carried blankets up the hill, while Sue, at the foot, near the overturned boat, built a fire and prepared their first cooked meal out of doors. In the failing light, Sue got out her rifle and gave Sam his first lesson in marksmanship, his awkwardness making the lesson half a jest. And then, in the soft stillness of the young night, with the first stars coming into the sky and the clean cold wind blowing into their faces, they went arm in arm up the hill under the trees to where the tops of the trees rolled and pitched like the stormy waters of a great sea before their eyes, and lay down together for their first long tender embrace.

There is a special kind of fine pleasure in getting one’s first knowledge of the great outdoors in the company of a woman a man loves and to have that woman an expert, with a keen appetite for the life, adds point and flavour to the experience. In his busy striving, nickel-seeking boyhood in the town surrounded by hot cornfields, and in his young manhood of scheming and money hunger in the city, Sam had not thought of vacations and resting places. He had walked on country roads with John Telfer and Mary Underwood, listening to their talk, absorbing their ideas, blind and deaf to the little life in the grass, in the leafy branches of the trees and in the air about him. In clubs, and about hotels and barrooms in the city, he had heard men talk of life in the open, and had said to himself, “When my time comes I will taste these things.”

And now he did taste them, lying on his back on the grass along the river, floating down quiet little side streams in the moonlight, listening to the night call of birds, or watching the flight of frightened wild things as he pushed the canoe into the quiet depths of the great forest about them.

At night, under the little tent they had brought, or beneath the blankets under the stars, he slept lightly, awakening often to look at Sue lying beside him. Perhaps the wind had blown a wisp of hair across her face and her breath played with it, tossing it about; perhaps just the quiet of her expressive little face charmed and held him, so that he turned reluctantly to sleep again thinking that he might, with pleasure, go on looking at her all night.

For Sue the days also passed lightly. She also awoke in the night and lay looking at the man sleeping beside her, and once she told Sam that when he awoke she feigned sleep dreading to rob him of the pleasure that she knew these secret love passages gave to both.

They were not alone in those northern woods. Everywhere along the rivers and on the shores of little lakes they found people, to Sam a new kind of people, who dropped all the ordinary things of life, and ran away to the woods and the streams to spend long happy months in the open. He discovered with surprise that these adventurers were men of modest fortunes, small manufacturers, skilled workingmen, retail merchants. One with whom he talked was a grocer from a town in Ohio, and when Sam asked him if the coming to the woods with his family for an eight-weeks stay did not endanger the success of his business he agreed with Sam that it did, nodding his head and laughing.

“But there would be a lot more danger in not leaving it,” he said, “the danger of having my boys grow up to be men without my having any real fun with them.”

Among all of the people they met Sue passed with a sort of happy freedom that confounded Sam, as he had formed a habit of thinking of her always as one shut within herself. Many of the people they saw she knew, and he came to believe that she had chosen the place for their love making because she admired and held in high favour the lives of these people of the out-of-doors and wanted her lover to be in some way like them. Out of the solitude of the woods, along the shores of little lakes, they called to her as she passed, demanding that she come ashore and show her husband, and among them she sat talking of other seasons and of the inroads of the lumber men upon their paradise. “The Burnhams were this year on the shores of Grant Lake, the two school teachers from Pittsburgh would come early in August, the Detroit man with the crippled son was building a cabin on the shores of Bone River.”

Sam sat among them in silence, renewing constantly his admiration for the wonder of Sue’s past life. She, the daughter of Colonel Tom, the woman rich in her own right, to have made her friends among these people; she, who had been pronounced an enigma by the young men of Chicago, to have been secretly all of these years the companion and fellow spirit of these campers by the lakes.

For six weeks they led a wandering, nomadic life in that half wild land, for Sue six weeks of tender love making, and of the expression of every thought and impulse of her fine nature, for Sam six weeks of readjustment and freedom, during which he learned to sail a boat, to shoot, and to get the fine taste of that life into his being.

And then one morning they came again to the little lumber town at the mouth of the river and sat upon the pier waiting for the Chicago boat. They were bound once more into the world, and to that life together that was the foundation of their marriage and that was to be the end and aim of their two lives.

If Sam’s life from boyhood had been, on the whole, barren and empty of many of the sweeter things, his life during the next year was strikingly full and complete. In the office he had ceased being the pushing upstart tramping on the toes of tradition and had become the son of Colonel Tom, the voter of Sue’s big stock holdings, the practical, directing head and genius of the destinies of the company. Jack Prince’s loyalty had been rewarded, and a huge advertising campaign made the name and merits of the Rainey Arms Company’s wares known to all reading Americans. The muzzles of Rainey-Whittaker rifles, revolvers, and shotguns looked threateningly out at one from the pages of the great popular magazines, brown fur-clad hunters did brave deeds before one’s eyes, kneeling upon snow-topped crags preparing to speed winged death to waiting mountain sheep; huge open-mouthed bears rushed down from among the type at the top of the pages and seemed about to devour cool deliberate sportsmen who stood undaunted, swinging their trusty Rainey-Whittakers into place, and presidents, explorers, and Texas gun fighters loudly proclaimed the merits of Rainey-Whittakers to a gun-buying world. It was for Sam and for Colonel Tom a time of big dividends, mechanical progress, and contentment.

Sam stayed diligently at work in the offices and in the shops, but kept within himself a reserve of strength and resolution that might have gone into the work. With Sue he took up golf and morning rides on horseback, and with Sue he sat during the long evenings, reading aloud, absorbing her ideas and her beliefs. Sometimes for days they were like two children, going off together to walk on country roads and to sleep in country hotels. On these walks they went hand in hand or, bantering each other, raced down long hills to lie panting in the grass by the roadside when they were out of breath.

Near the end of the first year she told him one night of the realisation of their hopes and they sat through the evening alone by the fire in her room, filled with the white wonder of it, renewing to each other all the fine vows of their early love-making days.

Sam never succeeded in recapturing the flavour of those days. Happiness is a thing so vague, so indefinite, so dependent on a thousand little turns of the events of the day, that it only visits the most fortunate and at rare intervals, but Sam thought that he and Sue touched almost ideal happiness constantly during that time. There were weeks and even months of their first year together that later passed out of Sam’s memory entirely, leaving only a sense of completeness and well being. He could remember, perhaps, a winter walk in the moonlight by the frozen lake, or a visitor who sat and talked an evening away by their fire. But at the end he had to come back to this: that something sang in his heart all day long and that the air tasted better, the stars shone more brightly, and the wind and the rain and the hail upon the window panes sang more sweetly in his ears. He and the woman who lived with him had wealth, position, and infinite delight in the presence and the persons of each other, and a great idea burned like a lamp in a window at the end of the road they travelled.

Meanwhile, in the world about him events came and went. A president was elected, the grey wolves were being hunted out of the Chicago city council, and a strong rival to his company flourished in his own city. In other days he would have been down upon this rival fighting, planning, working for its destruction. Now he sat at Sue’s feet, dreaming and talking to her of the brood that under their care should grow into wonderful reliant men and women. When Lewis, the talented sales manager of the Edwards Arms Company, got the business of a Kansas City jobber, he smiled, wrote a sharp letter to his man in that territory, and went for an afternoon of golf with Sue. He had completely and wholly accepted Sue’s conception of life. “We have wealth for any emergency,” he said to himself, “and we will live our lives for service to mankind through the children that will presently come into our house.”

After their marriage Sam found that Sue, for all her apparent coldness and indifference, had in Chicago, as in the northern woods, her own little circle of men and women. Some of these people Sam had met during the engagement, and now they began gradually coming to the house for an evening with the McPhersons. Sometimes there would be several of them for a quiet dinner at which there was much good talk, and after which Sue and Sam sat for half the night, continuing some vein of thought brought to them. Among the people who came to them, Sam shone resplendent. In some indefinable way he thought they paid court to him and the thought flattered him immensely. The college professor who had talked brilliantly through an evening turned to Sam for approval of his conclusions, a writer of tales of cowboy life asked him to help him over a difficulty in the stock market, and a tall black-haired painter paid him the rare compliment of repeating one of Sam’s remarks as his own. It was as though, in spite of their talk, they thought him the most gifted of them all, and for a time he was puzzled by their attitude. Jack Prince came, sat at one of the dinner parties, and explained.

“You have got what they want and cannot get — the money,” he said.

After the evening when Sue told him the great news they gave a dinner. It was a sort of welcoming party for the coming guest, and, while the people at the table ate and talked, Sue and Sam, from opposite ends of the table, lifted high their glasses and, looking into each other’s eyes, drank off the health of him who was to come, the first of the great family, the family that was to have two lives lived for its success.

At the table sat Colonel Tom with his broad white shirt front, his white, pointed beard, and his grandiloquent flow of talk; at Sue’s side sat Jack Prince, pausing in his open admiration of Sue to cast an eye on the handsome New York girl at Sam’s end of the table or to puncture, with a flash of his terse common sense, some balloon of theory launched by Williams of the University, who sat on the other side of Sue; the artist, who hoped for a commission to paint Colonel Tom, sat opposite him bewailing the dying out of fine old American families; and a serious-faced little German scientist sat beside Colonel Tom smiling as the artist talked. The man, Sam fancied, was laughing at them both, perhaps at all of them. He did not mind. He looked at the scientist and at the other faces up and down the table and then at Sue. He saw her directing and leading the talk; he saw the play of muscles about her strong neck and the fine firmness of her straight little body, and his eyes grew moist and a lump came into his throat at the thought of the secret that lay between them.

And then his mind ran back to another night in Caxton when first he sat eating among strange people at Freedom Smith’s table. He saw again the tomboy girl and the sturdy boy and the lantern swinging in Freedom’s hand in the close little stable; he saw the absurd housepainter trying to blow the bugle in the street; and the mother talking to her boy of death through the summer evening; the fat foreman making the record of his loves on the walls of his room, the narrow-faced commission man rubbing his hands before a group of Greek hucksters, and then this — this home with its safety and its secret high aim and him sitting there at the head of it all. Like the novelist, it seemed to him that he should admire and bow his head before the romance of destiny. He thought his station, his wife, his country, his end in life, when rightly seen, the very apex of life on the earth, and to him in his pride it seemed that he was in some way the master and maker of it all.


CHAPTER VII
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LATE ONE EVENING, some weeks after the McPhersons had given the dinner party in secret celebration of the future arrival of what was to be the first of the great family, they came together down the steps of a north side house to their waiting carriage. They had spent, Sam thought, a delightful evening. The Grovers were people of whose friendship he was particularly proud and since his marriage with Sue he had taken her often for an evening to the house of the venerable surgeon. Doctor Grover was a scholar, a man of note in the medical world, and a rapid and absorbing talker and thinker on any subject that aroused his interest. A certain youthful enthusiasm in his outlook on life had attracted to him the devotion of Sue, who, since meeting him through Sam, had counted him a marked addition to their little group of friends. His wife, a white-haired, plump little woman, was, though apparently somewhat diffident, in reality his intellectual equal and companion, and Sue in a quiet way had taken her as a model in her own effort toward complete wifehood.

During the evening, spent in a rapid exchange of opinions and ideas between the two men, Sue had sat in silence. Once when he looked at her Sam thought that he had surprised an annoyed look in her eyes and was puzzled by it. During the remainder of the evening her eyes refused to meet his and she looked instead at the floor, a flush mounting her cheeks.

At the door of the carriage Frank, Sue’s coachman, stepped on the hem of her gown and tore it. The tear was slight, the incident Sam thought entirely unavoidable, and as much due to a momentary clumsiness on the part of Sue as to the awkwardness of Frank. The man had for years been a loyal servant and a devoted admirer of Sue’s.

Sam laughed and taking Sue by the arm started to help her in at the carriage door.

“Too much gown for an athlete,” he said, pointlessly.

In a flash Sue turned and faced the coachman.

“Awkward brute,” she said, through her teeth.

Sam stood on the sidewalk dumb with astonishment as Frank turned and climbed to his seat without waiting to close the carriage door. He felt as he might have felt had he, as a boy, heard profanity from the lips of his mother. The look in Sue’s eyes as she turned them on Frank struck him like a blow and in a moment his whole carefully built-up conception of her and of her character had been shaken. He had an impulse to slam the carriage door after her and walk home.

They drove home in silence, Sam feeling as though he rode beside a new and strange being. In the light of passing street lamps he could see her face held straight ahead and her eyes staring stonily at the curtain in front. He didn’t want to reproach her; he wanted to take hold of her arm and shake her. “I should like to take the whip from in front of Frank’s seat and give her a sound beating,” he told himself.

At the house Sue jumped out of the carriage and, running past him in at the door, closed it after her. Frank drove off toward the stables and when Sam went into the house he found Sue standing half way up the stairs leading to her room and waiting for him.

“I presume you do not know that you have been openly insulting me all evening,” she cried. “Your beastly talk there at the Grovers — it was unbearable — who are these women? Why parade your past life before me?”

Sam said nothing. He stood at the foot of the stairs and looked up at her and then, turning, just as she, running up the stairs, slammed the door of her own room, he went into the library. A wood fire burned in the grate and he sat down and lighted his pipe. He did not try to think the thing out. He felt that he was in the presence of a lie and that the Sue who had lived in his mind and in his affections no longer existed, that in her place there was this other woman, this woman who had insulted her own servant and had perverted and distorted the meaning of his talk during the evening.

Sitting by the fire filling and refilling his pipe, Sam went carefully over every word, gesture, and incident of the evening at the Grovers and could get hold of no part of it that he thought might in fairness serve as an excuse for the outburst. In the upper part of the house he could hear Sue moving restlessly about and he had satisfaction in the thought that her mind was punishing her for so strange a seizure. He and Grover had perhaps been somewhat carried away, he told himself; they had talked of marriage and its meaning and had both declared somewhat hotly against the idea that the loss of virginity in women was in any sense a bar to honourable marriage, but he had said nothing that he thought could have been twisted into an insult to Sue or to Mrs. Grover. He had thought the talk rather good and clearly thought out and had come out of the house exhilarated and secretly preening himself with the thought that he had talked unusually forcefully and well. In any event what had been said had been said before in Sue’s presence and he thought that he could remember her having, in the past, expressed similar ideas with enthusiasm.

Hour after hour he sat in the chair before the dying fire. He dozed and his pipe dropped from his hand and fell upon the stone hearth. A kind of dumb misery and anger was in him as over and over endlessly his mind kept reviewing the events of the evening.

“What has made her think she can do that to me?” he kept asking himself.

He remembered certain strange silences and hard looks from her eyes during the past weeks, silences and looks that in the light of the events of the evening became pregnant with meaning.

“She has a temper, a beast of a temper. Why shouldn’t she have been square and told me?” he asked himself.

The clock had struck three when the library door opened quietly and Sue, clad in a dressing gown through which the new roundness of her lithe little figure was plainly apparent, came into the room. She ran across to him and putting her head down on his knee wept bitterly.

“Oh, Sam!” she said, “I think I am going insane. I have been hating you as I have not hated since I was an evil-tempered child. A thing I worked years to suppress in me has come back. I have been hating myself and the baby. For days I have been fighting the feeling in me, and now it has come out and perhaps you have begun hating me. Can you love me again? Will you ever forget the meanness and the cheapness of it? You and poor innocent Frank — Oh, Sam, the devil was in me!”

Reaching down, Sam took her into his arms and cuddled her like a child. A story he had heard of the vagaries of women at such times came back to him and was as a light illuminating the darkness of his mind.

“I understand now,” he said. “It is a part of the burden you carry for us both.”

For some weeks after the outbreak at the carriage door events ran smoothly in the McPherson house. One day as he stood in the stable door Frank came round the corner of the house and, looking up sheepishly from under his cap, said to Sam: “I understand about the missus. It is the baby coming. We have had four of them at our house,” and Sam, nodding his head, turned and began talking rapidly of his plans to replace the carriages with automobiles.

But in the house, in spite of the clearing up of the matter of Sue’s ugliness at the Grovers, a subtle change had taken place in the relationship of the two. Although they were together facing the first of the events that were to be like ports-of-call in the great voyage of their lives, they were not facing it with the same mutual understanding and kindly tolerance with which they had faced smaller things in the past — a disagreement over the method of shooting a rapid in a river or the entertainment of an undesirable guest. The inclination to fits of temper loosens and disarranges all the little wires of life. The tune will not get itself played. One stands waiting for the discord, strained, missing the harmony. It was so with Sam. He began feeling that he must keep a check upon his tongue and that things of which they had talked with great freedom six months earlier now annoyed and irritated his wife when brought into an after-dinner discussion. To Sam, who, during his life with Sue, had learned the joy of free, open talk upon any subject that came into his mind and whose native interest in life and in the motives of men and women had blossomed in the large leisure and independence of the last year, this was trying. It was, he thought, like trying to hold free and open communion with the people of an orthodox family, and he fell into a habit of prolonged silences, a habit that later, he found, once formed, unbelievably hard to break.

One day in the office a situation arose that seemed to demand Sam’s presence in Boston on a certain date. For months he had been carrying on a trade war with some of the eastern manufacturers in his line and an opportunity for the settlement of the trouble in a way advantageous to himself had, he thought, arisen. He wanted to handle the matter himself and went home to explain to Sue. It was at the end of a day when nothing had occurred to irritate her and she agreed with him that he should not be compelled to trust so important a matter to another.

“I am no child, Sam. I will take care of myself,” she said, laughing.

Sam wired his New York man asking him to make the arrangements for the meeting in Boston and picked up a book to spend the evening reading aloud to her.

And then, coming home the next evening he found her in tears and when he tried to laugh away her fears she flew into a black fit of anger and ran out of the room.

Sam went to the ‘phone and called his New York man, thinking to instruct him in regard to the conference in Boston and to give up his own plans for the trip. When he had got his man on the wire, Sue, who had been standing outside the door, rushed in and put her hand over the mouthpiece of the ‘phone.

“Sam! Sam!” she cried. “Do not give up the trip! Scold me! Beat me! Do anything, but do not let me go on making a fool of myself and destroying your peace of mind! I shall be miserable if you stay at home because of what I have said!”

Over the ‘phone came the insistent voice of Central and putting her hand aside Sam talked to his man, letting the engagement stand and making some detail of the conference answer as his need of calling.

Again Sue was repentant and again after her tears they sat before the fire until his train time, talking like lovers.

To Buffalo in the morning came a wire from her.

“Come back. Let business go. Cannot stand it,” she had wired.

While he sat reading the wire the porter brought another.

“Please, Sam, pay no attention to any wire from me. I am all right and only half a fool.”

Sam was irritated. “It is deliberate pettiness and weakness,” he thought, when an hour later the porter brought another wire demanding his immediate return. “The situation calls for drastic action and perhaps one good stinging reproof will stop it for all time.”

Going into the buffet car he wrote a long letter calling her attention to the fact that a certain amount of freedom of action was due him, and saying that he intended to act upon his own judgment in the future and not upon her impulses.

Having begun to write Sam went on and on. He was not interrupted, no shadow crossed the face of his beloved to tell him he was hurting and he said all that was in his mind to say. Little sharp reproofs that had come into his mind but that had been left unsaid now got themselves said and when he had dumped his overloaded mind into the letter he sealed and mailed it at a passing station.

Within an hour after the letter had left his hands Sam regretted it. He thought of the little woman bearing the burden for them both, and things Grover had told him of the unhappiness of women in her condition came back to haunt his mind so that he wrote and sent off to her a wire asking her not to read the letter he had mailed and assuring her that he would hurry through the Boston conference and get back to her at once.

When Sam returned he knew that in an evil moment Sue had opened and read the letter sent from the train and was surprised and hurt by the knowledge. The act seemed like a betrayal. He said nothing, going about his work with a troubled mind and watching with growing anxiety her alternate fits of white anger and fearful remorse. He thought her growing worse daily and became alarmed for her health.

And, then, after a talk with Grover he began to spend more and more time with her, forcing her to take with him daily, long walks in the open air. He tried valiantly to keep her mind fixed on cheerful things and went to bed happy and relieved when a day ended that did not bring a stormy passage between them.

There were days during that period when Sam thought himself near insanity. With a light in her grey eyes that was maddening Sue would take up some minor thing, a remark he had made or a passage he had quoted from some book, and in a dead, level, complaining tone would talk of it until his head reeled and his fingers ached from the gripping of his hands to keep control of himself. After such a day he would steal off by himself and, walking rapidly, would try through pure physical fatigue to force his mind to give up the remembrance of the persistent, complaining voice. At times he would give way to fits of anger and strew impotent oaths along the silent street, or, in another mood, would mumble and talk to himself, praying for strength and courage to keep his own head during the ordeal through which he thought they were passing together. And when he returned from such a walk and from such a struggle with himself it often occurred that he would find her waiting in the arm chair before the fire in her room, her mind clear and her little face wet with the tears of her repentance.

And then the struggle ended. With Doctor Grover it had been arranged that Sue should be taken to the hospital for the great event, and they drove there hurriedly one night through the quiet streets, the recurring pains gripping Sue and her hands clutching his. An exalted cheerfulness had hold of them. Face to face with the actual struggle for the new life Sue was transfigured. Her voice rang with triumph and her eyes glistened.

“I am going to do it,” she cried; “my black fear is gone. I shall give you a child — a man child. I shall succeed, my man Sam. You shall see. It will be beautiful.”

When the pain gripped she gripped at his hand, and a spasm of physical sympathy ran through him. He felt helpless and ashamed of his helplessness.

At the entrance to the hospital grounds she put her face down upon his knees so that the hot tears ran through his hands.

“Poor, poor old Sam, it has been horrible for you.”

At the hospital Sam walked up and down in the corridor through the swinging doors at the end of which she had been taken. Every vestige of regret for the trying months now lying behind had passed, and he paced up and down the corridor feeling that he had come to one of those huge moments when a man’s brain, his grasp of affairs, his hopes and plans for the future, all of the little details and trivialities of his life, halt, and he waits anxious, breathless, expectant. He looked at a little clock on a table at the end of the corridor, half expecting it to stop also and wait with him. His marriage hour that had seemed so big and vital seemed now, in the quiet corridor, with the stone floor and the silent white-clad, rubber-shod nurses passing up and down and in the presence of this greater event, to have shrunk enormously. He walked up and down peering at the clock, looking at the swinging door and biting at the stem of his empty pipe.

And then through the swinging door came Grover.

“We can get the child, Sam, but to get it we shall have to take a chance with her. Do you want to do that? Do not wait. Decide.”

Sam sprang past him toward the door.

“You bungler,” he cried, and his voice rang through the long quiet corridor. “You do not know what this means. Let me go.”

Doctor Grover, catching him by the arm, swung him about. The two men stood facing each other.

“You stay here,” said the doctor, his voice remaining quiet and firm; “I will attend to things. Your going in there would be pure folly now. Now answer me — do you want to take the chance?”

“No! No!” Sam shouted. “No! I want her — Sue — alive and well, back through that door.”

A cold gleam came into his eyes and he shook his fist before the doctor’s face.

“Do not try deceiving me about this. By God, I will — —”

Turning, Doctor Grover ran back through the swinging door leaving Sam staring blankly at his back. A nurse, one whom he had seen in Doctor Grover’s office, came out of the door and taking his arm, walked beside him up and down the corridor. Sam put his arm around her shoulder and talked. An illusion that it was necessary to comfort her came to him.

“Do not worry,” he said. “She will be all right. Grover will take care of her. Nothing can happen to little Sue.”

The nurse, a small, sweet-faced, Scotch woman, who knew and admired Sue, wept. Some quality in his voice had touched the woman in her and the tears ran in a little stream down her cheeks. Sam continued talking, the woman’s tears helping him to regain his grip upon himself.

“My mother is dead,” he said, an old sorrow revisiting him. “I wish that you, like Mary Underwood, would be a new mother to me.”

When the time came that he could be taken to the room where Sue lay, his self-possession had returned to him and his mind had begun blaming the little dead stranger for the unhappiness of the past months and for the long separation from what he thought was the real Sue. Outside the door of the room into which she had been taken he stopped, hearing her voice, thin and weak, talking to Grover.

“Unfit — Sue McPherson unfit,” said the voice, and Sam thought it was filled with an infinite weariness.

He ran through the door and dropped on his knees by her bed. She turned her eyes to him smiling bravely.

“The next time we’ll make it,” she said.

The second child born to the young McPhersons arrived out of time. Again Sam walked, this time through the corridor of his own house and without the consoling presence of the sweet-faced Scotch woman, and again he shook his head at Doctor Grover who came to him consoling and reassuring.

After the death of the second child Sue lay for months in bed. In his arms, in her own room, she wept openly in the presence of Grover and the nurses, crying out against her unfitness. For several days she refused to see Colonel Tom, harbouring in her mind the notion that he was in some way responsible for her physical inability to bear living children, and when she got up from her bed, she remained for months white and listless but grimly determined upon another attempt for the little life she so wanted to feel in her arms.

During the days of her carrying the second baby she had again the fierce ugly attacks of temper that had shattered Sam’s nerves, but having learned to understand, he went quietly about his work, trying as far as in him lay to close his ears to the stinging, hurtful things she sometimes said; and the third time, it was agreed between them that if they were again unsuccessful they would turn their minds to other things.

“If we do not succeed this time we might as well count ourselves through with each other for good,” she said one day in one of the fits of cold anger that were a part of child bearing with her.

That second night when Sam walked in the hospital corridor he was beside himself. He felt like a young recruit called to face an unseen enemy and to stand motionless and inactive in the presence of the singing death that ran through the air. He remembered a story, told when he was a child by a fellow soldier who had come to visit his father, of the prisoners at Andersonville creeping in the darkness past armed sentries to a little pool of stagnant water beyond the dead line, and felt that he too was creeping unarmed and helpless in the neighbourhood of death. In a conference at his house between the three some weeks before, it had been decided, after tearful insistence on the part of Sue and a stand on the part of Grover, who declared that he would not remain on the case unless permitted to use his own judgment, that an operation should be performed.

“Take the chances that need be taken,” Sam had said to Grover after the conference; “she will never stand another defeat. Give her the child.”

In the corridor it seemed to Sam that hours had passed and still he stood motionless waiting. His feet felt cold and he had the impression that they were wet although the night was dry and a moon shone outside. When, from a distant part of the hospital, a groan reached his ears he shook with fright and had an inclination to cry out. Two young interns clad in white passed.

“Old Grover is doing a Caesarian section,” said one of them; “he is getting out of date. Hope he doesn’t bungle it.”

In Sam’s ears rang the remembrance of Sue’s voice, the Sue who that first time had gone into the room behind the swinging doors with the determined smile on her face. He thought he could see again the white face looking up from the wheeled cot on which they had taken her through the door.

“I am afraid, Dr. Grover — I am afraid I am unfit,” he had heard her say as the door closed.

And then Sam did a thing for which he cursed himself the rest of his life. On an impulse, and maddened by the intolerable waiting, he walked to the swinging doors and, pushing them open, stepped into the operating room where Grover was at work upon Sue.

The room was long and narrow, with floors, walls and ceiling of white cement. A great glaring light, suspended from the ceiling, threw its rays directly down on a white-clad figure lying on a white metal operating table. On the walls of the room were other glaring lights set in shining glass reflectors. And, here and there through an intense, expectant atmosphere, moved and stood silently a group of men and women, faceless, hairless, with only their strangely vivid eyes showing through the white masks that covered their faces.

Sam, standing motionless by the door, looked about with wild, half-seeing eyes. Grover worked rapidly and silently, taking from time to time little shining instruments from a swinging table close at his hand. The nurse standing beside him looked up toward the light and began calmly threading a needle. And in a white basin on a little stand at the side of the room lay the last of Sue’s tremendous efforts toward new life, the last of their dreams of the great family.

Sam closed his eyes and fell. His head, striking against the wall, aroused him and he struggled to his feet.

Without stopping his work, Grover began swearing.

“Damn it, man, get out of here.”

Sam groped with his hand for the door. One of the white-clad, ghoulish figures started toward him. And then with his head reeling and his eyes closed he backed through the door and, running along the corridor and down a flight of broad stairs, reached the open air and darkness. He had no doubt of Sue’s death.

“She is gone,” he muttered, hurrying bareheaded along the deserted streets.

Through street after street he ran. Twice he came out upon the shores of the lake, and, then turning, went back into the heart of the city through streets bathed in the warm moonlight. Once he turned quickly at a corner and stepping into a vacant lot stood behind a high board fence as a policeman strolled along the street. Into his head came the idea that he had killed Sue and that the blue-clad figure walking with heavy tread on the stone pavement was seeking him to take him back to where she lay white and lifeless. Again he stopped, before a little frame drugstore on a corner, and sitting down on the steps before it cursed God openly and defiantly like an angry boy defying his father. Some instinct led him to look at the sky through the tangle of telegraph wires overhead.

“Go on and do what you dare!” he cried. “I will not follow you now. I shall never try to find you after this.”

Presently he began laughing at himself for the instinct that had led him to look at the sky and to shout out his defiance and, getting up, wandered on. In his wanderings he came to a railroad track where a freight train groaned and rattled over a crossing. When he came up to it he jumped upon an empty coal car, falling as he climbed, and cutting his face upon the sharp pieces of coal that lay scattered about the bottom of the car.

The train ground along slowly, stopping occasionally, the engine shrieking hysterically.

After a time he got out of the car and dropped to the ground. On all sides of him were marshes, the long rank marsh grasses rolling and tossing in the moonlight. When the train had passed he followed it, walking stumblingly along. As he walked, following the blinking lights at the end of the train, he thought of the scene in the hospital and of Sue lying dead for that — that ping livid and shapeless on the table under the lights.

Where the solid ground ran up to the tracks Sam sat down under a tree. Peace came over him. “This is the end of things,” he thought, and was like a tired child comforted by its mother. He thought of the sweet-faced nurse who had walked with him that other time in the corridor of the hospital and who had wept because of his fears, and then of the night when he had felt the throat of his father between his fingers in the squalid little kitchen. He ran his hands along the ground. “Good old ground,” he said. A sentence came into his mind followed by the figure of John Telfer striding, stick in hand, along a dusty road. “Here is spring come and time to plant out flowers in the grass,” he said aloud. His face felt swollen and sore from the fall in the freight car and he lay down on the ground under a tree and slept.

When he woke it was morning and grey clouds were drifting across the sky. Within sight, down a road, a trolley car went past into the city. Before him, in the midst of the marsh, lay a low lake, and a raised walk, with boats tied to the posts on which it stood, ran down to the water. He went down the walk, bathed his bruised face in the water, and boarding a car went back into the city.

In the morning air a new thought took possession of him. The wind ran along a dusty road beside the car track, picking up little handfuls of dust and playfully throwing them about. He had a strained, eager feeling like some one listening for a faint call out of the distance.

“To be sure,” he thought, “I know what it is, it is my wedding day. I am to marry Sue Rainey to-day.”

At the house he found Grover and Colonel Tom standing in the breakfast room. Grover looked at his swollen, distorted face. His voice trembled.

“Poor devil!” he said. “You have had a night!”

Sam laughed and slapped Colonel Tom on the shoulder.

“We will have to begin getting ready,” he said. “The wedding is at ten. Sue will be getting anxious.”

Grover and Colonel Tom took him by the arm and began leading him up the stairs, Colonel Tom weeping like a woman.

“Silly old fool,” thought Sam.

When, two weeks later, he again opened his eyes to consciousness Sue sat beside his bed in a reclining chair, her little thin white hand in his.

“Get the baby!” he cried, believing anything possible. “I want to see the baby!”

She laid her head down on the pillow.

“It was gone when you saw it,” she said, and put an arm about his neck.

When the nurse came back she found them, their heads together upon the pillow, crying weakly like two tired children.


CHAPTER VIII
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THE BLOW GIVEN the plan of life so carefully thought out and so eagerly accepted by the young McPhersons threw them back upon themselves. For several years they had been living upon a hill top, taking themselves very seriously and more than a little preening themselves with the thought that they were two very unusual and thoughtful people engaged upon a worthy and ennobling enterprise. Sitting in their corner immersed in admiration of their own purposes and in the thoughts of the vigorous, disciplined, new life they were to give the world by the combined efficiency of their two bodies and minds they were, at a word and a shake of the head from Doctor Grover, compelled to remake the outline of their future together.

All about them the rush of life went on, vast changes were impending in the industrial life of the people, cities were doubling and tripling their population, a war was being fought, and the flag of their country flew in the ports of strange seas, while American boys pushed their way through the tangled jungles of strange lands carrying in their hands Rainey-Whittaker rifles. And in a huge stone house, set in a broad expanse of green lawns near the shores of Lake Michigan, Sam McPherson sat looking at his wife, who in turn looked at him. He was trying, as she also was trying, to adjust himself to the cheerful acceptance of their new prospect of a childless life.

Looking at Sue across the dinner table or seeing her straight, wiry body astride a horse riding beside him through the parks, it seemed to Sam unbelievable that a childless womanhood was ever to be her portion, and more than once he had an inclination to venture again upon an effort for the success of their hopes. But when he remembered her still white face that night in the hospital, her bitter, haunting cry of defeat, he turned with a shudder from the thought, feeling that he could not go with her again through that ordeal; that he could not again allow her to look forward through weeks and months toward the little life that never came to lie upon her breast or to laugh up into her face.

And yet Sam, son of that Jane McPherson who had won the admiration of the men of Caxton by her ceaseless efforts to keep her family afloat and clean handed, could not sit idly by, living upon the income of his own and Sue’s money. The stirring, forward-moving world called to him; he looked about him at the broad, significant movements in business and finance, at the new men coming into prominence and apparently finding a way for the expression of new big ideas, and felt his youth stirring in him and his mind reaching out to new projects and new ambitions.

Given the necessity for economy and a hard long-drawn-out struggle for a livelihood and competence, Sam could conceive of living his life with Sue and deriving something like gratification from just her companionship, and her partnership in his efforts — here and there during the waiting years he had met men who had found such gratification — a foreman in the shops or a tobacconist from whom he bought his cigars — but for himself he felt that he had gone with Sue too far upon another road to turn that way now with anything like mutual zeal or interest. At bottom, his mind did not run strongly toward the idea of the love of women as an end in life; he had loved, and did love, Sue with something approaching religious fervour, but the fervour was more than half due to the ideas she had given him and to the fact that with him she was to have been the instrument for the realisation of those ideas. He was a man with children in his loins and he had given up his struggles for business eminence for the sake of preparing himself for a kind of noble fatherhood of children, many children, strong children, fit gifts to the world for two exceptionally favoured lives. In all of his talks with Sue this idea had been present and dominant. He had looked about him and in the arrogance of his youth and in the pride of his good body and mind had condemned all childless marriages as a selfish waste of good lives. With her he had agreed that such lives were without point and purpose. Now he remembered that in the days of her audacity and daring she had more than once expressed the hope that in case of a childless issue to their marriage one or the other of them would have the courage to cut the knot that tied them and venture into another effort at right living at any cost.

In the months after Sue’s last recovery, and during the long evenings, as they sat together or walked under the stars in the park, the thought of these talks was often in Sam’s mind and he found himself beginning to speculate on her present attitude and to wonder how bravely she would meet the idea of a separation. In the end he decided that no such thought was in her mind, that face to face with the tremendous actuality she clung to him with a new dependence, and a new need of his companionship. The conviction of the absolute necessity of children as a justification for a man and woman living together had, he thought, burned itself more deeply into his brain than into hers; to him it clung, coming back again and again to his mind, causing him to turn here and there restlessly, making readjustments, seeking new light. The old gods being dead he sought new gods.

In the meantime he sat in his house facing his wife, losing himself in the books recommended to him years before by Janet, thinking his own thoughts. Often in the evening he would look up from his book or from his preoccupied staring at the fire to find her eyes looking at him.

“Talk, Sam; talk,” she would say; “do not sit there thinking.”

Or at another time she would come to his room at night and putting her head down on the pillow beside his would spend hours planning, weeping, begging him to give her again his love, his old fervent, devoted love.

This Sam tried earnestly and honestly to do, going with her for long walks when the new call, the business had begun to make to him, would have kept him at his desk, reading aloud to her in the evening, urging her to shake off her old dreams and to busy herself with new work and new interests.

Through the days in the office he went in a kind of half stupor. An old feeling of his boyhood coming back to him, it seemed to him, as it had seemed when he walked aimlessly through the streets of Caxton after the death of his mother, that there remained something to be done, an accounting to be made. Even at his desk with the clatter of typewriters in his ears and the piles of letters demanding his attention, his mind slipped back to the days of his courtship with Sue and to those days in the north woods when life had beat strong within him, and every young, wild thing, every new growth renewed the dream that filled his being. Sometimes on the street, or walking in the park with Sue, the cries of children at play cut across the sombre dulness of his mind and he shrank from the sound and a kind of bitter resentment took possession of him. When he looked covertly at Sue she talked of other things, apparently unconscious of his thoughts.

Then a new phase of life presented itself. To his surprise he found himself looking with more than passing interest at women in the streets, and an old hunger for the companionship of strange women came back to him, in some way coarsened and materialised. One evening at the theatre a woman, a friend of Sue’s and the childless wife of a business friend of his own, sat beside him. In the darkness of the playhouse her shoulder nestled down against his. In the excitement of a crisis on the stage her hand slipped into his and her fingers clutched and held his fingers.

Animal desire seized and shook him, a feeling without sweetness, brutal, making his eyes burn. When between the acts the theatre was again flooded with light he looked up guiltily to meet another pair of eyes equally filled with guilty hunger. A challenge had been given and received.

In their car, homeward bound, Sam put the thoughts of the woman away from him and taking Sue in his arms prayed silently for some help against he knew not what.

“I think I will go to Caxton in the morning and have a talk with Mary Underwood,” he said.

After his return from Caxton Sam set about finding some new interest to occupy Sue’s mind. He had spent an afternoon talking to Valmore, Freedom Smith, and Telfer and thought there was a kind of flatness in their jokes and in their ageing comments on each other. Then he had gone from them for his talk with Mary. Half through the night they had talked, Sam getting forgiveness for not writing and getting also a long friendly lecture on his duty toward Sue. He thought she had in some way missed the point. She had seemed to suppose that the loss of the children had fallen singly upon Sue. She had not counted upon him, and he had depended upon her doing just that. He had come as a boy to his mother wanting to talk of himself and she had wept at the thought of the childless wife and had told him how to set about making her happy.

“Well, I will set about it,” he thought on the train coming home; “I will find for her this new interest and make her less dependent upon me. Then I also will take hold anew and work out for myself a programme for a way of life.”

One afternoon when he came home from the office he found Sue filled indeed with a new idea. With glowing cheeks she sat beside him through the evening and talked of the beauties of a life devoted to social service.

“I have been thinking things out,” she said, her eyes shining. “We must not allow ourselves to become sordid. We must keep to the vision. We must together give the best in our lives and our fortunes to mankind. We must make ourselves units in the great modern movements for social uplift.”

Sam looked at the fire and a chill feeling of doubt ran through him. He could not see himself as a unit in anything. His mind did not run out toward the thought of being one of the army of philanthropists or rich social uplifters he had met talking and explaining in the reading rooms of clubs. No answering flame burned in his heart as it had burned that evening by the bridle path in Jackson Park when she had expounded another idea. But the thought of a need of new interest for her coming to him, he turned to her smiling.

“It sounds all right but I know nothing of such things,” he said.

After that evening Sue began to get a hold upon herself. The old fire came back into her eyes and she went about the house with a smile upon her face and talked through the evenings to her silent, attentive husband of the life of usefulness, the full life. One day she told him of her election to the presidency of a society for the rescue of fallen women, and he began seeing her name in the newspapers in connection with various charity and civic movements. At the house a new sort of men and women began appearing at the dinner table; a strangely earnest, feverish, half fanatical people, Sam thought, with an inclination toward corsetless dresses and uncut hair, who talked far into the night and worked themselves into a sort of religious zeal over what they called their movement. Sam found them likely to run to startling statements, noticed that they sat on the edges of their chairs when they talked, and was puzzled by their tendency toward making the most revolutionary statements without pausing to back them up. When he questioned a statement made by one of these people, he came down upon him with a rush that quite carried him away and then, turning to the others, looked at them wisely like a cat that has swallowed a mouse. “Ask us another question if you dare,” their faces seemed to be saying, while their tongues declared that they were but students of the great problem of right living.

With these new people Sam never made any progress toward real understanding and friendship. For a time he tried honestly to get some of their own fervent devotions to their ideas and to be impressed by what they said of their love of man, even going with them to some of their meetings, at one of which he sat among the fallen women gathered in, and listened to a speech by Sue.

The speech did not make much of a hit, the fallen women moving restlessly about. A large woman, with an immense nose, did better. She talked with a swift, contagious zeal that was very stirring, and, listening to her, Sam was reminded of the evening when he sat before another zealous talker in the church at Caxton and Jim Williams, the barber, tried to stampede him into the fold with the lambs. While the woman talked a plump little member of the demi monde who sat beside Sam wept copiously, but at the end of the speech he could remember nothing of what had been said and he wondered if the weeping woman would remember.

To express his determination to continue being Sue’s companion and partner, Sam during one winter taught a class of young men at a settlement house in the factory district of the west side. The class in his hands was unsuccessful. He found the young men heavy and stupid with fatigue after the day of labour in the shops and more inclined to fall asleep in their chairs, or wander away, one at a time, to loaf and smoke on a nearby corner, than to stay in the room listening to the man reading or talking before them.

When one of the young women workers came into the room, they sat up and seemed for the moment interested. Once Sam heard a group of them talking of these women workers on a landing in a darkened stairway. The experience startled Sam and he dropped the class, admitting to Sue his failure and his lack of interest and bowing his head before her accusation of a lack of the love of men.

Later by the fire in his own room he tried to draw for himself a moral from the experience.

“Why should I love these men?” he asked himself. “They are what I might have been. Few of the men I have known have loved me and some of the best and cleanest of them have worked vigorously for my defeat. Life is a battle in which few men win and many are defeated and in which hate and fear play their part with love and generosity. These heavy-featured young men are a part of the world as men have made it. Why this protest against their fate when we are all of us making more and more of them with every turn of the clock?”

During the next year, after the fiasco of the settlement house class, Sam found himself drifting more and more rapidly away from Sue and her new viewpoint of life. The growing gulf between them showed itself in a thousand little household acts and impulses, and every time he looked at her he thought her more apart from him and less a part of the real life that went on within him. In the old days there had been something intimate and familiar in her person and in her presence. She had seemed like a part of him, like the room in which he slept or the coat he wore on his back, and he had looked into her eyes as thoughtlessly and with as little fear of what he might find there as he looked at his own hands. Now when his eyes met hers they dropped, and one or the other of them began talking hurriedly like a person who has a consciousness of something he must conceal.

Down town Sam took up anew his old friendship and intimacy with Jack Prince, going with him to clubs and drinking places and often spending evenings among the clever, money-wasting young men who laughed and made deals and talked their way through life at Jack’s side. Among these young men a business associate of Jack’s caught his attention and in a few weeks an intimacy had sprung up between Sam and this man.

Maurice Morrison, Sam’s new friend, had been discovered by Jack Prince working as a sub-editor on a country daily down the state. There was, Sam thought, something of the Caxton dandy, Mike McCarthy, in the man, combined with prolonged and fervent, although somewhat periodic attacks of industry. In his youth he had written poetry and at one time had studied for the ministry, and in Chicago, under Jack Prince, he had developed into a money maker and led the life of a talented, rather unscrupulous man of the world. He kept a mistress, often overdrank, and Sam thought him the most brilliant and convincing talker he had ever heard. As Jack Prince’s assistant he had charge of the Rainey Company’s large advertising expenditure, and the two men being thrown often together a mutual regard grew up between them. Sam believed him to be without moral sense; he knew him to be able and honest and he found in the association with him a fund of odd little sweetnesses of character and action that lent an inexpressible charm to the person of his friend.

It was through Morrison that Sam had his first serious misunderstanding with Sue. One evening the brilliant young advertising man dined at the McPhersons’. The table, as usual, was filled with Sue’s new friends, among them a tall, gaunt man who, with the arrival of the coffee, began in a high-pitched, earnest voice to talk of the coming social revolution. Sam looked across the table and saw a light dancing in Morrison’s eyes. Like a hound unleashed he sprang among Sue’s friends, tearing the rich to pieces, calling for the onward advance of the masses, quoting odds and ends of Shelley and Carlyle, peering earnestly up and down the table, and at the end quite winning the hearts of the women by a defence of fallen women that stirred the blood of even his friend and host.

Sam was amused and a trifle annoyed. The whole thing was, he knew, no more than a piece of downright acting with just the touch of sincerity in it that was characteristic of the man but that had no depth or real meaning. During the rest of the evening he watched Sue, wondering if she too had fathomed Morrison and what she thought of his having taken the role of star from the long gaunt man, who had evidently been booked for that part and who sat at the table and wandered afterward among the guests, annoyed and disconcerted.

Late that night Sue came into his room and found him reading and smoking by the fire.

“Cheeky of Morrison, dimming your star,” he said, looking at her and laughing apologetically.

Sue looked at him doubtfully.

“I came in to thank you for bringing him,” she said; “I thought him splendid.”

Sam looked at her and for a moment was tempted to let the matter pass. And then his old inclination to be always open and frank with her asserted itself and he closed the book and rising stood looking down at her.

“The little beast was guying your crowd,” he said, “but I do not want him to guy you. Not that he wouldn’t try. He has the audacity for anything.”

A flush arose to her cheeks and her eyes gleamed.

“That is not true, Sam,” she said coldly. “You say that because you are becoming hard and cold and cynical. Your friend Morrison talked from his heart. It was beautiful. Men like you, who have a strong influence over him, may lead him away, but in the end a man like that will come to give his life to the service of society. You should help him; not assume an attitude of unbelief and laugh at him.”

Sam stood upon the hearth smoking his pipe and looking at her. He was thinking how easy it would have been in the first year after their marriage to have explained Morrison. Now he felt that he was but making a bad matter worse, but went on determined to stick to his policy of being entirely honest with her.

“Look here, Sue,” he began quietly, “be a good sport. Morrison was joking. I know the man. He is the friend of men like me because he wants to be and because it pays him to be. He is a talker, a writer, a talented, unscrupulous word-monger. He is making a big salary by taking the ideas of men like me and expressing them better than we can ourselves. He is a good workman and a generous, open-hearted fellow with a lot of nameless charm in him, but a man of convictions he is not. He could talk tears into the eyes of your fallen women, but he would be a lot more likely to talk good women into their state.”

Sam put a hand upon her shoulder.

“Be sensible and do not be offended,” he went on: “take the fellow for what he is and be glad for him. He hurts little and cheers a lot. He could make a convincing argument in favour of civilisation’s return to cannibalism, but really, you know, he spends most of his time thinking and writing of washing machines and ladies’ hats and liver pills, and most of his eloquence after all only comes down to ‘Send for catalogue, Department K’ in the end.”

Sue’s voice was colourless with passion when she replied.

“This is unbearable. Why did you bring the fellow here?”

Sam sat down and picked up his book. In his impatience he lied to her for the first time since their marriage.

“First, because I like him and second, because I wanted to see if I couldn’t produce a man who could outsentimentalise your socialist friends,” he said quietly.

Sue turned and walked out of the room. In a way the action was final and marked the end of understanding between them. Putting down his book Sam watched her go and some feeling he had kept for her and that had differentiated her from all other women died in him as the door closed between them. Throwing the book aside he sprang to his feet and stood looking at the door.

“The old goodfellowship appeal is dead,” he thought. “From now on we will have to explain and apologise like two strangers. No more taking each other for granted.”

Turning out the light he sat again before the fire to think his way through the situation that faced him. He had no thought that she would return. That last shot of his own had crushed the possibility of that.

The fire was getting low in the grate and he did not renew it. He looked past it toward the darkened windows and heard the hum of motor cars along the boulevard below. Again he was the boy of Caxton hungrily seeking an end in life. The flushed face of the woman in the theatre danced before his eyes. He remembered with shame how he had, a few days before, stood in a doorway and followed with his eyes the figure of a woman who had lifted her eyes to him as they passed in the street. He wished that he might go out of the house for a walk with John Telfer and have his mind filled with eloquence of the standing corn, or sit at the feet of Janet Eberly as she talked of books and of life. He got up and turning on the lights began preparing for bed.

“I know what I will do,” he said, “I will go to work. I will do some real work and make some more money. That’s the place for me.”

And to work he went, real work, the most sustained and clearly thought-out work he had done. For two years he was out of the house at dawn for a long bracing walk in the fresh morning air, to be followed by eight, ten and even fifteen hours in the office and shops; hours in which he drove the Rainey Arms Company’s organisation mercilessly and, taking openly every vestige of the management out of the hands of Colonel Tom, began the plans for the consolidation of the American firearms companies that later put his name on the front pages of the newspapers and got him the title of a Captain of Finance.

There is a widespread misunderstanding abroad regarding the motives of many of the American millionaires who sprang into prominence and affluence in the days of change and sudden bewildering growth that followed the close of the Spanish War. They were, many of them, not of the brute trader type, but were, instead, men who thought and acted quickly and with a daring and audacity impossible to the average mind. They wanted power and were, many of them, entirely unscrupulous, but for the most part they were men with a fire burning within them, men who became what they were because the world offered them no better outlet for their vast energies.

Sam McPherson had been untiring and without scruples in the first hard, quick struggle to get his head above the great unknown body of men there in the city. He had turned aside from money getting when he heard what he took to be a call to a better way of life. Now with the fires of youth still in him and with the training and discipline that had come from two years of reading, of comparative leisure and of thought, he was prepared to give the Chicago business world a display of that tremendous energy that was to write his name in the industrial history of the city as one of the first of the western giants of finance.

Going to Sue, Sam told her frankly of his plans.

“I want a free hand in the handling of your stock in the company,” he said. “I cannot lead this new life of yours. It may help and sustain you but it gets no hold on me. I want to be myself now and lead my own life in my own way. I want to run the company, really run it. I cannot stand idly by and let life go past. I am hurting myself and you standing here looking on. Also I am in a kind of danger of another kind that I want to avoid by throwing myself into hard, constructive work.”

Without question Sue signed the papers he brought her. A flash of her old frankness toward him came back.

“I do not blame you, Sam,” she said, smiling bravely. “Things have not gone right, as we both know, but if we cannot work together at least let us not hurt each other.”

When Sam returned to give himself again to affairs, the country was just at the beginning of the great wave of consolidation which was finally to sweep all of the financial power of the country into a dozen pairs of competent and entirely efficient hands. With the sure instinct of the born trader Sam had seen this movement coming and had studied it. Now he began to act. Going to that same swarthy-faced lawyer who had drawn the contract for him to secure control of the medical student’s twenty thousand dollars and who had jokingly invited him to become one of a band of train robbers, he told him of his plans to begin working toward a consolidation of all the firearms companies of the country.

Webster wasted no time in joking now. He laid out the plans, adjusted and readjusted them to suit Sam’s shrewd suggestions, and when a fee was mentioned shook his head.

“I want in on this,” he said. “You will need me. I am made for this game and have been waiting for a chance to get at it. Just count me in as one of the promoters if you will.”

Sam nodded his head. Within a week he had formed a pool of his own company’s stock controlling, as he thought, a safe majority and had begun working to form a similar pool in the stock of his only big western rival.

This last job was not an easy one. Lewis, the Jew, had been making constant headway in that company just as Sam had made headway in the Rainey Company. He was a money maker, a sales manager of rare ability, and, as Sam knew, a planner and executor of business coups of the first class.

Sam did not want to deal with Lewis. He had respect for the man’s ability in driving sharp bargains and felt that he would like to have the whip in his own hands when it came to the point of dealing with him. To this end he began visiting bankers and the men who were head of big western trust companies in Chicago and St. Louis. He went about his work slowly, feeling his way and trying to get at each man by some effective appeal, buying the use of vast sums of money by a promise of common stock, the bait of a big active bank account, and, here and there, by the hint of a directorship in the big new consolidated company.

For a time the project moved slowly; indeed there were weeks and months when it did not appear to move at all. Working in secret and with extreme caution Sam encountered many discouragements and went home in the evening day after day to sit among Sue’s guests with a mind filled with his own plans and with an indifferent ear turned to the talk of revolution, social unrest, and the new class consciousness of the masses, that rattled and crackled up and down his dinner table. He thought that it must be trying to Sue. He was so evidently not interested in her interests. At the same time he thought that he was working toward what he wanted out of life and went to bed at night believing that he was finding, and would find, a kind of peace in just thinking clearly along one line day after day.

One day Webster, who had wanted to be in on the deal, came to Sam’s office and gave his project its first great boost toward success. He, like Sam, thought he saw clearly the tendencies of the times, and was greedy for the block of common stock that Sam had promised should come to him with the completion of the enterprise.

“You are not using me,” he said, sitting down before Sam’s desk. “What is blocking the deal?”

Sam began to explain and when he had finished Webster laughed.

“Let’s get at Tom Edwards of the Edward Arms Company direct,” he said, and then, leaning over the desk, “Edwards is a vain little peacock and a second rate business man,” he declared emphatically. “Get him afraid and then flatter his vanity. He has a new wife with blonde hair and big soft blue eyes. He wants prominence. He is afraid to venture upon big things himself but is hungry for the reputation and gain that comes through big deals. Use the method the Jew has used; show him what it means to the yellow-haired woman to be the wife of the president of the big consolidated Arms Company. THE EDWARDS CONSOLIDATED, eh? Get at Edwards. Bluff him and flatter him and he is your man.”

Sam wondered. Edwards was a small grey-haired man of sixty with something dry and unresponsive about him. Being a silent man, he had created an impression of remarkable shrewdness and ability. After a lifetime spent in hard labour and in the practice of the most rigid economy he had come up to wealth, and had got into the firearms business through Lewis, and it was counted one of the brightest stars in that brilliant Hebrew’s crown that he had been able to lead Edwards with him in his daring and audacious handling of the company’s affairs.

Sam looked at Webster across the desk and thought of Tom Edwards as the figurehead of the firearms trust.

“I was saving the frosting on the cake for my own Tom,” he said; “it was a thing I wanted to hand the colonel.”

“Let us see Edwards this evening,” said Webster dryly.

Sam nodded, and late that night made the deal that gave him control of the two important western companies and put him in position to move on the eastern companies with every prospect of complete success. To Edwards he went with an exaggerated report of the support he had already got for his project, and having frightened him offered him the presidency of the new company and promised that it should be incorporated under the name of The Edwards Consolidated Firearms Company of America.

The eastern companies fell quickly. With Webster Sam tried on them the old dodge of telling each that the other two had agreed to come in, and it worked.

With the coming in of Edwards and the options given by the eastern companies Sam began to get also the support of the LaSalle Street bankers. The firearms trust was one of the few big consolidations managed wholly in the west, and after two or three of the bankers had agreed to help finance Sam’s plan the others began asking to be taken into the underwriting syndicate he and Webster had formed. Within thirty days after the closing of the deal with Tom Edwards Sam felt that he was ready to act.

For several months Colonel Tom had known something of the plans Sam had on foot, and had made no protest. He had in fact given Sam to understand that his stock would be voted with Sue’s, controlled by Sam, and with the stock of the other directors who knew of and hoped to share in the profits of Sam’s deal. The old gunmaker had all of his life believed that the other American firearms companies were but shadows destined to disappear before the rising sun of the Rainey Company, and thought of Sam’s project as an act of providence to further this desirable end.

At the moment of his acquiescence in Webster’s plan, for landing Tom Edwards, Sam had a moment of doubt, and now, with the success of his project in sight, he began to wonder how the blustering old man would look upon Edwards as the titular head of the big company and upon the name of Edwards in the title of the company.

For two years Sam had seen little of the colonel, who had given up all pretence to an active part in the management of the business and who, finding Sue’s new friends disconcerting, seldom appeared at the house, living at the clubs, playing billiards all day long, or sitting in the club windows boasting to chance listeners of his part in the building of the Rainey Arms Company.

With a mind filled with doubt Sam went home and put the matter before Sue. She was dressed and ready for an evening at the theatre with a party of friends and the talk was brief.

“He will not mind,” she said indifferently. “Go ahead and do what you want to do.”

Sam rode back to the office and called his lieutenants about him. He felt that the thing might as well be done and over, and with the options in his hands, and the ability he thought he had to control his own company, he was ready to come out into the open and get the deal cleaned up.

The morning papers that carried the story of the proposed big new consolidation of firearms companies carried also an almost life-size halftone of Colonel Tom Rainey, a slightly smaller one of Tom Edwards, and grouped about these, small pictures of Sam, Lewis, Prince, Webster, and several of the eastern men. By the size of the half-tone, Sam, Prince, and Morrison had tried to reconcile Colonel Tom to Edwards’ name in the title of the new company and to Edwards’ coming election as president. The story also played up the past glories of the Rainey Company and its directing genius, Colonel Tom. One phrase, written by Morrison, brought a smile to Sam’s lips.

“This grand old patriarch of American business, retired now from active service, is like a tired giant, who, having raised a brood of young giants, goes into his castle to rest and reflect and to count the scars won in many a hard-fought battle.”

Morrison laughed as he read it aloud.

“It ought to get the colonel,” he said, “but the newspaper man who prints it should be hung.”

“They will print it all right,” said Jack Prince.

And they did print it; going from newspaper office to newspaper office Prince and Morrison saw to that, using their influence as big buyers of advertising space and even insisting upon reading proof on their own masterpiece.

But it did not work. Early the next morning Colonel Tom appeared at the offices of the arms company with blood in his eye, and swore that the consolidation should not be put through. For an hour he stormed up and down in Sam’s office, his outbursts of wrath varied by periods of childlike pleading for the retention of the name and glory of the Raineys. When Sam shook his head and went with the old man to the meeting that was to pass upon his action and sell the Rainey Company, he knew that he had a fight on his hands.

The meeting was a stormy one. Sam made a talk telling what had been done and Webster, voting some of Sam’s proxies, made a motion that Sam’s offer for the old company be accepted.

And then Colonel Tom fired his guns. Walking up and down in the room before the men, sitting at a long table or in chairs tilted against the walls, he began talking with all of his old flamboyant pomposity of the past glories of the Rainey Company. Sam watched him quietly thinking of the exhibition as something detached and apart from the business of the meeting. He remembered a question that had come into his head when he was a schoolboy and had got his first peep into a school history. There had been a picture of Indians at the war dance and he had wondered why they danced before rather than after battle. Now his mind answered the question.

“If they had not danced before they might never have got the chance,” he thought, and smiled to himself.

“I call upon you men here to stick to the old colours,” roared the colonel, turning and making a direct attack upon Sam. “Do not let this ungrateful upstart, this son of a drunken village housepainter, that I picked up from among the cabbages of South Water Street, win you away from your loyalty to the old leader. Do not let him steal by trickery what we have won only by years of effort.”

The colonel, leaning on the table, glared about the room. Sam felt relieved and glad of the direct attack.

“It justifies what I am going to do,” he thought.

When Colonel Tom had finished Sam gave a careless glance at the old man’s red face and trembling fingers. He had no doubt that the outburst of eloquence had fallen upon deaf ears and without comment put Webster’s motion to the vote.

To his surprise two of the new employé directors voted their stock with Colonel Tom’s, and a third man, voting his own stock as well as that of a wealthy southside real estate man, did not vote. On a count the stock represented stood deadlocked and Sam, looking down the table, raised his eyebrows to Webster.

“Move we adjourn for twenty-four hours,” snapped Webster, and the motion carried.

Sam looked at a paper lying before him on the table. During the count of the vote he had been writing over and over on the sheet of paper this sentence.

“The best men spend their lives seeking truth.”

Colonel Tom walked out of the room like a conqueror, declining to speak to Sam as he passed, and Sam looked down the table at Webster and made a motion with his head toward the man who had not voted.

Within an hour Sam’s fight was won. Pouncing upon the man representing the stock of the south-side investor, he and Webster did not go out of the room until they had secured absolute control of the Rainey Company and the man who had refused to vote had put twenty-five thousand dollars into his pocket. The two employeé directors Sam marked for slaughter. Then after spending the afternoon and early evening with the representatives of the eastern companies and their attorneys he drove home to Sue.

It was past nine o’clock when his car stopped before the house and, going at once to his room, he found Sue sitting before his fire, her arms thrown above her head and her eyes staring at the burning coals.

As Sam stood in the doorway looking at her a wave of resentment swept over him.

“The old coward,” he thought, “he has brought our fight here to her.”

Hanging up his coat he filled his pipe and drawing up a chair sat beside her. For five minutes Sue sat staring into the fire. When she spoke there was a touch of hardness in her voice.

“When everything is said, Sam, you do owe a lot to father,” she observed, refusing to look at him.

Sam said nothing and she went on.

“Not that I think we made you, father and I. You are not the kind of man that people make or unmake. But, Sam, Sam, think what you are doing. He has always been a fool in your hands. He used to come home here when you were new with the company and talk of what he was doing. He had a whole new set of ideas and phrases; all that about waste and efficiency and orderly working toward a definite end. It did not fool me. I knew the ideas, and even the phrases he used to express them, were not his and I was not long finding out they were yours, that it was simply you expressing yourself through him. He is a big helpless child, Sam, and he is old. He hasn’t much longer to live. Do not be hard, Sam. Be merciful.”

Her voice did not tremble but tears ran down her rigid face and her expressive hands clutched at her dress.

“Can nothing change you? Must you always have your own way?” she added, still refusing to look at him.

“It is not true, Sue, that I always want my own way, and people do change me; you have changed me,” he said.

She shook her head.

“No, I have not changed you. I found you hungry for something and you thought I could feed it. I gave you an idea that you took hold of and made your own. I do not know where I got it, from some book or hearing some one talk, I suppose. But it belonged to you. You built it and fostered it in me and coloured it with your own personality. It is your idea to-day. It means more to you than all this firearms trust that the papers are full of.”

She turned to look at him, and put out her hand and laid it in his.

“I have not been brave,” she said. “I am standing in your way. I have had a hope that we would get back to each other. I should have freed you but I hadn’t the courage, I hadn’t the courage. I could not give up the dream that some day you would really take me back to you.”

Getting out of her chair she dropped to her knees and putting her head in his lap, shook with sobs. Sam sat stroking her hair. Her agitation was so great that her muscular little back shook with it.

Sam looked past her at the fire and tried to think clearly. He was not greatly moved by her agitation, but with all his heart he wanted to think things out and get at the right and the honest thing to do.

“It is a time of big things,” he said slowly and with an air of one explaining to a child. “As your socialists say, vast changes are going on. I do not believe that your socialists really sense what these changes mean, and I am not sure that I do or that any man does, but I know they mean something big and I want to be in them and a part of them; all big men do; they are struggling like chicks in the shell. Why, look here! What I am doing has to be done and if I do not do it another man will. The colonel has to go. He will be swept aside. He belongs to something old and outworn. Your socialists, I believe, call it the age of competition.”

“But not by us, not by you, Sam,” she plead. “After all, he is my father.”

A stern look came into Sam’s eyes.

“It does not ring right, Sue,” he said coldly; “fathers do not mean much to me. I choked my own father and threw him into the street when I was only a boy. You knew about that. You heard of it when you went to find out about me that time in Caxton. Mary Underwood told you. I did it because he lied and believed in lies. Do not your friends say that the individual who stands in the way should be crushed?”

She sprang to her feet and stood before him.

“Do not quote that crowd,” she burst out. “They are not the real thing. Do you suppose I do not know that? Do I not know that they come here because they hope to get hold of you? Haven’t I watched them and seen the look on their faces when you have not come or have not listened to their talk? They are afraid of you, all of them. That’s why they talk so bitterly. They are afraid and ashamed that they are afraid.”

“Like the workers in the shop?” he asked, musingly.

“Yes, like that, and like me since I failed in my part of our lives and had not the courage to get out of the way. You are worth all of us and for all our talk we shall never succeed or begin to succeed until we make men like you want what we want. They know that and I know it.”

“And what do you want?”

“I want you to be big and generous. You can be. Failure cannot hurt you. You and men like you can do anything. You can even fail. I cannot. None of us can. I cannot put my father to that shame. I want you to accept failure.”

Sam got up and taking her by the arm led her to the door. At the door he turned her about and kissed her on the lips like a lover.

“All right, Sue girl, I will do it,” he said, and pushed her through the door. “Now let me sit down by myself and think things out.”

It was a night in September and a whisper of the coming frost was in the air. He threw up the window and took long breaths of the sharp air and listened to the rumble of the elevated road in the distance. Looking up the boulevard he saw the lights of the cyclists making a glistening stream that flowed past the house. A thought of his new motor car and of all of the wonder of the mechanical progress of the world ran through his mind.

“The men who make machines do not hesitate,” he said to himself; “even though a thousand fat-hearted men stood in their way they would go on.”

A line of Tennyson’s came into his mind.

“And the nation’s airy navies grappling in the central blue,” he quoted, thinking of an article he had read predicting the coming of airships.

He thought of the lives of the workers in steel and iron and of the things they had done and would do.

“They have,” he thought, “freedom. Steel and iron do not run home to carry the struggle to women sitting by the fire.”

He walked up and down the room.

“Fat old coward. Damned fat old coward,” he muttered over and over to himself.

It was past midnight when he got into bed and began trying to quiet himself for sleep. In his dreams he saw a fat man with a chorus girl hanging to his arm kicking his head about a bridge above a swiftly flowing stream.

When he got down to the breakfast room the next morning Sue had gone. By his plate he found a note saying that she had gone for Colonel Tom and would take him to the country for the day. He walked to the office thinking of the incapable old man who, in the name of sentiment, had beaten him in what he thought the big enterprise of his life.

At his desk he found a message from Webster. “The old turkey cock has fled,” it said; “we should have saved the twenty-five thousand.”

On the phone Webster told Sam of an early visit to the club to see Colonel Tom and that the old man had left the city, going to the country for the day. It was on Sam’s lips to tell of his changed plans but he hesitated.

“I will see you at your office in an hour,” he said.

Outside again in the open air Sam walked and thought of his promise. Down by the lake he went to where the railroad with the lake beyond stopped him. Upon the old wooden bridge looking over the track and down to the water he stood as he had stood at other crises in his life and thought over the struggle of the night before. In the clear morning air, with the roar of the city behind him and the still waters of the lake in front, the tears, and the talk with Sue seemed but a part of the ridiculous and sentimental attitude of her father, and the promise given her insignificant and unfairly won. He reviewed the scene carefully, the talk and the tears and the promise given as he led her to the door. It all seemed far away and unreal like some promise made to a girl in his boyhood.

“It was never a part of all this,” he said, turning and looking at the towering city before him.

For an hour he stood on the wooden bridge. He thought of Windy McPherson putting the bugle to his lips in the streets of Caxton and again there sounded in his ears the roaring laugh of the crowd; again he lay in the bed beside Colonel Tom in that northern city and saw the moon rising over the round paunch and heard the empty chattering talk of love.

“Love,” he said, still looking toward the city, “is a matter of truth, not lies and pretence.”

Suddenly it seemed to him that if he went forward truthfully he should get even Sue back again some time. His mind lingered over the thoughts of the loves that come to a man in the world, of Sue in the wind-swept northern woods and of Janet in her wheel-chair in the little room where the cable cars ran rumbling under the window. And he thought of other things, of Sue reading papers culled out of books before the fallen women in the little State Street hall, of Tom Edwards with his new wife and his little watery eyes, of Morrison and the long-fingered socialist fighting over words at his table. And then pulling on his gloves he lighted a cigar and went back through the crowded streets to his office to do the thing he had determined on.

At the meeting that afternoon the project went through without a dissenting voice. Colonel Tom being absent, the two employé directors voted with Sam with almost panicky haste as Sam looking across at the well-dressed, cool-headed Webster, laughed and lighted a fresh cigar. And then he voted the stock Sue had intrusted to him for the project, feeling that in doing so he was cutting, perhaps for all time, the knot that bound them.

With the completion of the deal Sam stood to win five million dollars, more money than Colonel Tom or any of the Raineys had ever controlled, and had placed himself in the eyes of the business men of Chicago and New York where before he had placed himself in the eyes of Caxton and South Water Street. Instead of another Windy McPherson failing to blow his bugle before the waiting crowd, he was still the man who made good, the man who achieved, the kind of man of whom America boasts before the world.

He did not see Sue again. When the news of his betrayal reached her she went off east taking Colonel Tom with her, and Sam closed the house, even sending a man there for his clothes. To her eastern address, got from her attorney, he wrote a brief note offering to make over to her or to Colonel Tom his entire winnings from the deal and closed it with the brutal declaration, “At the end I could not be an ass, even for you.”

To this note Sam got a cold, brief reply telling him to dispose of her stock in the company and of that belonging to Colonel Tom, and naming an eastern trust company to receive the money. With Colonel Tom’s help she had made a careful estimate of the values of their holdings at the time of consolidation and refused flatly to accept a penny beyond that amount.

Sam felt that another chapter of his life was closed. Webster, Edwards, Prince, and the eastern men met and elected him chairman of the board of directors of the new company and the public bought eagerly the river of common stock he turned upon the market, Prince and Morrison doing masterful work in the moulding of public opinion through the press. The first board meeting ended with a dinner at which wine flowed in rivulets and Edwards, getting drunk, stood up at his place and boasted of the beauty of his young wife. And Sam, at his desk in his new offices in the Rookery, settled down grimly to the playing of his role as one of the new kings of American business.


CHAPTER IX
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THE STORY OF Sam’s life there in Chicago for the next several years ceases to be the story of a man and becomes the story of a type, a crowd, a gang. What he and the group of men surrounding him and making money with him did in Chicago, other men and other groups of men have done in New York, in Paris, in London. Coming into power with the great expansive wave of prosperity that attended the first McKinley administration, these men went mad of money making. They played with great industrial institutions and railroad systems like excited children, and a man of Chicago won the notice and something of the admiration of the world by his willingness to bet a million dollars on the turn of the weather. In the years of criticism and readjustment that followed this period of sporadic growth, writers have told with great clearness how the thing was done, and some of the participants, captains of industry turned penmen, Caesars become ink-slingers, have bruited the story to an admiring world.

Given the time, the inclination, the power of the press, and the unscrupulousness, the thing that Sam McPherson and his followers did in Chicago in not difficult. Advised by Webster and the talented Prince and Morrison to handle his publicity work, he rapidly unloaded his huge holdings of common stock upon an eager public, keeping for himself the bonds which he hypothecated at the banks to increase his working capital while continuing to control the company. When the common stock was unloaded, he, with a group of fellow spirits, began an attack upon it through the stock market and in the press, and bought it again at a low figure, holding it ready to unload when the public should have forgotten.

The annual advertising expenditure of the firearms trust ran into millions and Sam’s hold upon the press of the country was almost unbelievably strong. Morrison rapidly developed unusual daring and audacity in using this instrument and making it serve Sam’s ends. He suppressed facts, created illusions, and used the newspapers as a whip to crack at the heels of congressmen, senators, and legislators, of the various states, when such matters as appropriation for firearms came before them.

And Sam, who had undertaken the consolidation of the firearms companies, having a dream of himself as a great master in that field, a sort of American Krupp, rapidly awoke from the dream to take the bigger chances for gain in the world of speculation. Within a year he dropped Edwards as head of the firearms trust and in his place put Lewis, with Morrison as secretary and manager of sales. Guided by Sam these two, like the little drygoods merchant of the old Rainey Company, went from capital to capital and from city to city making contracts, influencing news, placing advertising contracts where they would do the most good, fixing men.

And in the meantime Sam, with Webster, a banker named Crofts who had profited largely in the firearms merger, and sometimes Morrison or Prince, began a series of stock raids, speculations, and manipulations that attracted country-wide attention, and became known to the newspaper reading world as the McPherson Chicago crowd. They were in oil, railroads, coal, western land, mining, timber, and street railways. One summer Sam, with Prince, built, ran to a profit, and sold to advantage a huge amusement park. Through his head day after day marched columns of figures, ideas, schemes, more and more spectacular opportunities for gain. Some of the enterprises in which he engaged, while because of their size they seemed more dignified, were of reality of a type with the game smuggling of his South Water Street days, and in all of his operations it was his old instinct for bargains and for the finding of buyers together with Webster’s ability for carrying through questionable deals that made him and his followers almost constantly successful in the face of opposition from the more conservative business and financial men of the city.

Again Sam led a new life, owning running horses at the tracks, memberships in many clubs, a country house in Wisconsin, and shooting preserves in Texas. He drank steadily, played poker for big stakes, kept in the public prints, and day after day led his crew upon the high seas of finance. He did not dare think and in his heart he was sick of it. Sick to the soul, so that when thought came to him he got out of his bed to seek roistering companions or, getting pen and paper, sat for hours figuring out new and more daring schemes for money making. The great forward movement in modern industry of which he had dreamed of being a part had for him turned out to be a huge meaningless gamble with loaded dice against a credulous public. With his followers he went on day after day doing deeds without thought. Industries were organised and launched, men employed and thrown out of employment, towns wrecked by the destruction of an industry and other towns made by the building of other industries. At a whim of his a thousand men began building a city on an Indiana sand hill, and at a wave of his hand another thousand men of an Indiana town sold their homes, with the chicken houses in the back-yards and vines trained by the kitchen doors, and rushed to buy sections of the hill plotted off for them. He did not stop to discuss with his followers the meaning of the things he did. He told them of the profits to be made and then, having done the thing, he went with them to drink in bar rooms and to spend the evening or afternoon singing songs, visiting his stable of runners or, more often, sitting silently about the card table playing for high stakes. Making millions through the manipulation of the public during the day, he sometimes sat half the night struggling with his companions for the possession of thousands.

Lewis, the Jew, the only one of Sam’s companions who had not followed him in his spectacular money making, stayed in the office of the firearms company and ran it like the scientific able man of business he was. While Sam remained chairman of the board of the company and had an office, a desk, and the name of leadership there, he let Lewis run the place, and spent his own time upon the stock exchange or in some corner with Webster and Crofts planning some new money making raid.

“You have the better of it, Lewis,” he said one day in a reflective mood; “you thought I had cut the ground from under you when I got Tom Edwards, but I only set you more firmly in a larger place.”

He made a movement with his hand toward the large general offices with the rows of busy clerks and the substantial look of work being done.

“I might have had the work you are doing. I planned and schemed with that end in view,” he added, lighting a cigar and going out at the door.

“And the money hunger got you,” laughed Lewis, looking after him, “the hunger that gets Jews and Gentiles and all who feed it.”

One might have come upon the McPherson Chicago crowd about the old Chicago stock exchange on any day during those years, Crofts, tall, abrupt, and dogmatic; Morrison, slender, dandified, and gracious; Webster, well-dressed, suave, gentlemanly, and Sam, silent, restless, and often morose and ugly. Sometimes it seemed to Sam that they were all unreal, himself and the men with him. He watched his companions cunningly. They were constantly posing before the passing crowd of brokers and small speculators. Webster, coming up to him on the floor of the exchange, would tell him of a snowstorm raging outside with the air of a man parting with a long-cherished secret. His companions went from one to the other vowing eternal friendships, and then, keeping spies upon each other, they hurried to Sam with tales of secret betrayals. Into any deal proposed by him they went eagerly, although sometimes fearfully, and almost always they won. And with Sam they made millions through the manipulation of the firearms company, and the Chicago and Northern Lake Railroad which he controlled.

In later years Sam looked back upon it all as a kind of nightmare. It seemed to him that never during that period had he lived or thought sanely. The great financial leaders that he saw were not, he thought, great men. Some of them, like Webster, were masters of craft, or, like Morrison, of words, but for the most part they were but shrewd, greedy vultures feeding upon the public or upon each other.

In the meantime Sam was rapidly degenerating. His paunch became distended, and his hands trembled in the morning. Being a man of strong appetites, and having a determination to avoid women, he almost constantly overdrank and overate, and in the leisure hours that came to him he hurried eagerly from place to place, avoiding thought, avoiding sane quiet talk, avoiding himself.

All of his companions did not suffer equally. Webster seemed made for the life, thriving and expanding under it, putting his winnings steadily aside, going on Sunday to a suburban church, avoiding the publicity connecting his name with race horses and big sporting events that Crofts sought and to which Sam submitted. One day Sam and Crofts caught him in an effort to sell them out to a group of New York bankers in a mining deal and turned the trick on him instead, whereupon he went off to New York to become a respectable big business man and the friend of senators and philanthropists.

Crofts was a man with chronic domestic troubles, one of those men who begin each day by cursing their wives before their associates and yet continue living with them year after year. There was a kind of rough squareness in the man, and after the completion of a successful deal he would be as happy as a boy, pounding men on the back, shaking with laughter, throwing money about, making crude jokes. After Sam left Chicago he finally divorced his wife and married an actress from the vaudeville stage and after losing two-thirds of his fortune in an effort to capture control of a southern railroad, went to England and, coached by the actress wife, developed into an English country gentleman.

And Sam was a man sick. Day after day he went on drinking more and more heavily, playing for bigger and bigger stakes, allowing himself less and less thought of himself. One day he received a long letter from John Telfer telling of the sudden death of Mary Underwood and berating him for his neglect of her.

“She was ill for a year and without an income,” wrote Telfer. Sam noticed that the man’s hand had begun to tremble. “She lied to me and told me you had sent her money, but now that she is dead I find that though she wrote you she got no answer. Her old aunt told me.”

Sam put the letter into his pocket and going into one of his clubs began drinking with a crowd of men he found idling there. He had paid little attention to his correspondence for months. No doubt the letter from Mary had been received by his secretary and thrown aside with the letters of thousands of other women, begging letters, amorous letters, letters directed at him because of his wealth and the prominence given his exploits by the newspapers.

After wiring an explanation and mailing a check the size of which filled John Telfer with admiration, Sam with a half dozen fellow roisterers spent the late afternoon and evening going from saloon to saloon through the south side. When he got to his apartments late that night, his head was reeling and his mind filled with distorted memories of drinking men and women and of himself standing on a table in some obscure drinking place and calling upon the shouting, laughing hangers-on of his crowd of rich money spenders to think and to work and to seek Truth.

He went to sleep in his chair, his mind filled with the dancing faces of dead women, Mary Underwood and Janet and Sue, tear-stained faces calling to him. When he awoke and shaved he went out into the street and to another down-town club.

“I wonder if Sue is dead, too,” he muttered, remembering his dream.

At the club he was called to the telephone by Lewis, who asked him to come at once to his office at the Edwards Consolidated. When he got there he found a wire from Sue. In a moment of loneliness and despondency over the loss of his old business standing and reputation, Colonel Tom had shot himself in a New York hotel.

Sam sat at his desk, fingering the yellow paper lying before him and fighting to get his head clear.

“The old coward. The damned old coward,” he muttered; “any one could have done that.”

When Lewis came into Sam’s office he found his chief sitting at his desk fingering the telegram and muttering to himself. When Sam handed him the wire he came around and stood beside Sam, his hand upon his shoulder.

“Well, do not blame yourself for that,” he said, with quick understanding.

“I don’t,” Sam muttered; “I do not blame myself for anything. I am a result, not a cause. I am trying to think. I am not through yet. I am going to begin again when I get things thought out.”

Lewis went out of the room leaving him to his thoughts. For an hour he sat there reviewing his life. When he came to the day that he had humiliated Colonel Tom, there came back to his mind the sentence he had written on the sheet of paper while the vote was being counted. “The best men spend their lives seeking truth.”

Suddenly he came to a decision and, calling Lewis, began laying out a plan of action. His head cleared and the ring came back into his voice. To Lewis he gave an option on his entire holdings of Edwards Consolidated stocks and bonds and to him also he entrusted the clearing up of deal after deal in which he was interested. Then, calling a broker, he began throwing a mass of stock on the market. When Lewis told him that Crofts was ‘phoning wildly about town to find him, and was with the help of another banker supporting the market and taking Sam’s stocks as fast as offered, he laughed and giving Lewis instructions regarding the disposal of his monies walked out of the office, again a free man and again seeking the answer to his problem.

He made no attempt to answer Sue’s wire. He was restless to get at something he had in his mind. He went to his apartments and packed a bag and from there disappeared saying goodbye to no one. In his mind was no definite idea of where he was going or what he was going to do. He knew only that he would follow the message his hand had written. He would try to spend his life seeking truth.


BOOK III
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CHAPTER I
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ONE DAY WHEN the youth Sam McPherson was new in the city he went on a Sunday afternoon to a down-town theatre to hear a sermon. The sermon was delivered by a small dark-skinned Boston man, and seemed to the young McPherson scholarly and well thought out.

“The greatest man is he whose deeds affect the greatest number of lives,” the speaker had said, and the thought had stuck in Sam’s mind. Now walking along the street carrying his travelling bag, he remembered the sermon and the thought and shook his head in doubt.

“What I have done here in this city must have affected thousands of lives,” he mused, and felt a quickening of his blood at just letting go of his thoughts as he had not dared do since that day when, by breaking his word to Sue, he had started on his career as a business giant.

He began to think of the quest on which he had started and had keen satisfaction in the thought of what he should do.

“I will begin all over and come up to Truth through work,” he told himself. “I will leave the money hunger behind me, and if it returns I will come back here to Chicago and see my fortune piled up and the men rushing about the banks and the stock exchange and the court they pay to such fools and brutes as I have been, and that will cure me.”

Into the Illinois Central Station he went, a strange spectacle. A smile came to his lips as he sat on a bench along the wall between an immigrant from Russia and a small plump farmer’s wife who held a banana in her hand and gave bites of it to a rosy-cheeked babe lying in her arms. He, an American multimillionaire, a man in the midst of his money-making, one who had realised the American dream, to have sickened at the feast and to have wandered out of a fashionable club with a bag in his hand and a roll of bills in his pocket and to have come on this strange quest — to seek Truth, to seek God. A few years of the fast greedy living in the city, that had seemed so splendid to the Iowa boy and to the men and women who had lived in his town, and then a woman had died lonely and in want in that Iowa town, and half across the continent a fat blustering old man had shot himself in a New York hotel, and here he sat.

Leaving his bag in the care of the farmer’s wife, he walked across the room to the ticket window and standing there watched the people with definite destinations in mind come up, lay down money, and taking their tickets go briskly away. He had no fear of being known. Although his name and his picture had been upon the front pages of Chicago newspapers for years, he felt so great a change within himself from just the resolution he had taken that he had no doubt of passing unnoticed.

A thought struck him. Looking up and down the long room filled with its strangely assorted clusters of men and women a sense of the great toiling masses of people, the labourers, the small merchants, the skilled mechanics, came over him.

“These are the Americans,” he began telling himself, “these people with children beside them and with hard daily work to be done, and many of them with stunted or imperfectly developed bodies, not Crofts, not Morrison and I, but these others who toil without hope of luxury and wealth, who make up the armies in times of war and raise up boys and girls to do the work of the world in their turn.”

He fell into the line moving toward the ticket window behind a sturdy-looking old man who carried a box of carpenter tools in one hand and a bag in the other, and bought a ticket to the same Illinois town to which the old man was bound.

In the train he sat beside the old man and the two fell into quiet talk — the old man talking of his family. He had a son, married and living in the Illinois town to which he was going, of whom he began boasting. The son, he said, had gone to that town and had prospered there, owning a hotel which his wife managed while he worked as a builder.

“Ed,” he said, “keeps fifty or sixty men going all summer. He has sent for me to come and take charge of a gang. He knows well enough I will get the work out of them.”

From Ed the old man drifted into talk of himself and his life, telling bare facts with directness and simplicity and making no effort to disguise a slight turn of vanity in his success.

“I have raised seven sons and made them all good workmen and they are all doing well,” he said.

He told of each in detail. One, who had taken to books, was a mechanical engineer in a manufacturing town in New England. The mother of his children had died the year before and of his three daughters two had married mechanics. The third, Sam gathered, had not done well and from something the old man said he thought she had perhaps gone the wrong way there in Chicago.

To the old man Sam talked of God and of a man’s effort to get truth out of life.

“I have thought of it a lot,” he said.

The old man was interested. He looked at Sam and then out at the car window and began talking of his own beliefs, the substance of which Sam could not get.

“God is a spirit and lives in the growing corn,” said the old man, pointing out the window at the passing fields.

He began talking of churches and of ministers, against whom he was filled with bitterness.

“They are dodgers. They do not get at things. They are damned dodgers, pretending to be good,” he declared.

Sam talked of himself, saying that he was alone in the world and had money. He said that he wanted work in the open air, not for the money it would bring him, but because his paunch was large and his hand trembled in the morning.

“I’ve been drinking,” he said, “and I want to work hard day after day so that my muscles may become firm and sleep come to me at night.”

The old man thought that his son could find Sam a place.

“He’s a driver — Ed is,” he said, laughing, “and he won’t pay you much. Ed don’t let go of money. He’s a tight one.”

Night had come when they reached the town where Ed lived, and the three men walked over a bridge, beneath which roared a waterfall, toward the long poorly-lighted main street of the town and Ed’s hotel. Ed, a young, broad-shouldered man, with a dry cigar stuck in the corner of his mouth, led the way. He had engaged Sam standing in the darkness on the station platform, accepting his story without comment.

“I’ll let you carry timbers and drive nails,” he said, “that will harden you up.”

On the way over the bridge he talked of the town.

“It’s a live place,” he said, “we are getting people in here.”

“Look at that!” he exclaimed, chewing at the cigar and pointing to the waterfall that foamed and roared almost under the bridge. “There’s a lot of power there and where there’s power there will be a city.”

At Ed’s hotel some twenty men sat about a long low office. They were, for the most part, middle-aged working men and sat in silence reading and smoking pipes. At a table pushed against the wall a bald-headed young man with a scar on his cheek played solitaire with a greasy pack of cards, and in front of him and sitting in a chair tilted against the wall a sullen-faced boy idly watched the game. When the three men came into the office the boy dropped his chair to the floor and stared at Ed who stared back at him. It was as though a contest of some sort went on between them. A tall neatly-dressed woman, with a brisk manner and pale, inexpressive, hard blue eyes, stood back of a little combined desk and cigar case at the end of the room, and as the three walked toward her she looked from Ed to the sullen-faced boy and then again at Ed. Sam concluded she was a woman bent on having her own way. She had that air.

“This is my wife,” said Ed, introducing Sam with a wave of his hand and passing around the end of the desk to stand by her side.

Ed’s wife twirled the hotel register about facing Sam, nodded her head, and then, leaning over the desk, bestowed a quick kiss upon the leathery cheek of the old carpenter.

Sam and the old man found a place in chairs along the wall and sat down among the silent men. The old man pointed to the boy in the chair beside the card players.

“Their son,” he whispered cautiously.

The boy looked at his mother, who in turn looked steadily at him, and got up from his chair. Back of the desk Ed talked in low tones to his wife. The boy, stopping before Sam and the old man and still looking toward the woman, put out his hand which the old man took. Then, without speaking, he went past the desk and through a doorway, and began noisily climbing a flight of stairs, followed by his mother. As they climbed they berated each other, their voices rising to a high pitch and echoing through the upper part of the house.

Ed, coming across to them, talked to Sam about the assignment of a room, and the men began looking at the stranger; noting his fine clothes, their eyes filled with curiosity.

“Selling something?” asked a large red-haired young man, rolling a quid of tobacco in his mouth.

“No,” replied Sam shortly, “going to work for Ed.”

The silent men in chairs along the wall dropped their newspapers and stared, and the bald-headed young man at the table sat with open mouth, a card held suspended in the air. Sam had become, for the moment, a centre of interest and the men stirred in their chairs and began to whisper and point to him.

A large, watery-eyed man, with florid cheeks, clad in a long overcoat with spots down the front, came in at the door and passed through the room bowing and smiling to the men. Taking Ed by the arm he disappeared into a little barroom, where Sam could hear him talking in low tones.

After a little while the florid-faced man came and put his head through the barroom door into the office.

“Come on, boys,” he said, smiling and nodding right and left, “the drinks are on me.”

The men got up and filed into the bar, the old man and Sam remaining seated in their chairs. They began talking in undertones.

“I’ll start ’em thinking — these men,” said the old man.

From his pocket he took a pamphlet and gave it to Sam. It was a crudely written attack upon rich men and corporations.

“Some brains in the fellow who wrote that,” said the old carpenter, rubbing his hands together and smiling.

Sam did not think so. He sat reading it and listening to the loud, boisterous voices of the men in the barroom. The florid-faced man was explaining the details of a proposed town bond issue. Sam gathered that the water power in the river was to be developed.

“We want to make this a live town,” said the voice of Ed, earnestly.

The old man, leaning over and putting his hand beside his mouth, began whispering to Sam.

“I’ll bet there is a capitalist deal back of that power scheme,” he said.

He nodded his head up and down and smiled knowingly.

“If there is Ed will be in on it,” he added. “You can’t lose Ed. He’s a slick one.”

He took the pamphlet from Sam’s hand and put it in his pocket.

“I’m a socialist,” he explained, “but don’t say anything. Ed’s against ’em.”

The men filed back into the room, each with a freshly-lighted cigar in his mouth, and the florid-faced man followed them and went out at the office door.

“Well, so long, boys,” he shouted heartily.

Ed went silently up the stairs to join the mother and boy, whose voices could still be heard raised in outbursts of wrath from above as the men took their former chairs along the wall.

“Well, Bill’s sure all right,” said the red-haired young man, evidently expressing the opinion of the men in regard to the florid-faced man.

A small bent old man with sunken cheeks got up and walking across the room leaned against the cigar case.

“Did you ever hear this one?” he asked, looking about.

Obviously no answer could be given and the bent old man launched into a vile pointless anecdote of a woman, a miner, and a mule, the crowd giving close attention and laughing uproariously when he had finished. The socialist rubbed his hands together and joined in the applause.

“That was a good one, eh?” he commented, turning to Sam.

Sam, picking up his bag, climbed the stairway as the red-haired young man launched into another tale, slightly less vile. In his room to which Ed, meeting him at the top of the stairs, led him, still chewing at the unlighted cigar, he turned out the light and sat on the edge of the bed. He was as homesick as a boy.

“Truth,” he muttered, looking through the window to the dimly-lighted street. “Do these men seek truth?”

The next day he went to work, wearing a suit of clothes bought from Ed. He worked with Ed’s father, carrying timbers and driving nails as directed by him. In the gang with him were four men, boarders at Ed’s hotel, and four other men who lived in the town with their families. At the noon hour he asked the old carpenter how the men from the hotel, who did not live in the town, could vote on the question of the power bonds. The old man grinned and rubbed his hands together.

“I don’t know,” he said. “I suppose Ed tends to that. He’s a slick one, Ed is.”

At work, the men who had been so silent in the office of the hotel were alert and wonderfully busy, hurrying here and there at a word from the old man and sawing and nailing furiously. They seemed bent upon outdoing each other and when one fell behind they laughed and shouted at him, asking him if he had decided to quit for the day. But though they seemed determined to outdo him the old man kept ahead of them all, his hammer beating a rattling tattoo upon the boards all day. At the noon hour he had given each of the men one of the pamphlets from his pocket and on the way back to his hotel in the evening he told Sam that the others had tried to show him up.

“They wanted to see if I had juice in me,” he explained, strutting beside Sam with an amusing little swagger of his shoulders.

Sam was sick with fatigue. His hands were blistered, his legs felt weak, and a terrible thirst burned in his throat. All day he had gone grimly ahead, thankful for every physical discomfort, every throb of his strained, tired muscles. In his weariness and in his efforts to keep pace with the others he had forgotten Colonel Tom and Mary Underwood.

All during that month and into the next Sam stayed with the old man’s gang. He ceased thinking, and only worked desperately. An odd feeling of loyalty and devotion to the old man came over him and he felt that he too must prove that he had the juice in him. At the hotel he went to bed immediately after the silent dinner, slept, awoke aching, and went to work again.

One Sunday one of the men of his gang came to Sam’s room and invited him to go with a party of the workers into the country. They went in boats, carrying with them kegs of beer, to a deep ravine clothed on both sides by heavy woods. In the boat with Sam sat the red-haired young man, who was called Jake and who talked loudly of the time they would have in the woods, and boasted that he was the instigator of the trip.

“I thought of it,” he said over and over again.

Sam wondered why he had been invited. It was a soft October day and in the ravine he sat looking at the trees splashed with colour and breathing deeply of the air, his whole body relaxed, grateful for the day of rest. Jake came and sat beside him.

“What are you?” he asked bluntly. “We know you are no working man.”

Sam told him a half-truth.

“You are right enough about that; I have money enough not to have to work. I used to be a business man. I sold guns. But I have a disease and the doctors have told me that if I do not work out of doors part of me will die.”

The man from his own gang who had invited him on the trip came up to them, bringing Sam a foaming glass of beer. He shook his head.

“The doctor says it will not do,” he explained to the two men.

The red-haired man called Jake began talking.

“We are going to have a fight with Ed,” he said. “That’s what we came up here to talk about. We want to know where you stand. We are going to see if we can’t make him pay as well for the work here as men are paid for the same work in Chicago.”

Sam lay back upon the grass.

“All right,” he said. “Go ahead. If I can help I will. I’m not so fond of Ed.”

The men began talking among themselves. Jake, standing among them, read aloud a list of names among which was the name Sam had written on the register at Ed’s hotel.

“It’s a list of the names of men we think will stick together and vote together on the bond issue,” he explained, turning to Sam. “Ed’s in that and we want to use our votes to scare him into giving us what we want. Will you stay with us? You look like a fighter.”

Sam nodded and getting up joined the men about the beer kegs. They began talking of Ed and of the money he had made in the town.

“He’s done a lot of town work here and there’s been graft in all of it,” explained Jake emphatically. “It’s time he was being made to do the right thing.”

While they talked Sam sat watching the men’s faces. They did not seem vile to him now as they had seemed that first evening in the hotel office. He began thinking of them silently and alertly at work all day long, surrounded by such influences as Ed and Bill, and the thought sweetened his opinion of them.

“Look here,” he said, “tell me of this matter. I was a business man before I came here and I may be able to help you fellows get what you want.”

Getting up, Jake took Sam’s arm and they walked down the ravine, Jake explaining the situation in the town.

“The game,” he said, “is to make the taxpayers pay for a millrace to be built for the development of the water power in the river and then, by a trick, to turn it over to a private company. Bill and Ed are both in the deal and they are working for a Chicago man named Crofts. He’s been up here at the hotel with Bill talking to Ed. I’ve figured out what they are up to.” Sam sat down upon a log and laughed heartily.

“Crofts, eh?” he exclaimed. “Say, we will fight this thing. If Crofts has been up here you can depend upon it there is some size to the deal. We will just smash the whole crooked gang for the good of the town.”

“How would you do that?” asked Jake.

Sam sat down on a log and looked at the river flowing past the mouth of the ravine.

“Just fight,” he said. “Let me show you something.”

He took a pencil and slip of paper from his pocket, and, with the voices of the men about the beer kegs in his ears and the red-haired man peering over his shoulder, began writing his first political pamphlet. He wrote and erased and changed words and phrases. The pamphlet was a statement of facts as to the value of water power, and was addressed to the taxpayers of the community. He warmed to the subject, saying that a fortune lay sleeping in the river, and that the town, by the exercise of a little discretion now, could build with that fortune a beautiful city belonging to the people.

“This fortune in the river rightly managed will pay the expenses of government and give you control of a great source of revenue forever,” he wrote. “Build your millrace, but look out for a trick of the politicians. They are trying to steal it. Reject the offer of the Chicago banker named Crofts. Demand an investigation. A capitalist has been found who will take the water power bonds at four per cent and back the people in this fight for a free American city.” Across the head of the pamphlet Sam wrote the caption, “A River Paved With Gold,” and handed it to Jake, who read it and whistled softly.

“Good!” he said. “I will take this and have it printed. It will make Bill and Ed sit up.”

Sam took a twenty-dollar bill from his pocket and gave it to the man.

“To pay for the printing,” he said. “And when we have them licked I am the man who will take the four per cent bonds.”

Jake scratched his head. “How much do you suppose the deal is worth to Crofts?”

“A million, or he would not bother,” Sam answered.

Jake folded the paper and put it in his pocket.

“This would make Bill and Ed squirm, eh?” he laughed.

Going home down the river the men, filled with beer, sang and shouted as the boats, guided by Sam and Jake, floated along. The night fell warm and still and Sam thought he had never seen the sky so filled with stars. His brain was busy with the idea of doing something for the people.

“Perhaps here in this town I shall make a start toward what I am after,” he thought, his heart filled with happiness and the songs of the tipsy workmen ringing in his ears.

All through the next few weeks there was an air of something astir among the men of Sam’s gang and about Ed’s hotel. During the evening Jake went among the men talking in low tones, and once he took a three days’ vacation, telling Ed that he did not feel well and spending the time among the men employed in the plough works up the river. From time to time he came to Sam for money.

“For the campaign,” he said, winking and hurrying away.

Suddenly a speaker appeared and began talking nightly from a box before a drug store on Main Street, and after dinner the office of Ed’s hotel was deserted. The man on the box had a blackboard hung on a pole, on which he drew figures estimating the value of the power in the river, and as he talked he grew more and more excited, waving his arms and inveighing against certain leasing clauses in the bond proposal. He declared himself a follower of Karl Marx and delighted the old carpenter who danced up and down in the road and rubbed his hands.

“It will come to something — this will — you’ll see,” he declared to Sam.

One day Ed appeared, riding in a buggy, at the job where Sam worked, and called the old man into the road. He sat pounding one hand upon the other and talking in a low voice. Sam thought the old man had perhaps been indiscreet in the distribution of the socialistic pamphlets. He seemed nervous, dancing up and down beside the buggy and shaking his head. Then hurrying back to where the men worked he pointed over his shoulder with his thumb.

“Ed wants you,” he said, and Sam noticed that his voice trembled and his hand shook.

In the buggy Ed and Sam rode in silence. Again Ed chewed at an unlighted cigar.

“I want to talk with you,” he had said as Sam climbed into the buggy.

At the hotel the two men got out of the buggy and went into the office. Inside the door Ed, who came behind, sprang forward and pinioned Sam’s arms with his own. He was as powerful as a bear. His wife, the tall woman with the inexpressive eyes, came running into the room, her face drawn with hatred. In her hand she carried a broom and with the handle of this she struck Sam several swinging blows across the face, accompanying each blow with a half scream of rage and a volley of vile names. The sullen-faced boy, alive now and with eyes burning with zeal, came running down the stairs and pushed the woman aside. He struck Sam time after time in the face with his fist, laughing each time as Sam winced under the blows.

Sam struggled furiously to escape Ed’s powerful grasp. It was the first time he had ever been beaten and the first time he had faced hopeless defeat. The wrath within him was so intense that the jolting impact of the blows seemed a secondary matter to the need of escaping Ed’s vice-like grasp.

Suddenly Ed turned and, pushing Sam before him, threw him through the office door and into the street. In falling his head struck against a hitching post and he lay stunned. When he partially recovered from the fall Sam got up and walked along the street. His face was swollen and bruised and his nose bled. The street was deserted and the assault upon him had been unnoticed.

He went to a hotel on Main Street — a more pretentious place than Ed’s, near the bridge leading to the station — and as he passed in he saw, through an open door, Jake, the red-haired man, leaning against the bar and talking to Bill, the man with the florid face. Sam, paying for a room, went upstairs and to bed.

In the bed, with cold bandages on his bruised face, he tried to get the situation in hand. Hatred for Ed ran through his veins. His hands clenched, his brain whirled, and the brutal, passionate faces of the woman and the boy danced before his eyes.

“I’ll fix them, the brutal bullies,” he muttered aloud.

And then the thought of his quest came back to his mind and quieted him. Through the window came the roar of the waterfall, broken by noises of the street. As he fell asleep they mingled with his dreams, sounding soft and quiet like the low talk of a family about the fire of an evening.

He was awakened by a noise of pounding on his door. At his call the door opened and the face of the old carpenter appeared. Sam laughed and sat up in bed. Already the cold bandages had soothed the throbbing of his bruised face.

“Go away,” begged the old man, rubbing his hands together nervously. “Get out of town.”

He put his hand to his mouth and talked in a hoarse whisper, looking back over his shoulder through the open door. Sam, getting out of bed, began filling his pipe.

“You can’t beat Ed, you fellows,” added the old man, backing out at the door. “He’s a slick one, Ed is. You better get out of town.”

Sam called a boy and gave him a note to Ed asking for his clothes and for the bag in his room, and to the boy he gave a large bill, asking him to pay anything due. When the boy came back bringing the clothes and the bag he returned the bill unbroken.

“They’re scared about something up there,” he said, looking at Sam’s bruised face.

Sam dressed carefully and went down into the street. He remembered that he had never seen a printed copy of the political pamphlet written in the ravine and realised that Jake had used it to make money for himself.

“Now I shall try something else,” he thought.

It was early evening and crowds of men coming down the railroad track from the plough works turned to right and left as they reached Main Street. Sam walked among them, climbing a little hilly side street to a number he had got from a clerk at the drug store before which the socialist had talked. He stopped at a little frame house and a moment after knocking was in the presence of the man who had talked night after night from the box in the street. Sam had decided to see what could be done through him. The socialist was a short, fat man, with curly grey hair, shiny round cheeks, and black broken teeth. He sat on the edge of his bed and looked as if he had slept in his clothes. A corncob pipe lay smoking among the covers of the bed, and during most of the talk he sat with one shoe held in his hand as though about to put it on. About the room in orderly piles lay stack after stack of paper-covered books. Sam sat down in a chair by the window and told his mission.

“It is a big thing, this power steal that is going on here,” he explained. “I know the man back of it and he would not bother with a small affair. I know they are going to make the city build the millrace and then steal it. It will be a big thing for your party about here if you take hold and stop them. Let me tell you how it can be done.”

He explained his plan, and told of Crofts and of his wealth and dogged, bullying determination. The socialist seemed beside himself. He pulled on the shoe and began running hurriedly about the room.

“The time for the election,” Sam went on, “is almost here. I have looked into this thing. We must beat this bond issue and then put through a square one. There is a train out of Chicago at seven o’clock, a fast train. You get fifty speakers out here. I will pay for a special train if necessary and I will hire a band and help stir things up. I can give you facts enough to shake this town to the bottom. You come with me and ‘phone to Chicago. I will pay everything. I am McPherson, Sam McPherson of Chicago.”

The socialist ran to a closet and began pulling on his coat. The name affected him so that his hand trembled and he could scarcely get his arm into the coat sleeve. He began to apologise for the appearance of the room and kept looking at Sam with the air of one not able to believe what he had heard. As the two men walked out of the house he ran ahead holding doors open for Sam’s passage.

“And you will help us, Mr. McPherson?” he exclaimed. “You, a man of millions, will help us in this fight?”

Sam had a feeling that the man was going to kiss his hand or do something equally ridiculous. He had the air of a club door man gone off his head.

At the hotel Sam stood in the lobby while the fat man waited in a telephone booth.

“I will have to ‘phone Chicago, I will simply have to ‘phone Chicago. We socialists don’t do anything like this offhand, Mr. McPherson,” he had explained as they walked along the street.

When the socialist came out of the booth he stood before Sam shaking his head. His whole attitude had changed, and he looked like a man caught doing a foolish or absurd thing.

“Nothing doing, nothing doing, Mr. McPherson,” he said, starting for the hotel door.

At the door he stopped and shook his finger at Sam.

“It won’t work,” he said, emphatically. “Chicago is too wise.”

Sam turned and went back to his room. His name had killed his only chance to beat Crofts, Jake, Bill and Ed. In his room he sat looking out of the window into the street.

“Where shall I take hold now?” he asked himself.

Turning out the lights he sat listening to the roar of the waterfall and thinking of the events of the last week.

“I have had a time,” he thought. “I have tried something and even though it did not work it has been the best fun I have had for years.”

The hours slipped away and night came on. He could hear men shouting and laughing in the street, and going downstairs he stood in a hallway at the edge of the crowd that gathered about the socialist. The orator shouted and waved his hand. He seemed as proud as a young recruit who has just passed through his first baptism of fire.

“He tried to make a fool of me — McPherson of Chicago — the millionaire — one of the capitalist kings — he tried to bribe me and my party.”

In the crowd the old carpenter was dancing in the road and rubbing his hands together. With the feeling of a man who had finished a piece of work or turned the last leaf of a book, Sam went back to his hotel.

“In the morning I shall be on my way,” he thought.

A knock came at the door and the red-haired man came in. He closed the door softly and winked at Sam.

“Ed made a mistake,” he said, and laughed. “The old man told him you were a socialist and he thought you were trying to spoil the graft. He is scared about that beating you got and mighty sorry. He’s all right — Ed is — and he and Bill and I have got the votes. What made you stay under cover so long? Why didn’t you tell us you were McPherson?”

Sam saw the hopelessness of any attempt to explain. Jake had evidently sold out the men. Sam wondered how.

“How do you know you can deliver the votes?’” he asked, trying to lead Jake on.

Jake rolled the quid in his mouth and winked again.

“It was easy enough to fix the men when Ed, Bill and I got together,” he said. “You know about the other. There’s a clause in the act authorising the bond issue, a sleeper, Bill calls it. You know more about that than I do. Anyway the power will be turned over to the man we say.”

“But how do I know you can deliver the votes?”

Jake threw out his hand impatiently.

“What do they know?” he asked sharply. “What they want is more wages. There’s a million in the power deal and they can’t any more realise a million than they can tell what they want to do in Heaven. I promised Ed’s fellows the city scale. Ed can’t kick. He’ll make a hundred thousand as it stands. Then I promised the plough works gang a ten per cent raise. We’ll get it for them if we can, but if we can’t, they won’t know it till the deal is put through.”

Sam walked over and held open the door.

“Good night,” he said.

Jake looked annoyed.

“Ain’t you even going to make a bid against Crofts?” he asked. “We ain’t tied to him if you do better by us. I’m in this thing because you put me in. That piece you wrote up the river scared ’em stiff. I want to do the right thing by you. Don’t be sore about Ed. He wouldn’t a done it if he’d known.”

Sam shook his head and stood with his hand still on the door.

“Good night,” he said again. “I am not in it. I have dropped it. No use trying to explain.”


CHAPTER II
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FOR WEEKS AND months Sam led a wandering vagabond life, and surely a stranger or more restless vagabond never went upon the road. In his pocket he had at almost any time from one to five thousand dollars, his bag went on from place to place ahead of him, and now and then he caught up with it, unpacked it, and wore a suit of his former Chicago clothes upon the streets of some town. For the most part, however, he wore the rough clothes bought from Ed, and, when these were gone, others like them, with a warm canvas outer jacket, and for rough weather a pair of heavy boots lacing half way up the legs. Among the people, he passed for a rather well-set-up workman with money in his pocket going his own way.

During all those months of wandering, and even when he had returned to something nearer his former way of life, his mind was unsettled and his outlook on life disturbed. Sometimes it seemed to him that he, among all men, was a unique, an innovation. Day after day his mind ground away upon his problem and he was determined to seek and to keep on seeking until he found for himself a way of peace. In the towns and in the country through which he passed he saw the clerks in the stores, the merchants with worried faces hurrying into banks, the farmers, brutalised by toil, dragging their weary bodies homeward at the coming of night, and told himself that all life was abortive, that on all sides of him it wore itself out in little futile efforts or ran away in side currents, that nowhere did it move steadily, continuously forward giving point to the tremendous sacrifice involved in just living and working in the world. He thought of Christ going about seeing the world and talking to men, and thought that he too would go and talk to them, not as a teacher, but as one seeking eagerly to be taught. At times he was filled with longing and inexpressible hopes and, like the boy of Caxton, would get out of bed, not now to stand in Miller’s pasture watching the rain on the surface of the water, but to walk endless miles through the darkness getting the blessed relief of fatigue into his body and often paying for and occupying two beds in one night.

Sam wanted to go back to Sue; he wanted peace and something like happiness, but most of all he wanted work, real work, work that would demand of him day after day the best and finest in him so that he would be held to the need of renewing constantly the better impulses of his mind. He was at the top of his life, and the few weeks of hard physical exertion as a driver of nails and a bearer of timbers had begun to restore his body to shapeliness and strength, so that he was filled anew with all of his native restlessness and energy; but he was determined that he would not again pour himself out in work that would react upon him as had his money making, his dream of beautiful children, and this last half-formed dream of a kind of financial fatherhood to the Illinois town.

The incident with Ed and the red-haired man had been his first serious effort at anything like social service achieved through controlling or attempting to influence the public mind, for his was the type of mind that runs to the concrete, the actual. As he sat in the ravine talking to Jake, and, later, coming home in the boat under the multitude of stars, he had looked up from among the drunken workmen and his mind had seen a city built for a people, a city independent, beautiful, strong, and free, but a glimpse of a red head through a barroom door and a socialist trembling before a name had dispelled the vision. After his return from hearing the socialist, who in his turn was hedged about by complicated influences, and in those November days when he walked south through Illinois, seeing the late glory of the trees and breathing the fine air, he laughed at himself for having had the vision. It was not that the red-haired man had sold him out, it was not the beating given him by Ed’s sullen-faced son or the blows across the face at the hands of his vigorous wife — it was just that at bottom he did not believe the people wanted reform; they wanted a ten per cent raise in wages. The public mind was a thing too big, too complicated and inert for a vision or an ideal to get at and move deeply.

And then, walking on the road and struggling to find truth even within himself, Sam had to come to something else. At bottom he was no leader, no reformer. He had not wanted the free city for a free people, but as a work to be done by his own hand. He was McPherson, the money maker, the man who loved himself. The fact, not the sight of Jake hobnobbing with Bill or the timidity of the socialist, had blocked his way to work as a political reformer and builder.

Tramping south between the rows of shocked corn he laughed at himself. “The experience with Ed and Jake has done something for me,” he thought. “They bullied me. I have been a kind of bully myself and what has happened has been good medicine for me.”

Sam walked the roads of Illinois, Ohio, New York, and other states, through hill country and flat country, in the snow drifts of winter and through the storms of spring, talking to people, asking their way of life and the end toward which they worked. At night he dreamed of Sue, of his boyhood struggles in Caxton, of Janet Eberly sitting in her chair and talking of writers of books, or, visualising the stock exchange or some garish drinking place, he saw again the faces of Crofts, Webster, Morrison, and Prince intent and eager as he laid before them some scheme of money making. Sometimes at night he awoke, seized with horror, seeing Colonel Tom with the revolver pressed against his head; and sitting in his bed, and all through the next day he talked aloud to himself.

“The damned old coward,” he shouted into the darkness of his room or into the wide peaceful prospect of the countryside.

The idea of Colonel Tom as a suicide seemed unreal, grotesque, horrible. It was as though some round-cheeked, curly-headed boy had done the thing to himself. The man had been so boyishly, so blusteringly incompetent, so completely and absolutely without bigness and purpose.

“And yet,” thought Sam, “he has found strength to whip me, the man of ability. He has taken revenge, absolute and unanswerable, for the slight I put upon the little play world in which he had been king.”

In fancy Sam could see the great paunch and the little white pointed beard sticking up from the floor in the room where the colonel lay dead, and into his mind came a saying, a sentence, the distorted remembrance of a thought he had got from a book of Janet’s or from some talk he had heard, perhaps at his own dinner table.

“It is horrible to see a fat man with purple veins in his face lying dead.”

At such times he hurried along the road like one pursued. People driving past in buggies and seeing him and hearing the stream of talk that issued from his lips, turned and watched him out of sight. And Sam, hurrying and seeking relief from the thoughts in his mind, called to the old commonsense instincts within himself as a captain marshals his forces to withstand an attack.

“I will find work. I will find work. I will seek Truth,” he said.

Sam avoided the larger towns or went hurriedly through them, sleeping night after night at village hotels or at some hospitable farmhouse, and daily he increased the length of his walks, getting real satisfaction from the aching of his legs and from the bruising of his unaccustomed feet on the hard road. Like St. Jerome, he had a wish to beat upon his body and subdue the flesh. In turn he was blown upon by the wind, chilled by the winter frost, wet by the rains, and warmed by the sun. In the spring he swam in rivers, lay on sheltered hillsides watching the cattle grazing in the fields and the white clouds floating across the sky, and constantly his legs became harder and his body more flat and sinewy. Once he slept for a night in a straw stack at the edge of a woods and in the morning was awakened by a farmer’s dog licking his face.

Several times he came up to vagabonds, umbrella menders and other roadsters, and walked with them, but he found in their society no incentive to join in their flights across country on freight trains or on the fronts of passenger trains. Those whom he met and with whom he talked and walked did not interest him greatly. They had no end in life, sought no ideal of usefulness. Walking and talking with them, the romance went out of their wandering life. They were utterly dull and stupid, they were, almost without exception, strikingly unclean, they wanted passionately to get drunk, and they seemed to be forever avoiding life with its problems and responsibilities. They always talked of the big cities, of “Chi” and “Cinci” and “Frisco,” and were bent upon getting to one of these places. They condemned the rich and begged and stole from the poor, talked swaggeringly of their personal courage and ran whimpering and begging before country constables. One of them, a tall, leering youth in a grey cap, who came up to Sam one evening at the edge of a village in Indiana, tried to rob him. Full of his new strength and with the thought of Ed’s wife and the sullen-faced son in his mind, Sam sprang upon him and had revenge for the beating received in the office of Ed’s hotel by beating this fellow in his turn. When the tall youth had partially recovered from the beating and had staggered to his feet, he ran off into the darkness, stopping when well out of reach to hurl a stone that splashed in the mud of the road at Sam’s feet.

Everywhere Sam sought people who would talk to him of themselves. He had a kind of faith that a message would come to him out of the mouth of some simple, homely dweller of the villages or the farms. A woman, with whom he talked in the railroad station at Fort Wayne, Indiana, interested him so that he went into a train with her and travelled all night in the day coach, listening to her talk of her three sons, one of whom had weak lungs and had, with two younger brothers, taken up government land in the west. The woman had been with them for some months, helping them to get a start.

“I was raised on a farm and knew things they could not know,” she told Sam, raising her voice above the rumble of the train and the snoring of fellow passengers.

She had worked with her sons in the field, ploughing and planting, had driven a team across country, carrying boards for the building of a house, and had grown brown and strong at the work.

“And Walter is getting well. His arms are as brown as my own and he has gained eleven pounds,” she said, rolling up her sleeves and showing her heavy, muscular forearms.

She planned to take her husband, a machinist working in a bicycle factory in Buffalo, and her two grown daughters, clerks in a drygoods store, with her and return to the new country, and having a sense of her hearer’s interest in her story, she talked of the bigness of the west and the loneliness of the vast, silent plains, saying that they sometimes made her heart ache. Sam thought she had in some way achieved success, although he did not see how her experience could serve as a guide to him.

“You have got somewhere. You have got hold of a truth,” he said, taking her hand when he got off the train at Cleveland, at dawn.

At another time, in the late spring, when he was tramping through southern Ohio, a man drove up beside him, and pulling in his horse, asked, “Where are you going?” adding genially, “I may be able to give you a lift.”

Sam looked at him and smiled. Something in the man’s manner or in his dress suggesting the man of God, he assumed a bantering air.

“I am on my way to the New Jerusalem,” he said seriously. “I am one who seeks God.”

The young minister picked up his reins with a look of alarm, but when he saw a smile playing about the corners of Sam’s mouth, he turned the wheels of his buggy.

“Get in and come along with me and we will talk of the New Jerusalem,” he said.

On the impulse Sam got into the buggy, and driving along the dusty road, told the essential parts of his story and of his quest for an end toward which he might work.

“It would be simple enough if I were without money and driven by hard necessity, but I am not. I want work, not because it is work and will bring me bread and butter, but because I need to be doing something that will satisfy me when I am done. I do not want so much to serve men as to serve myself. I want to get at happiness and usefulness as for years I got at money making. There is a right way of life for such a man as me, and I want to find that way.”

The young minister, who was a graduate of a Lutheran seminary at Springfield, Ohio, and had come out of college with a very serious outlook on life, took Sam to his house and together they sat talking half the night. He had a wife, a country girl with a babe lying at her breast, who got supper for them, and who, after supper, sat in the shadows in a corner of the living-room listening to their talk.

The two men sat together. Sam smoked his pipe and the minister poked at a coal fire that burned in a stove. They talked of God and of what the thought of God meant to men; but the young minister did not try to give Sam an answer to his problem; on the contrary, Sam found him strikingly dissatisfied and unhappy in his way of life.

“There is no spirit of God here,” he said, poking viciously at the coals in the stove. “The people here do not want me to talk to them of God. They have no curiosity about what He wants of them nor of why He has put them here. They want me to tell them of a city in the sky, a kind of glorified Dayton, Ohio, to which they can go when they have finished this life of work and of putting money in the savings bank.”

For several days Sam stayed with the clergyman, driving about the country with him and talking of God. In the evening they sat in the house, continuing their talks, and on Sunday Sam went to hear the man preach in his church.

The sermon was a disappointment to Sam. Although his host had talked vigorously and well in private, his public address was stilted and unnatural.

“The man,” thought Sam, “has no feeling for public address and is not treating his people well in not giving them, without reservation, the ideas he has expounded to me in his house.” He decided there was something to be said for the people who sat patiently listening week after week and who gave the man the means of a living for so lame an effort.

One evening when Sam had been with them for a week the young wife came to him as he stood on the little porch before the house.

“I wish you would go away,” she said, standing with her babe in her arms and looking at the porch floor. “You stir him up and make him dissatisfied.”

Sam stepped off the porch and hurried off up the road into the darkness. There had been tears in the wife’s eyes.

In June he went with a threshing crew, working among labourers and eating with them in the fields or about the crowded tables of farmhouses where they stopped to thresh. Each day Sam and the men with him worked in a new place and had as helpers the farmer for whom they threshed and several of his neighbours. The farmers worked at a killing pace and the men of the threshing crew were expected to keep abreast of each new lot of them day after day. At night the threshermen, too weary for talk, crept into the loft of a barn, slept until daylight and then began another day of heartbreaking toil. On Sunday morning they went for a swim in some creek and in the afternoon sat in a barn or under the trees of an orchard sleeping or indulging in detached, fragmentary bits of talk, talk that never rose above a low, wearisome level. For hours they would try to settle a dispute as to whether a horse they had seen at some farm during the week had three, or four, white feet, and one man in the crew never talked at all, sitting on his heels through the long Sunday afternoons and whittling at a stick with his pocket knife.

The threshing outfit with which Sam worked was owned by a man named Joe, who was in debt for it to the maker and who, after working with the men all day, drove about the country half the night making deals with farmers for other days of threshing. Sam thought that he looked constantly on the point of collapse through overwork and worry, and one of the men, who had been with Joe through several seasons, told Sam that at the end of the season their employer did not have enough money left from his season of work to pay the interest on the debt for his machines and that he continually took jobs for less than the cost of doing them.

“One has to keep going,” said Joe, when one day Sam began talking to him on the matter.

When told to keep Sam’s wage until the end of the season he looked relieved and at the end of the season came to Sam, looking more worried and said that he had no money.

“I will give you a note bearing good interest if you can let me have a little time,” he said.

Sam took the note and looked at the pale, drawn face peering out of him from the shadows at the back of the barn.

“Why do you not drop the whole thing and begin working for some one else?” he asked.

Joe looked indignant.

“A man wants independence,” he said.

When Sam got again upon the road he stopped at a little bridge over a stream, and tearing up Joe’s note watched the torn pieces of it float away upon the brown water.


CHAPTER III
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THROUGH THE SUMMER and early fall Sam continued his wanderings. The days on which something happened or on which something outside himself interested or attracted him were special days, giving him food for hours of thought, but for the most part he walked on and on for weeks, sunk in a kind of healing lethargy of physical fatigue. Always he tried to get at people who came into his way and to discover something of their way of life and the end toward which they worked, and many an open-mouthed, staring man and woman he left behind him on the road and on the sidewalks of the villages. He had one principle of action; whenever an idea came into his mind he did not hesitate, but began trying at once the practicability of living by following the idea, and although the practice brought him to no end and only seemed to multiply the difficulties of the problem he was striving to work out, it brought him many strange experiences.

At one time he was for several days a bartender in a saloon in a town in eastern Ohio. The saloon was in a small wooden building facing a railroad track and Sam had gone in there with a labourer met on the sidewalk. It was a stormy night in September at the end of his first year of wandering and while he stood by a roaring coal stove, after buying drinks for the labourer and cigars for himself, several men came in and stood by the bar drinking together. As they drank they became more and more friendly, slapping each other on the back, singing songs and boasting. One of them got out upon the floor and danced a jig. The proprietor, a round-faced man with one dead eye, who had himself been drinking freely, put a bottle upon the bar and coming up to Sam, began complaining that he had no bartender and had to work long hours.

“Drink what you want, boys, and then I’ll tell you what you owe,” he said to the men standing along the bar.

Watching the men who drank and played like school boys about the room, and looking at the bottle sitting on the bar, the contents of which had for the moment taken the sombre dulness out of the lives of the workmen, Sam said to himself, “I will take up this trade. It may appeal to me. At least I shall be selling forgetfulness and not be wasting my life with this tramping on the road and thinking.”

The saloon in which he worked was a profitable one and although in an obscure place had made its proprietor what is called “well fixed.” It had a side door opening into an alley and one went up this alley to the main street of the town. The front door looking upon the railroad tracks was but little used, perhaps at the noon hour two or three young men from the freight depot down the tracks would come in by it and stand about drinking beer, but the trade that came down the alley and in at the side door was prodigious. All day long men hurried in at this door, took drinks and hurried out again, looking up the alley and running quickly when they found the way clear. These men all drank whiskey, and when Sam had worked for a few days in the place he once made the mistake of reaching for the bottle when he heard the door open.

“Let them ask for it,” said the proprietor gruffly. “Do you want to insult a man?”

On Saturday the place was filled all day with beer-drinking farmers, and at odd hours on other days men came in, whimpering and begging drinks. When alone in the place, Sam looked at the trembling fingers of these men and put the bottle before them, saying, “Drink all you want of the stuff.”

When the proprietor was in, the men who begged drinks stood a moment by the stove and then went out thrusting their hands into their coat pockets and looking at the floor.

“Bar flies,” the proprietor explained laconically.

The whiskey was horrible. The proprietor mixed it himself and put it into stone jars that stood under the bar, pouring it out of these into bottles as they became empty. He kept on display in glass cases bottles of well known brands of whiskey, but when a man came in and asked for one of these brands Sam handed him a bottle bearing that label from beneath the bar, a bottle previously filled by Al from the jugs of his own mixture. As Al sold no mixed drinks Sam was compelled to know nothing the bartender’s art and stood all day handing out Al’s poisonous stuff and the foaming glasses of beer the workingmen drank in the evening.

Of the men coming in at the side door, a shoe merchant, a grocer, the proprietor of a restaurant, and a telegraph operator interested Sam most. Several times each day these men would appear, glance back over their shoulders at the door, and then turning to the bar would look at Sam apologetically.

“Give me a little out of the bottle, I have a bad cold,” they would say, as though repeating a formula.

At the end of the week Sam was on the road again. The rather bizarre notion that by staying there he would be selling forgetfulness of life’s unhappiness had been dispelled during his first day’s duty, and his curiosity concerning the customers was his undoing. As the men came in at the side door and stood before him Sam leaned over the bar and asked them why they drank. Some of the men laughed, some swore at him, and the telegraph operator reported the matter to Al, calling Sam’s question an impertinence.

“You fool, don’t you know better than to be throwing stones at the bar?” Al roared, and with an oath discharged him.


CHAPTER IV
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ONE FINE WARM morning in the fall Sam was sitting in a little park in the centre of a Pennsylvania manufacturing town watching men and women going through the quiet streets to the factories and striving to overcome a feeling of depression aroused by an experience of the evening before. He had come into town over a poorly made clay road running through barren hills, and, depressed and weary, had stood on the shores of a river, swollen by the early fall rains, that flowed along the edges of the town.

Before him in the distance he had looked into the windows of a huge factory, the black smoke from which added to the gloom of the scene that lay before him. Through the windows of the factory, dimly seen, workers ran here and there, appearing and disappearing, the glare of the furnace fire lighting now one, now another of them, sharply. At his feet the tumbling waters that rolled and pitched over a little dam fascinated him. Looking closely at the racing waters his head, light from physical weariness, reeled, and in fear of falling he had been compelled to grip firmly the small tree against which he leaned. In the back yard of a house across the stream from Sam and facing the factory four guinea hens sat on a board fence, their weird, plaintive cries making a peculiarly fitting accompaniment to the scene that lay before him, and in the yard itself two bedraggled fowls fought each other. Again and again they sprang into the fray, striking out with bills and spurs. Becoming exhausted, they fell to picking and scratching among the rubbish in the yard, and when they had a little recovered renewed the struggle. For an hour Sam had looked at the scene, letting his eyes wander from the river to the grey sky and to the factory belching forth its black smoke. He had thought that the two feebly struggling fowls, immersed in their pointless struggle in the midst of such mighty force, epitomised much of man’s struggle in the world, and, turning, had gone along the sidewalks and to the village hotel, feeling old and tired. Now on the bench in the little park, with the early morning sun shining down through the glistening rain drops clinging to the red leaves of the trees, he began to lose the sense of depression that had clung to him through the night.

A young man who walked in the park saw him idly watching the hurrying workers, and stopped to sit beside him.

“On the road, brother?” he asked.

Sam shook his head, and the other began talking.

“Fools and slaves,” he said earnestly, pointing to the men and women passing on the sidewalk. “See them going like beasts to their bondage? What do they get for it? What kind of lives do they lead? The lives of dogs.”

He looked at Sam for approval of the sentiment he had voiced.

“We are all fools and slaves,” said Sam, stoutly.

Jumping to his feet the young man began waving his arms about.

“There, you talk sense,” he cried. “Welcome to our town, stranger. We have no thinkers here. The workers are like dogs. There is no solidarity among them. Come and have breakfast with me.”

In the restaurant the young man began talking of himself. He was a graduate of the University of Pennsylvania. His father had died while he was yet in school and had left him a modest fortune, upon the income of which he lived with his mother. He did no work and was enormously proud of the fact.

“I refuse to work! I scorn it!” he declared, shaking a breakfast roll in the air.

Since leaving school he had devoted himself to the cause of the socialist party in his native town, and boasted of the leadership he had already achieved. His mother, he declared, was disturbed and worried because of his connection with the movement.

“She wants me to be respectable,” he said sadly, and added, “What’s the use trying to explain to a woman? I can’t get her to see the difference between a socialist and a direct-action anarchist and I’ve given up trying. She expects me to end by blowing somebody up with dynamite or by getting into jail for throwing bricks at the borough police.”

He talked of a strike going on among some girl employés of a Jewish shirtwaist factory in the town, and Sam, immediately interested, began asking questions, and after breakfast went with his new acquaintance to the scene of the strike.

The shirtwaist factory was located in a loft above a grocery store, and on the sidewalk in front of the store three girl pickets were walking up and down. A flashily dressed Hebrew, with a cigar in his mouth and his hands in his trousers pockets, stood in the stairway leading to the loft and looked closely at the young socialist and Sam. From his lips came a stream of vile words which he pretended to be addressing to the empty air. When Sam walked towards him he turned and ran up the stairs, shouting oaths over his shoulder.

Sam joined the three girls, and began talking to them, walking up and down with them before the grocery store.

“What are you doing to win?” he asked when they had told him of their grievances.

“We do what we can!” said a Jewish girl with broad hips, great motherly breasts, and fine, soft, brown eyes, who appeared to be a leader and spokesman among the strikers. “We walk up and down here and try to get a word with the strikebreakers the boss has brought in from other towns, when they go in and come out.”

Frank, the University man, spoke up. “We are putting up stickers everywhere,” he said. “I myself have put up hundreds of them.”

He took from his coat pocket a printed slip, gummed on one side, and told Sam that he had been putting them on walls and telegraph poles about town. The thing was vilely written. “Down with the dirty scabs” was the heading in bold, black letters across the top.

Sam was shocked at the vileness of the caption and at the crude brutality of the text printed on the slip.

“Do you call women workers names like that?” he asked.

“They have taken our work from us,” the Jewish girl answered simply and began again, telling the story of her sister strikers and of what the low wage had meant to them and to their families. “To me it does not so much matter; I have a brother who works in a clothing store and he can support me, but many of the women in our union have only their wage here with which to feed their families.”

Sam’s mind began working on the problem.

“Here,” he declared, “is something definite to do, a battle in which I will pit myself against this employer for the sake of these women.”

He put away from him his experience in the Illinois town, telling himself that the young woman walking beside him would have a sense of honour unknown to the red-haired young workman who had sold him out to Bill and Ed.

“I failed with my money,” he thought, “now I will try to help these girls with my energy.”

Turning to the Jewish girl he made a quick decision.

“I will help you get your places back,” he said.

Leaving the girls he went across the street to a barber shop where he could watch the entrance to the factory. He wanted to think out a method of procedure and wanted also to look at the girl strikebreakers as they came to work. After a time several girls came along the street and turned in at the stairway. The flashily dressed Hebrew with the cigar still in his mouth was again by the stairway entrance. The three pickets running forward accosted the file of girls going up the stairs, one of whom, a young American girl with yellow hair, turned and shouted something over her shoulder. The man called Frank shouted back and the Hebrew took the cigar out of his mouth and laughed heartily. Sam filled and lighted his pipe, a dozen plans for helping the striking girls running through his mind.

During the morning he went into the grocery store on the corner, a saloon in the neighbourhood, and returned to the barber shop talking to men of the strike. He ate his lunch alone, still thinking of the three girls patiently walking up and down before the stairway. Their ceaseless walking seemed to him a useless waste of energy.

“They should be doing something more definite,” he thought.

After lunch he joined the soft-eyed Jewish girl and together they walked along the street talking of the strike.

“You cannot win this strike by just calling nasty names,” he said. “I do not like that ‘dirty scab’ sticker Frank had in his pocket. It cannot help you and only antagonises the girls who have taken your places. Here in this part of town the people want to see you win. I have talked to the men who come into the saloon and the barber shop across the street and you already have their sympathy. You want to get the sympathy of the girls who have taken your places. Calling them dirty scabs only makes martyrs of them. Did the yellow-haired girl call you a name this morning?”

The Jewish girl looked at Sam and laughed bitterly.

“Rather; she called me a loud-mouthed street walker.”

They continued their walk along the street, across the railroad track and a bridge, and into a quiet residence street. Carriages stood at the curb before the houses, and pointing to these and to the well-kept houses Sam said, “Men have bought these things for their women.”

A shadow fell across the girl’s face.

“I suppose all of us want what these women have,” she answered. “We do not really want to fight and to stand on our own feet, not when we know the world. What a woman really wants is a man,” she added shortly.

Sam began talking and told her of a plan that had come into his mind. He had remembered how Jack Prince and Morrison used to talk about the appeal of the direct personal letter and how effectively it was used by mail order houses.

“We will have a mail order strike here,” he said and went on to lay before her the details of his plan. He proposed that she, Frank, and some others of the striking girls, should go about town getting the names and the mail addresses of the girl strikebreakers.

“Get also the names of the keepers of the boarding houses at which these girls live and the names of the men and women who live in the same houses,” he suggested. “Then you get the striking girls and women together and have them tell me their stories. We will write letters day after day to the girl strikebreakers, to the women who keep the boarding houses, and to the people who live in the houses and sit at table with them. We won’t call names. We will tell the story of what being beaten in this fight means to the women in your union, tell it simply and truthfully as you told it to me this morning.”

“It will cost such a lot,” said the Jewish girl, shaking her head.

Sam took a roll of bills from his pocket and showed it to her.

“I will pay,” he said.

“Why?” she asked, looking at him sharply.

“Because I am a man wanting work just as you want work,” he replied, and then went on hurriedly, “It is a long story. I am a rich man wandering about the world seeking Truth. I will not want that known. Take me for granted. You won’t be sorry.”

Within an hour he had engaged a large room, paying a month’s rent in advance, and into the room chairs and table and typewriters had been brought. He put an advertisement in the evening paper for girl stenographers, and a printer, hurried by a promise of extra pay, ran out for him several thousand letter heads across the top of which in bold, black type ran the words, “The Girl Strikers.”

That night Sam held, in the room he had engaged, a meeting of the girl strikers, explaining to them his plan and offering to pay all expenses of the fight he proposed to make for them. They clapped their hands and shouted approvingly, and Sam began laying out his campaign.

One of the girls he told off to stand in front of the factory morning and evening.

“I will have other help for you there,” he said. “Before you go home to-night there will be a printer here with a bundle of pamphlets I am having printed for you.”

Advised by the soft-eyed Jewish girl, he told off others to get additional names for the mailing list he wanted, getting many important ones from girls in the room. Six of the girls he asked to come in the morning to help him with addressing and mailing letters. The Jewish girl he told to take charge of the girls at work in the room — on the morrow to become also an office — and to superintend getting the names.

Frank rose at the back of the room.

“Who are you anyway?” he asked.

“A man with money and the ability to win this strike,” Sam told him.

“What are you doing it for?” demanded Frank.

The Jewish girl sprang to her feet.

“Because he believes in these women and wants to help,” she explained.

“Rot,” said Frank, going out at the door.

It was snowing when the meeting ended, and Sam and the Jewish girl finished their talk in the hallway leading to her room.

“I don’t know what Harrigan, the union leader from Pittsburgh, will say to this,” she told him. “He appointed Frank to lead and direct the strike here. He doesn’t like interference and he may not like your plan. But we working women need men, men like you who can plan and do things. There are too many men living on us. We need men who will work for all of us as the men work for the women in the carriages and automobiles.” She laughed and put out a hand to him. “See what you have got yourself into? I want you to be a husband to our entire union.”

The next morning four girl stenographers went to work in Sam’s strike headquarters, and he wrote his first strike letter, a letter telling the story of a striking girl named Hadaway, whose young brother was sick with tuberculosis. Sam did not put any flourishes in the letter; he felt that he did not need to. He thought that with twenty or thirty such letters, each telling briefly and truthfully the story of one of the striking girls, he should be able to show one American town how its other half lived. He gave the letter to the four girl stenographers with the mailing list he already had and started them writing it to each of the names.

At eight o’clock a man came in to install a telephone and girl strikers began bringing in new names for the mailing list. At nine o’clock three more stenographers appeared and were put to work, and girls who had been in began sending more names over the ‘phone. The Jewish girl walked up and down, giving orders, making suggestions. From time to time she ran to Sam’s desk and suggested other sources of names for the mailing list. Sam thought that if the other working girls were timid and embarrassed before him this one was not. She was like a general on the field of battle. Her soft brown eyes glowed, her mind worked rapidly, and her voice had a ring in it. At her suggestion Sam gave the girls at the typewriters lists bearing the names of town officials, bankers and prominent business men, and the wives of all these, also presidents of various women’s clubs, society women, and charitable organizations. She called reporters from the town’s two daily papers and had them interview Sam, and at her suggestion he gave them copies of the Hadaway girl letter to print.

“Print it,” he said, “and if you cannot use it as news, make it an advertisement and bring the bill to me.”

At eleven o’clock Frank came into the room bringing a tall Irishman, with sunken cheeks, black, unclean teeth, and an overcoat too small for him. Leaving him standing by the door, Frank walked across the room to Sam.

“Come to lunch with us,” he said. He jerked his thumb over his shoulder toward the tall Irishman. “I picked him up,” he said. “Best brain that’s been in town for years. He’s a wonder. Used to be a Catholic priest. He doesn’t believe in God or love or anything. Come on out and hear him talk. He’s great.”

Sam shook his head.

“I am too busy. There is work to be done here. We are going to win this strike.”

Frank looked at him doubtfully and then about the room at the busy girls.

“I don’t know what Harrigan will think of all this,” he said. “He doesn’t like interferences. I never do anything without writing him. I wrote and told him what you were doing here. I had to, you know. I’m responsible to headquarters.”

In the afternoon the Hebrew owner of the shirtwaist factory came in to strike headquarters and, walking through the room took off his hat and sat down by Sam’s desk.

“What do you want here?” he asked. “The newspaper boys told me of what you had planned to do. What’s your game?”

“I want to whip you,” Sam answered quietly, “to whip you good. You might as well get into line. You are going to lose this strike.”

“I’m only one,” said the Hebrew. “There is an association of us manufacturers of shirtwaists. We are all in this. We all have a strike on our hands. What will you gain if you do beat me here? I’m only a little fellow after all.”

Sam laughed and picking up his pen began writing.

“You are unlucky,” he said. “I just happened to take hold here. When I have you beaten I will go on and beat the others. There is more money back of me than back of you all, and I am going to beat every one of you.”

The next morning a crowd stood before the stairway leading to the factory when the strikebreaking girls came to work. The letters and the newspaper interview had been effective and more than half the strikebreakers did not appear. The others hurried along the street and turned in at the stairway without looking at the crowd. The girl, told off by Sam, stood on the sidewalk passing out pamphlets to the strikebreakers. The pamphlets were headed, “The Story of Ten Girls,” and told briefly and pointedly the stories of ten striking girls and what the loss of the strike meant to them and to their families.

After a while there drove up two carriages and a large automobile, and out of the automobile climbed a well-dressed woman who took a bundle of the pamphlets from the girl picket and began passing them about among the people. Two policemen who stood in front of the crowd took off their helmets and accompanied her. The crowd cheered. Frank came hurrying across the street to where Sam stood in front of the barber shop and slapped him on the back.

“You’re a wonder,” he said.

Sam hurried back to the room and prepared the second letter for the mailing list. Two more stenographers had come to work. He had to send out for more machines. A reporter for the town’s evening paper ran up the stairway.

“Who are you?” he asked. “The town wants to know.”

From his pocket he took a telegram from a Pittsburgh daily.

“What about mail-order strike plan? Give name and story new strike leader there.”

At ten o’clock Frank returned.

“There’s a wire from Harrigan,” he said. “He’s coming here. He wants a mass meeting of the girls for to-night. I’ve got to get them together. We’ll meet here in this room.”

In the room the work went on. The list of names for the mailing had doubled. The picket at the shirtwaist factory reported that three more of the strikebreakers had left the plant. The Jewish girl was excited. She went hurrying about the room, her eyes glowing.

“It’s great,” she said. “The plan is working. The whole town is aroused and for us. We’ll win in another twenty-four hours.”

And then at seven o’clock that night Harrigan came into the room where Sam sat with the assembled girls, bolting the door behind him. He was a short, strongly built man with blue eyes and red hair. He walked about the room in silence, followed by Frank. Suddenly he stopped and, picking up one of the typewriting machines rented by Sam for the letter writing, raised it above his head and sent it smashing to the floor.

“A hell of a strike leader,” he roared. “Look at this. Scab machines!

“Scab stenographers!” he said through his teeth. “Scab printing! Scab everything!”

Picking up a bundle of the letterheads, he tore them across, and walking to the front of the room, shook his fist before Sam’s face.

“Scab leader!” he shouted, turning and facing the girls.

The soft-eyed Jewish girl sprang to her feet.

“He’s winning for us,” she said.

Harrigan walked toward her threateningly.

“Better lose than win a scab victory,” he bellowed.

“Who are you anyway? What grafter sent you here?” he demanded, turning to Sam.

He launched into a speech. “I have been watching this fellow, I know him. He has a scheme to break down the union and is being paid by the capitalists.”

Sam waited to hear no more. Getting up he pulled on his canvas jacket and started for the door. He saw that already he had involved himself in a dozen violations of the unionist code and the idea of trying to convince Harrigan of his disinterestedness did not occur to him.

“Do not mind me,” he said, “I am going.”

He walked between the rows of frightened, white-faced girls and unbolted the door, the Jewish girl following. At the head of the stairway leading to the street he stopped and pointed back into the room.

“Go back,” he said, handing her a roll of bills. “Carry on the work if you can. Get other machines and new printing. I will help you in secret.”

Turning he ran down the stairs, hurried through the curious crowd standing at the foot, and walked rapidly along in front of the lighted stores. A cold rain, half snow, was falling. Beside him walked a young man with a brown pointed beard, one of the newspaper reporters who had interviewed him the day before.

“Did Harrigan trim you?” asked the young man, and then added, laughing, “He told us he intended to throw you down stairs.”

Sam walked on in silence, filled with wrath. He turned into a side street and stopped when his companion put a hand upon his arm.

“This is our dump,” said the young man, pointing to a long low frame building facing the side street. “Come in and let us have your story. It should be a good one.”

Inside the newspaper office another young man sat with his head lying on a flat-top desk. He was clad in a strikingly flashy plaid coat, had a little wizened, good-natured face and seemed to have been drinking. The young man with the beard explained Sam’s identity, taking the sleeping man by the shoulder and shaking him vigorously.

“Wake up, Skipper! There’s a good story here!” he shouted. “The union has thrown out the mail-order strike leader!”

The Skipper got to his feet and began shaking his head.

“Of course, of course, Old Top, they would throw you out. You’ve got some brains. No man with brains can lead a strike. It’s against the laws of Nature. Something was bound to hit you. Did Roughneck come out from Pittsburgh?” he asked, turning to the young man of the brown beard.

Then reaching above his head and taking a cap that matched his plaid coat from a nail on the wall, he winked at Sam. “Come on, Old Top. I’ve got to get a drink.”

The two men went through a side door and down a dark alley, going in at the back door of a saloon. Mud lay deep in the alley and The Skipper sloshed through it, splattering Sam’s clothes and face. In the saloon at a table facing Sam, with a bottle of French wine between them, he began explaining.

“I’ve a note coming due at the bank in the morning and no money to pay it,” he said. “When I have a note coming due I always have no money and I always get drunk. Then next morning I pay the note. I don’t know how I do it, but I always come out all right. It’s a system — Now about this strike.” He plunged into a discussion of the strike while men came in and out, laughing and drinking. At ten o’clock the proprietor locked the front door, drew the curtain, and coming to the back of the room sat down at the table with Sam and The Skipper, bringing another bottle of the French wine from which the two men continued drinking.

“That man from Pittsburgh busted up your place, eh?” he said, turning to Sam. “A man came in here to-night and told me. He sent for the typewriter people and made them take away the machines.”

When they were ready to leave, Sam took money from his pocket and offered to pay for the bottle of French wine ordered by The Skipper, who arose and stood unsteadily on his feet.

“Do you mean to insult me?” he demanded indignantly, throwing a twenty-dollar bill on the table. The proprietor gave him back only fourteen dollars.

“I might as well wipe off the slate while you’re flush,” he observed, winking at Sam.

The Skipper sat down again, taking a pencil and pad of paper from his pocket, and throwing them on the table.

“I want an editorial on the strike for the Old Rag,” he said to Sam. “Do one for me. Do something strong. Get a punch into it. I want to talk to my friend here.”

Putting the pad of paper on the table Sam began writing his newspaper editorial. His head seemed wonderfully clear, his command of words unusually good. He called the attention of the public to the situation, the struggles of the striking girls and the intelligent fight they had been making to win a just cause, following this with paragraphs pointing out how the effectiveness of the work done had been annulled by the position taken by the labour and socialist leaders.

“These fellows at bottom care nothing for results,” he wrote. “They are not thinking of the unemployed women with families to support, they are thinking only of themselves and their puny leadership which they fear is threatened. Now we shall have the usual exhibition of all the old things, struggle, and hatred and defeat.”

When he had finished The Skipper and Sam went back through the alley to the newspaper office. The Skipper sloshed again through the mud and carried in his hand a bottle of red gin. At his desk he took the editorial from Sam’s hands and read it.

“Perfect! Perfect to the thousandth part of an inch, Old Top,” he said, pounding Sam on the shoulder. “Just what the Old Rag wanted to say about the strike.” Then climbing upon the desk and putting the plaid coat under his head he went peacefully to sleep, and Sam, sitting beside the desk in a shaky office chair, slept also. At daybreak a black man with a broom in his hand woke them, and going into a long low room filled with presses The Skipper put his head under a water tap and came back waving a soiled towel and with water dripping from his hair.

“Now for the day and the labours thereof,” he said, grinning at Sam and taking a long drink out of the gin bottle.

After breakfast he and Sam took up their stand in front of the barber shop opposite the stairway leading to the shirtwaist factory. Sam’s girl with the pamphlets was gone as was also the soft-eyed Jewish girl, and in their places Frank and the Pittsburgh leader named Harrigan walked up and down. Again carriages and automobiles stood by the curb, and again a well-dressed woman got out of a machine and went toward three striking girls approaching along the sidewalk. The woman was met by Harrigan, shaking his fist and shouting, and getting back into the machine she drove off. From the stairway the flashily-dressed Hebrew looked at the crowd and laughed.

“Where is the new strike leader — the mail-order strike leader?” he called to Frank.

With the words, a working man with a dinner pail on his arm ran out of the crowd and knocked the Jew back into the stairway.

“Punch him! Punch the dirty scab leader!” yelled Frank, dancing up and down on the sidewalk.

Two policemen running forward began leading the workingman up the street, his dinner pail still clutched in one hand.

“I know something,” The Skipper shouted, pounding Sam on the shoulder. “I know who will sign that note with me. The woman Harrigan drove back into her machine is the richest woman in town. I will show her your editorial. She will think I wrote it and it will get her. You’ll see.” He ran off up the street, shouting back over his shoulder, “Come over to the dump, I want to see you again.”

Sam returned to the newspaper office and sat down waiting for The Skipper who, after a time, came in, took off his coat and began writing furiously. From time to time he took long drinks out of the bottle of red gin, and after silently offering it to Sam, continued reeling off sheet after sheet of loosely-written matter.

“I got her to sign the note,” he called over his shoulder to Sam. “She was furious at Harrigan and when I told her we were going to attack him and defend you she fell for it quick. I won out by following my system. I always get drunk and it always wins.”

At ten o’clock the newspaper office was in a ferment. The little man with the brown pointed beard, and another, kept running to The Skipper asking advice, laying typewritten sheets before him, talking as he wrote.

“Give me a lead. I want one more front page lead,” The Skipper kept bawling at them, working like mad.

At ten thirty the door opened and Harrigan, accompanied by Frank, came in. Seeing Sam they stopped, looking at him uncertainly, and at the man at work at the desk.

“Well, speak up. This is no ladies’ reception room. What do you fellows want?” snapped The Skipper, glaring at them.

Frank, coming forward, laid a typewritten sheet on the desk, which the newspaper man read hurriedly.

“Will you use it?” asked Frank.

The Skipper laughed.

“Wouldn’t change a word of it,” he shouted. “Sure I’ll use it. It’s what I wanted to make my point. You fellows watch me.”

Frank and Harrigan went out and The Skipper, rushing to the door, began yelling into the room beyond.

“Hey, you Shorty and Tom, I’ve got that last lead.”

Coming back to his desk he began writing again, grinning as he worked. To Sam he handed the typewritten sheet prepared by Frank.

“Dastardly attempt to win the cause of the working girls by dirty scab leaders and butter-fingered capitalist class,” it began, and after this followed a wild jumble of words, words without meaning, sentences without point in which Sam was called a mealy-mouthed mail-order musser and The Skipper was mentioned incidentally as a pusillanimous ink slinger.

“I’ll run the stuff and comment on it,” declared The Skipper, handing Sam what he had written. It was an editorial inviting the public to read the article prepared for publication by the strike leaders and sympathising with the striking girls that their cause had to be lost because of the incompetence and lack of intelligence of their leaders.

“Hurrah for Roughhouse, the brave man who leads working girls to defeat in order that he may retain leadership and drive intelligent effort out of the cause of labour,” wrote The Skipper.

Sam looked at the sheets and out of the window where a snow storm raged. It seemed to him that a crime was being done and he was sick and disgusted at his own inability to stop it. The Skipper lighted a short black pipe and took his cap from a nail on the wall.

“I’m the smoothest little newspaper thing in town and some financier as well,” he declared. “Let’s go have a drink.”

After the drink Sam walked through the town toward the country. At the edge of town where the houses became scattered and the road started to drop away into a deep valley some one helloed behind him. Turning, he saw the soft-eyed Jewish girl running along a path beside the road.

“Where are you going?” he asked, stopping to lean against a board fence, the snow falling upon his face.

“I’m going with you,” said the girl. “You’re the best and the strongest man I’ve ever seen and I’m not going to let you get away. If you’ve got a wife it don’t matter. She isn’t what she should be or you wouldn’t be walking about the country alone. Harrigan and Frank say you’re crazy, but I know better. I am going with you and I’m going to help you find what you want.”

Sam wondered. She took a roll of bills from a pocket in her dress and gave it to him.

“I spent three hundred and fourteen dollars,” she said.

They stood looking at each other. She put out a hand and laid it on his arm. Her eyes, soft and now glowing with eager light looked into his. Her round breasts rose and fell.

“Anywhere you say. I’ll be your servant if you ask it of me.”

A wave of hot desire ran through Sam followed by a quick reaction. He thought of his months of weary seeking and his universal failure.

“You are going back to town if I have to drive you there with stones,” he told her, and turning ran down the valley leaving her standing by the board fence, her head buried in her arms.


CHAPTER V
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ONE CRISP WINTER evening Sam found himself on a busy street corner in Rochester, N.Y., watching from a doorway the crowds of people hurrying or loitering past him. He stood in a doorway near a corner that seemed to be a public meeting place and from all sides came men and women who met at the corner, stood for a moment in talk, and then went away together. Sam found himself beginning to wonder about the meetings. In the year since he had walked out of the Chicago office his mind had grown more and more reflective. Little things — a smile on the lips of an ill-clad old man mumbling and hurrying past him on the street, or the flutter of a child’s hand from the doorway of a farmhouse — had furnished him food for hours of thought. Now he watched with interest the little incidents; the nods, the hand clasps, the hurried stealthy glances around of the men and women who met for a moment at the corner. On the sidewalk near his doorway several middle-aged men, evidently from a large hotel around the corner, were eyeing, with unpleasant, hungry, furtive eyes the women in the crowd.

A large blond woman stepped into the doorway beside Sam. “Waiting for some one?” she asked, smiling and looking steadily at him, with the harried, uncertain, hungry light he had seen in the eyes of the middle-aged men upon the sidewalk.

“What are you doing here with your husband at work?” he ventured.

She looked startled and then laughed.

“Why don’t you hit me with your fist if you want to jolt me like that?” she demanded, adding, “I don’t know who you are, but whoever you are I want to tell you that I’ve quit my husband.”

“Why?” asked Sam.

She laughed again and stepping over looked at him closely.

“I guess you’re bluffing,” she said. “I don’t believe you know Alf at all. And I’m glad you don’t. I’ve quit Alf, but he would raise Cain just the same, if he saw me out here hustling.”

Sam stepped out of the doorway and walked down a side street past a lighted theatre. Along the street women raised their eyes to him and beyond the theatre, a young girl, brushing against him, muttered, “Hello, Sport!”

Sam wanted to get away from the unhealthy, hungry look he had seen in the eyes of the men and women. His mind began working on this side of the lives of great numbers of people in the cities — of the men and women on the street corner, of the woman who from the security of a safe marriage had once thrown a challenge into his eyes as they sat together in the theatre, and of the thousand little incidents in the lives of all modern city men and women. He wondered how much that eager, aching hunger stood in the way of men’s getting hold of life and living it earnestly and purposefully, as he wanted to live it, and as he felt all men and women wanted at bottom to live it. When he was a boy in Caxton he was more than once startled by the flashes of brutality and coarseness in the speech and actions of kindly, well-meaning men; now as he walked in the streets of the city he thought that he had got past being startled. “It is a quality of our lives,” he decided. “American men and women have not learned to be clean and noble and natural, like their forests and their wide, clean plains.”

He thought of what he had heard of London, and of Paris, and of other cities of the old world; and following an impulse acquired through his lonely wanderings, began talking to himself.

“We are no finer nor cleaner than these,” he said, “and we sprang from the big clean new land through which I have been walking all these months. Will mankind always go on with that old aching, queerly expressed hunger in its blood, and with that look in its eyes? Will it never shrive itself and understand itself, and turn fiercely and energetically toward the building of a bigger and cleaner race of men?”

“It won’t unless you help,” came the answer from some hidden part of him.

Sam fell to thinking of the men who write, and of those who teach, and he wondered why they did not, all of them, talk more thoughtfully of vice, and why they so often spent their talents and their energies in futile attacks upon some phase of life, and ended their efforts toward human betterment by joining or promoting a temperance league, or stopping the playing of baseball on Sunday.

As a matter of fact were not many writers and reformers unconsciously in league with the procurer, in that they treated vice and profligacy as something, at bottom, charming? He himself had seen none of this vague charm.

“For me,” he reflected, “there have been no François Villons or Sapphos in the tenderloins of American cities. There have been instead only heart-breaking disease and ill health and poverty, and hard brutal faces and torn, greasy finery.”

He thought of men like Zola who saw this side of life clearly and how he, as a young fellow in the city, had read the man at Janet Eberly’s suggestion and had been helped by him — helped and frightened and made to see. And then there rose before him the leering face of a keeper of a second-hand book store in Cleveland who some weeks before had pushed across the counter to him a paper-covered copy of “Nana’s Brother,” saying with a smirk, “That’s some sporty stuff.” And he wondered what he should have thought had he bought the book to feed the imagination the bookseller’s comment was intended to arouse.

In the small towns through which Sam walked and in the small town in which he grew to manhood vice was openly crude and masculine. It went to sleep sprawling across a dirty beer-soaked table in Art Sherman’s saloon in Piety Hollow, and the newsboy passed it without comment, regretting that it slept and that it had no money with which to buy papers.

“Dissipation and vice get into the life of youth,” he thought, coming to a street corner where young men played pool and smoked cigarettes in a dingy poolroom, and turned back toward the heart of the city. “It gets into all modern life. The farmer boy coming up to the city to work hears lewd stories in the smoking car of the train, and the travelling men from the cities tell tales of the city streets to the group about the stove in village stores.”

Sam did not quarrel with the fact that youth touched vice. Such things were a part of the world that men and women had made for their sons and daughters to live in, and that night as he wandered in the streets of Rochester he thought that he would like all youth to know, if they could but know, truth. His heart was bitter at the thought of men throwing the glamour of romance over the sordid, ugly things he had been seeing in that city and in every city he had known.

Past him in a street lined with small frame houses stumbled a man far gone in drink, by whose side walked a boy, and Sam’s mind leaped back to those first years he had spent in the city and of the staggering old man he had left behind him in Caxton.

“You would think no man better armed against vice and dissipation than that painter’s son of Caxton,” he reminded himself, “and yet he embraced vice. He found, as all young men find, that there is much misleading talk and writing on the subject. The business men he knew did not part with able assistance because it did not sign the pledge. Ability was too rare a thing and too independent to sign pledges, and the lips-that-touch-liquor-shall-never-touch-mine sentiment among women was reserved for the lips that did not invite.”

He began reviewing incidents of carouses he had been on with business men of his acquaintance, of a policeman knocked into a street and of himself, quiet and ably climbing upon tables to make speeches and to shout the innermost secrets of his heart to drunken hangers-on in Chicago barrooms. Normally he had not been a good mixer. He had been one to keep himself to himself. But on these carouses he let himself go, and got a reputation for daring audacity by slapping men on the back and singing songs with them. A glowing cordiality had pervaded him and for a time he had really believed there was such a thing as high flying vice that glistens in the sun.

Now stumbling past lighted saloons, wandering unknown in a city’s streets, he knew better. All vice was unclean, unhealthy.

He remembered a hotel in which he had once slept, a hotel that admitted questionable couples. Its halls had become dingy; its windows remained unopened; dirt gathered in the corners; the attendants shuffled as they walked, and leered into the faces of creeping couples; the curtains at the windows were torn and discoloured; strange snarling oaths, screams, and cries jarred the tense nerves; peace and cleanliness had fled the place; men hurried through the halls with hats drawn down over their faces; sunlight and fresh air and cheerful, whistling bellboys were locked out.

He thought of the weary, restless walks taken by the young men from farms and country towns in the streets of the cities; young men believers in the golden vice. Hands beckoned to them from doorways, and women of the town laughed at their awkwardness. In Chicago he had walked in that way. He also had been seeking, seeking the romantic, impossible mistress that lurked at the bottom of men’s tales of the submerged world. He wanted his golden girl. He was like the naïve German lad in the South Water Street warehouses who had once said to him — he was a frugal soul— “I would like to find a nice-looking girl who is quiet and modest and who will be my mistress and not charge anything.”

Sam had not found his golden girl, and now he knew she did not exist. He had not seen the places called by the preachers the palaces of sin, and now he knew there were no such places. He wondered why youth could not be made to understand that sin is foul and that immorality reeks of vulgarity. Why could not they be told plainly that there are no housecleaning days in the tenderloin?

During his married life men had come to the house who discussed this matter. One of them, he remembered, had maintained stoutly that the scarlet sisterhood was a necessity of modern life and that ordinary decent social life could not go on without it. Often during the past year Sam had thought of the man’s talk and his brain had reeled before the thought. In towns and on country roads he had seen troops of little girls come laughing and shouting out of school houses, and had wondered which of them would be chosen for that service to mankind; and now, in his hour of depression, he wished that the man who had talked at his dinner table might be made to walk with him and to share with him his thoughts.

Turning again into a lighted busy thoroughfare of the city, Sam continued his study of the faces in the crowds. To do this quieted and soothed his mind. He began to feel a weariness in his legs and thought with gratitude that he should have a night of good sleep. The sea of faces rolling up to him under the lights filled him with peace. “There is so much of life,” he thought, “it must come to some end.”

Looking intently at the faces, the dull faces and the bright faces, the faces drawn out of shape and with eyes nearly meeting above the nose, the faces with long, heavy sensual jaws, and the empty, soft faces on which the scalding finger of thought had left no mark, his fingers ached to get a pencil in his hand, or to spread the faces upon canvas in enduring pigments, to hold them up before the world and to be able to say, “Here are the faces you, by your lives, have made for yourselves and for your children.”

In the lobby of a tall office building, where he stopped at a little cigar counter to get fresh tobacco for his pipe, he looked so fixedly at a woman clad in long soft furs, that in alarm she hurried out to her machine to wait for her escort, who had evidently gone up the elevator.

Once more in the street, Sam shuddered at the thought of the hands that had laboured that the soft cheeks and the untroubled eyes of this one woman might be. Into his mind came the face and figure of a little Canadian nurse who had once cared for him through an illness — her quick, deft fingers and her muscular little arms. “Another such as she,” he muttered, “has been at work upon the face and body of this gentlewoman; a hunter has gone into the white silence of the north to bring out the warm furs that adorn her; for her there has been a tragedy — a shot, and red blood upon the snow, and a struggling beast waving its little claws in the air; for her a woman has worked through the morning, bathing her white limbs, her cheeks, her hair.”

For this gentlewoman also there had been a man apportioned, a man like himself, who had cheated and lied and gone through the years in pursuit of the dollars to pay all of the others, a man of power, a man who could achieve, could accomplish. Again he felt within him a yearning for the power of the artist, the power not only to see the meaning of the faces in the street, but to reproduce what he saw, to get with subtle fingers the story of the achievement of mankind into a face hanging upon a wall.

In other days, in Caxton, listening to Telfer’s talk, and in Chicago and New York with Sue, Sam had tried to get an inkling of the passion of the artist; now walking and looking at the faces rolling past him on the long street he thought that he did understand.

Once when he was new in the city he had, for some months, carried on an affair with a woman, the daughter of a cattle farmer from Iowa. Now her face filled his vision. How rugged it was, how filled with the message of the ground underfoot; the thick lips, the dull eyes, the strong, bullet-like head, how like the cattle her father had bought and sold. He remembered the little room in Chicago where he had his first love passage with this woman. How frank and wholesome it had seemed. How eagerly both man and woman had rushed at evening to the meeting place. How her strong hands had clasped him. The face of the woman in the motor by the office building danced before his eyes, the face so peaceful, so free from the marks of human passion, and he wondered what daughter of a cattle raiser had taken the passion out of the man who paid for the beauty of that face.

On a side street, near the lighted front of a cheap theatre, a woman, standing alone and half concealed in the doorway of a church, called softly, and turning he went to her.

“I am not a customer,” he said, looking at her thin face and bony hands, “but if you care to come with me I will stand a good dinner. I am getting hungry and do not like eating alone. I want some one to talk to me so that I won’t get to thinking.”

“You’re a queer bird,” said the woman, taking his arm. “What have you done that you don’t want to think?”

Sam said nothing.

“There’s a place over there,” she said, pointing to the lighted front of a cheap restaurant with soiled curtains at the windows.

Sam kept on walking.

“If you do not mind,” he said, “I will pick the place. I want to buy a good dinner. I want a place with clean linen on the table and a good cook in the kitchen.”

They stopped at a corner to talk of the dinner, and at her suggestion he waited at a near-by drug store while she went to her room. As he waited he went to the telephone and ordered the dinner and a taxicab. When she returned she had on a clean shirtwaist and had combed her hair. Sam thought he caught the odour of benzine, and guessed she had been at work on the spots on her worn jacket. She seemed surprised to find him still waiting.

“I thought maybe it was a stall,” she said.

They drove in silence to a place Sam had in mind, a road-house with clean washed floors, painted walls, and open fires in the private dining-rooms. Sam had been there several times during the month, and the food had been well cooked.

They ate in silence. Sam had no curiosity to hear her talk of herself, and she seemed to have no knack of casual conversation. He was not studying her, but had brought her as he had said, because of his loneliness, and because her thin, tired face and frail body, looking out from the darkness by the church door, had made an appeal.

She had, he thought, a look of hard chastity, like one whipped but not defeated. Her cheeks were thin and covered with freckles, like a boy’s. Her teeth were broken and in bad repair, though clean, and her hands had the worn, hardly-used look of his own mother’s hands. Now that she sat before him in the restaurant, in some vague way she resembled his mother.

After dinner he sat smoking his cigar and looking at the fire. The woman of the streets leaned across the table and touched him on the arm.

“Are you going to take me anywhere after this — after we leave here?” she said.

“I am going to take you to the door of your room, that’s all.”

“I’m glad,” she said; “it’s a long time since I’ve had an evening like this. It makes me feel clean.”

For a time they sat in silence and then Sam began talking of his home town in Iowa, letting himself go and expressing the thoughts that came into his mind. He told her of his mother and of Mary Underwood and she in turn told of her town and of her life. She had some difficulty about hearing which made conversation trying. Words and sentences had to be repeated to her and after a time Sam smoked and looked at the fire, letting her talk. Her father had been a captain of a small steamboat plying up and down Long Island Sound and her mother a careful, shrewd woman and a good housekeeper. They had lived in a Rhode Island village and had a garden back of their house. The captain had not married until he was forty-five and had died when the girl was eighteen, the mother dying a year later.

The girl had not been much known in the Rhode Island village, being shy and reticent. She had kept the house clean and helped the captain in the garden. When her parents were dead she had found herself alone with thirty-seven hundred dollars in the bank and the little home, and had married a young man who was a clerk in a railroad office, and sold the house to move to Kansas City. The big flat country frightened her. Her life there had been unsuccessful. She had been lonely for the hills and the water of her New England village, and she was, by nature, undemonstrative and unemotional, so that she did not get much hold of her husband. He had undoubtedly married her for the little hoard and, by various devices, began getting it from her. A son had been born, for a time her health broke badly, and she discovered through an accident that her husband was spending her money in dissipation among the women of the town.

“There wasn’t any use wasting words when I found he didn’t care for me or for the baby and wouldn’t support us, so I left him,” she said in a level, businesslike way.

When she came to count up, after she had got clear of her husband and had taken a course in stenography, there was one thousand dollars of her savings left and she felt pretty safe. She took a position and went to work, feeling well satisfied and happy. And then came the trouble with her hearing. She began to lose places and finally had to be content with a small salary, earned by copying form letters for a mail order medicine man. The boy she put out with a capable German woman, the wife of a gardener. She paid four dollars a week for him and there was clothing to be bought for herself and the boy. Her wage from the medicine man was seven dollars a week.

“And so,” she said, “I began going on the street. I knew no one and there was nothing else to do. I couldn’t do that in the town where the boy lived, so I came away. I’ve gone from city to city, working mostly for patent medicine men and filling out my income by what I earned in the streets. I’m not naturally a woman who cares about men and not many of them care about me. I don’t like to have them touch me with their hands. I can’t drink as most of the girls do; it sickens me. I want to be left alone. Perhaps I shouldn’t have married. Not that I minded my husband. We got along very well until I had to stop giving him money. When I found where it was going it opened my eyes. I felt that I had to have at least a thousand dollars for the boy in case anything happened to me. When I found there wasn’t anything to do but just go on the streets, I went. I tried doing other work, but hadn’t the strength, and when it came to the test I cared more about the boy than I did about myself — any woman would. I thought he was of more importance than what I wanted.

“It hasn’t been easy for me. Sometimes when I have got a man to go with me I walk along the street praying that I won’t shudder and draw away when he touches me with his hands. I know that if I do he will go away and I won’t get any money.

“And then they talk and lie about themselves. I’ve had them try to work off bad money and worthless jewelry on me. Sometimes they try to make love to me and then steal back the money they have given me. That’s the hard part, the lying and the pretence. All day I write the same lies over and over for the patent-medicine men and then at night I listen to these others lying to me.”

She stopped talking and leaning over put her cheek down on her hand and sat looking into the fire.

“My mother,” she began again, “didn’t always wear a clean dress. She couldn’t. She was always down on her knees scrubbing around the floor or out in the garden pulling weeds. But she hated dirt. If her dress was dirty her underwear was clean and so was her body. She taught me to be that way and I wanted to be. It came naturally. But I’m losing it all. All evening I have been sitting here with you thinking that my underwear isn’t clean. Most of the time I don’t care. Being clean doesn’t go with what I am doing. I have to keep trying to be flashy outside so that men will stop when they see me on the street. Sometimes when I have done well I don’t go on the streets for three or four weeks. Then I clean up my room and bathe myself. My landlady lets me do my washing in the basement at night. I don’t seem to care about cleanliness the weeks I am on the streets.”

The little German orchestra began playing a lullaby, and a fat German waiter came in at the open door and put more wood on the fire. He stopped by the table and talked about the mud in the road outside. From another room came the silvery clink of glasses and the sound of laughing voices. The girl and Sam drifted back into talk of their home towns. Sam felt that he liked her very much and thought that if she had belonged to him he should have found a basis on which to live with her contentedly. She had a quality of honesty that he was always seeking in people.

As they drove back to the city she put a hand on his arm.

“I wouldn’t mind about you,” she said, looking at him frankly.

Sam laughed and patted her thin hand. “It’s been a good evening,” he said, “we’ll go through with it as it stands.”

“Thanks for that,” she said, “and there is something else I want to tell you. Perhaps you will think it bad of me. Sometimes when I don’t want to go on the streets I get down on my knees and pray for strength to go on gamely. Does it seem bad? We are a praying people, we New Englanders.”

As he stood in the street Sam could hear her laboured asthmatic breathing as she climbed the stairs to her room. Half way up she stopped and waved her hand at him. The thing was awkwardly done and boyish. Sam had a feeling that he should like to get a gun and begin shooting citizens in the streets. He stood in the lighted city looking down the long deserted street and thought of Mike McCarthy in the jail at Caxton. Like Mike, he lifted up his voice in the night.

“Are you there, O God? Have you left your children here on the earth hurting each other? Do you put the seed of a million children in a man, and the planting of a forest in one tree, and permit men to wreck and hurt and destroy?”


CHAPTER VI
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ONE MORNING, AT the end of his second year of wandering, Sam got out of his bed in a cold little hotel in a mining village in West Virginia, looked at the miners, their lamps in their caps, going through the dimly lighted streets, ate a portion of leathery breakfast cakes, paid his bill at the hotel, and took a train for New York. He had definitely abandoned the idea of getting at what he wanted through wandering about the country and talking to chance acquaintances by the wayside and in villages, and had decided to return to a way of life more befitting his income.

He felt that he was not by nature a vagabond, and that the call of the wind and the sun and the brown road was not insistent in his blood. The spirit of Pan did not command him, and although there were certain spring mornings of his wandering days that were like mountain tops in his experience of life, mornings when some strong, sweet feeling ran through the trees, and the grass, and the body of the wanderer, and when the call of life seemed to come shouting and inviting down the wind, filling him with delight of the blood in his body and the thoughts in his brain, yet at bottom and in spite of these days of pure joy he was, after all, a man of the towns and the crowds. Caxton and South Water Street and LaSalle Street had all left their marks on him, and so, throwing his canvas jacket into a corner of the room in the West Virginia hotel, he returned to the haunts of his kind.

In New York he went to an uptown club where he owned a membership and into the grill where he found at breakfast an actor acquaintance named Jackson.

Sam dropped into a chair and looked about him. He remembered a visit he had made there some years before with Webster and Crofts and felt again the quiet elegance of the surroundings.

“Hello, Moneymaker,” said Jackson, heartily. “Heard you had gone to a nunnery.”

Sam laughed and began ordering a breakfast that made Jackson’s eyes open with astonishment.

“You, Mr. Elegance, would not understand a man’s spending month after month in the open air seeking a good body and an end in life and then suddenly changing his mind and coming back to a place like this,” he observed.

Jackson laughed and lighted a cigarette.

“How little you know me,” he said. “I would live my life in the open but that I am a mighty good actor and have just finished another long New York run. What are you going to do now that you are thin and brown? Will you go back to Morrison and Prince and money making?”

Sam shook his head and looked at the quiet elegance of the man before him. How satisfied and happy he looked.

“I am going to try living among the rich and the leisurely,” he said.

“They are a rotten crew,” Jackson assured him, “and I am taking a night train for Detroit. Come with me. We will talk things over.”

On the train that night they got into talk with a broad-shouldered old man who told them of a hunting trip on which he was bound.

“I am going to sail from Seattle,” he said, “and go everywhere and hunt everything. I am going to shoot the head off of every big animal kind of thing left in the world and then come back to New York and stay there until I die.”

“I will go with you,” said Sam, and in the morning left Jackson at Detroit and continued westward with his new acquaintance.

For months Sam travelled and shot with the old man, a vigorous, big-hearted old fellow who, having become wealthy through an early investment in stock of the Standard Oil Company, devoted his life to his lusty, primitive passion for shooting and killing. They went on lion hunts, elephant hunts and tiger hunts, and when on the west coast of Africa Sam took a boat for London, his companion walked up and down the beach smoking black cheroots and declaring the fun was only half over and that Sam was a fool to go.

After the year of the hunt royal Sam spent another year living the life of a gentleman of wealth and leisure in London, New York, and Paris. He went on automobile trips, fished and loafed along the shores of northern lakes, canoed through Canada with a writer of nature books, and sat about clubs and fashionable hotels listening to the talk of the men and women of that world.

Late one afternoon in the spring of the year he went to the village on the Hudson River where Sue had taken a house, and almost immediately saw her. For an hour he followed, watching her quick, active little figure as she walked through the village streets, and wondering what life had come to mean to her, but when, turning suddenly, she would have come face to face with him, he hurried down a side street and took a train to the city feeling that he could not face her empty-handed and ashamed after the years.

In the end he started drinking again, not moderately now, but steadily and almost continuously. One night in Detroit, with three young men from his hotel, he got drunk and was, for the first time since his parting with Sue, in the company of women. Four of them, met in some restaurant, got into an automobile with Sam and the three young men and rode about town laughing, waving bottles of wine in the air, and calling to passers-by in the street. They wound up in a diningroom in a place at the edge of town, where the party spent hours around a long table, drinking, and singing songs.

One of the girls sat on Sam’s lap and put an arm about his neck.

“Give me some money, rich man,” she said.

Sam looked at her closely.

“Who are you?” he asked.

She began explaining that she was a clerk in a downtown store and that she had a lover who drove a laundry wagon.

“I go on these bats to get money to buy good clothes,” she said frankly, “but if Tim saw me here he would kill me.”

Putting a bill into her hand Sam went downstairs and getting into a taxicab drove back to his hotel.

After that night he went frequently on carouses of this kind. He was in a kind of prolonged stupor of inaction, talked of trips abroad which he did not take, bought a huge farm in Virginia which he never visited, planned a return to business which he did not execute, and month after month continued to waste his days. He would get out of bed at noon and begin drinking steadily. As the afternoon passed he grew merry and talkative, calling men by their first names, slapping chance acquaintances on the back, playing pool or billiards with skilful young men intent upon gain. In the early summer he got in with a party of young men from New York and with them spent months in sheer idle waste of time. Together they drove high-powered automobiles on long trips, drank, quarrelled, and went on board a yacht to carouse, alone or with women. At times Sam would leave his companions and spend days riding through the country on fast trains, sitting for hours in silence looking out of the window at the passing country and wondering at his endurance of the life he led. For some months he carried with him a young man whom he called a secretary and paid a large salary for his ability to tell stories and sing clever songs, only to discharge him suddenly for telling a foul tale that reminded Sam of another tale told by the stoop-shouldered old man in the office of Ed’s hotel in the Illinois town.

From being silent and taciturn, as during the months of his wanderings, Sam became morose and combative. Staying on and on in the empty, aimless way of life he had adopted he yet felt that there was for him a right way of living and wondered at his continued inability to find it. He lost his native energy, grew fat and coarse of body, was pleased for hours by little things, read no books, lay for hours in bed drunk and talking nonsense to himself, ran about the streets swearing vilely, grew habitually coarse in thought and speech, sought constantly a lower and more vulgar set of companions, was brutal and ugly with attendants about hotels and clubs where he lived, hated life, but ran like a coward to sanitariums and health resorts at the wagging of a doctor’s head.


BOOK IV
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CHAPTER I
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ONE AFTERNOON IN early September Sam got on a westward-bound train intending to visit his sister on the farm near Caxton. For years he had heard nothing from Kate, but she had, he knew, two daughters, and he thought he would do something for them.

“I will put them on the Virginia farm and make a will leaving them my money,” he thought. “Perhaps I shall be able to make them happy by setting them up in life and giving them beautiful clothes to wear.”

At St. Louis he got off the train, thinking vaguely that he would see an attorney and make arrangements about the will, and for several days stayed about the Planters Hotel with a set of drinking companions he had picked up. One afternoon he began going from place to place drinking and gathering companions. An ugly light was in his eyes and he looked at men and women passing in the streets, feeling that he was in the midst of enemies, and that for him the peace, contentment, and good cheer that shone out of the eyes of others was beyond getting.

In the late afternoon, followed by a troop of roistering companions, he came out upon a street flanked with small, brick warehouses facing the river, where steamboats lay tied to floating docks.

“I want a boat to take me and my crowd for a cruise up and down the river,” he announced, approaching the captain of one of the boats. “Take us up and down the river until we are tired of it. I will pay what it costs.”

It was one of the days when drink would not take hold of him, and he went among his companions, buying drinks and thinking himself a fool to continue furnishing entertainment for the vile crew that sat about him on the deck of the boat. He began shouting and ordering them about.

“Sing louder,” he commanded, tramping up and down and scowling at his companions.

A young man of the party who had a reputation as a dancer refused to perform when commanded. Springing forward Sam dragged him out on the deck before the shouting crowd.

“Now dance!” he growled, “or I will throw you into the river.”

The young man danced furiously, and Sam marched up and down and looked at him and at the leering faces of the men and women lounging along the deck or shouting at the dancer. The liquor in him beginning to take effect, a queerly distorted version of his old passion for reproduction came to him and he raised his hand for silence.

“I want to see a woman who is a mother,” he shouted. “I want to see a woman who has borne children.”

A small woman with black hair and burning black eyes sprang from the group gathered about the dancer.

“I have borne children — three of them,” she said, laughing up into his face. “I can bear more of them.”

Sam looked at her stupidly and taking her by the arm led her to a chair on the deck. The crowd laughed.

“Belle is after his roll,” whispered a short, fat man to his companion, a tall woman with blue eyes.

As the steamer, with its load of men and women drinking and singing songs, went up the river past bluffs covered with trees, the woman beside Sam pointed to a row of tiny houses at the top of the bluffs.

“My children are there. They are getting supper now,” she said.

She began singing, laughing and waving a bottle to the others sitting along the deck. A youth with heavy features stood upon a chair and sang a song of the street, and, jumping to her feet, Sam’s companion kept time with the bottle in her hand. Sam walked over to where the captain stood looking up the river.

“Turn back,” he said, “I am tired of this crew.”

On the way back down the river the black-eyed woman again sat beside Sam.

“We will go to my house,” she said quietly, “just you and me. I will show you the kids.”

Darkness was gathering over the river as the boat turned, and in the distance the lights of the city began blinking into view. The crowd had grown quiet, sleeping in chairs along the deck or gathering in small groups and talking in low tones. The black-haired woman began to tell Sam her story.

She was, she said, the wife of a plumber who had left her.

“I drove him crazy,” she said, laughing quietly. “He wanted me to stay at home with him and the kids night after night. He used to follow me down town at night begging me to come home. When I wouldn’t come he would go away with tears in his eyes. It made me furious. He wasn’t a man. He would do anything I asked him to do. And then he ran away and left the kids on my hands.”

In the city Sam, with the black-haired woman beside him, rode about in an open carriage, forgetting the children and going from place to place, eating and drinking. For an hour they sat in a box at the theatre, but grew tired of the performance and climbed again into the carriage.

“We will go to my house. I want to have you alone,” said the woman.

They drove through street after street of workingmen’s houses, where children ran laughing and playing under the lights, and two boys, their bare legs flashing in the lights from the lamps overhead, ran after them, holding to the back of the carriage.

The driver whipped the horses and looked back laughing. The woman got up and kneeling on the seat of the carriage laughed down into the faces of the running boys.

“Run, you little devils,” she cried.

They held on, running furiously. Their legs twinkled and flashed under the lights.

“Give me a silver dollar,” she said, turning to Sam, and when he had given it to her, threw it ringing upon the pavement under a street lamp. The two boys darted for it, shouting and waving their hands to her.

Swarms of huge flies and beetles circled under the street lamps, striking Sam and the woman in the face. One of them, a great black crawling thing, alighted on her breast, and taking it in her hand she crept forward and dropped it down the neck of the driver.

In spite of his hard drinking during the afternoon and evening, Sam’s head was clear and a calm hatred of life burned in him. His mind ran back over the years he had passed since breaking his word to Sue, and a scorn of all effort burned in him.

“It is what a man gets who goes seeking Truth,” he thought. “He comes to a fine end in life.”

On all sides of him life ran playing on the pavement and leaping in the air. It circled and buzzed and sang above his head in the summer night there in the heart of the city. Even in the sullen man sitting in the carriage beside the black-haired woman it began to sing. The blood climbed through his body; an old half-dead longing, half hunger, half hope awoke in him, pulsating and insistent. He looked at the laughing, intoxicated woman beside him and a feeling of masculine approval shot through him. He began thinking of what she had said before the laughing crowd on the steamer.

“I have borne three children and can bear more.”

His blood, stirred by the sight of the woman, awoke his sleeping brain, and he began again to quarrel with life and what life had offered him. He thought that always he would stubbornly refuse to accept the call of life unless he could have it on his own terms, unless he could command and direct it as he had commanded and directed the gun company.

“Else why am I here?” he muttered, looking away from the vacant, laughing face of the woman and at the broad, muscular back of the driver on the seat in front. “Why had I a brain and a dream and a hope? Why went I about seeking Truth?”

His mind ran on in the vein started by the sight of the circling beetles and the running boys. The woman put her head upon his shoulder and her black hair blew against his face. She struck wildly at the circling beetles, laughing like a child when she had caught one of them in her hand.

“Men like me are for some end. They are not to be played with as I have been,” he muttered, clinging to the hand of the woman, who, also, he thought, was being tossed about by life.

Before a saloon, on a street where cars ran, the carriage stopped. Through the open front door Sam could see working-men standing before a bar drinking foaming glasses of beer, the hanging lamps above their heads throwing their black shadows upon the floor. A strong, stale smell came out at the door. The woman leaned over the side of the carriage and shouted. “O Will, come out here.”

A man clad in a long white apron and with his shirt sleeves rolled to his elbows came from behind the bar and talked to her, and when they had started on she told Sam of her plan to sell her home and buy the place.

“Will you run it?” he asked.

“Sure,” she said. “The kids can take care of themselves.”

At the end of a little street of a half dozen neat cottages, they got out of the carriage and walked with uncertain steps along a sidewalk skirting a high bluff and overlooking the river. Below the houses a tangled mass of bushes and small trees lay black in the moonlight, and in the distance the grey body of the river showed faint and far away. The undergrowth was so thick that, looking down, one saw only the tops of the growth, with here and there a grey outcrop of rocks that glistened in the moonlight.

Up a flight of stone steps they climbed to the porch of one of the houses facing the river. The woman had stopped laughing and hung heavily on Sam’s arm, her feet groping for the steps. They passed through a door and into a long, low-ceilinged room. An open stairway at the side of the room went up to the floor above, and through a curtained doorway at the end one looked into a small dining-room. A rag carpet lay on the floor and about a table, under a hanging lamp at the centre, sat three children. Sam looked at them closely. His head reeled and he clutched at the knob of the door. A boy of perhaps fourteen, with freckles on his face and on the backs of his hands and with reddish-brown hair and brown eyes, was reading aloud. Beside him a younger boy with black hair and black eyes, and with his knees doubled up on the chair in front of him so that his chin rested on them, sat listening. A tiny girl, pale and with yellow hair and dark circles under her eyes, slept in another chair, her head hanging uncomfortably to one side. She was, one would have said, seven, the black-haired boy ten.

The freckle-faced boy stopped reading and looked at the man and woman; the sleeping child stirred uneasily in her chair, and the black-haired boy straightened out his legs and looked over his shoulder.

“Hello, Mother,” he said heartily.

The woman walked unsteadily to the curtained doorway leading into the dining-room and pulled aside the curtains.

“Come here, Joe,” she said.

The freckle-faced boy arose and went toward her. She stood aside, supporting herself with one hand grasping the curtain. As he passed she struck him with her open hand on the back of the head, sending him reeling into the dining-room.

“Now you, Tom,” she called to the black-haired boy. “I told you kids to wash the dishes after supper and to put Mary to bed. Here it is past ten and nothing done and you two reading books again.”

The black-haired boy got up and started obediently toward her, but Sam walked rapidly past him and clutched the woman by the arm so that she winced and twisted in his grasp.

“You come with me,” he said.

He walked the woman across the room and up the stairs. She leaned heavily on his arm, laughing, and looking up into his face.

At the top of the stairway he stopped.

“We go in here,” she said, pointing to a door.

He took her into the room. “You get to sleep,” he said, and going out closed the door, leaving her sitting heavily on the edge of the bed.

Downstairs he found the two boys among the dishes in a tiny kitchen off the dining-room. The little girl still slept uneasily in the chair by the table, the hot lamp-light streaming down on her thin cheeks.

Sam stood in the kitchen door looking at the two boys, who looked back at him self-consciously.

“Which of you two puts Mary to bed?” he asked, and then, without waiting for an answer, turned to the taller of the two boys. “Let Tom do it,” he said. “I will help you here.”

Joe and Sam stood in the kitchen at work with the dishes; the boy, going busily about, showed the man where to put the clean dishes, and got him dry wiping towels. Sam’s coat was off and his sleeves rolled up.

The work went on in half awkward silence and a storm went on within Sam’s breast. When the boy Joe looked shyly up at him it was as though the lash of a whip had cut down across flesh, suddenly grown tender. Old memories began to stir within him and he remembered his own childhood, his mother at work among other people’s soiled clothes, his father Windy coming home drunk, and the chill in his mother’s heart and in his own. There was something men and women owed to childhood, not because it was childhood but because it was new life springing up. Aside from any question of fatherhood or motherhood there was a debt to be paid.

In the little house on the bluff there was silence. Outside the house there was darkness and darkness lay over Sam’s spirit. The boy Joe went quickly about, putting the dishes Sam had wiped on the shelves. Somewhere on the river, far below the house, a steamboat whistled. The backs of the hands of the boy were covered with freckles. How quick and competent the hands were. Here was new life, as yet clean, unsoiled, unshaken by life. Sam was shamed by the trembling of his own hands. He had always wanted quickness and firmness within his own body, the health of the body that is a temple for the health of the spirit. He was an American and down deep within himself was the moral fervor that is American and that had become so strangely perverted in himself and others. As so often happened with him, when he was deeply stirred, an army of vagrant thoughts ran through his head. The thoughts had taken the place of the perpetual scheming and planning of his days as a man of affairs, but as yet all his thinking had brought him to nothing and had only left him more shaken and uncertain then ever.

The dishes were now all wiped and he went out of the kitchen glad to escape the shy silent presence of the boy. “Has life quite gone from me? Am I but a dead thing walking about?” he asked himself. The presence of the children had made him feel that he was himself but a child, a grown tired and shaken child. There was maturity and manhood somewhere abroad. Why could he not come to it? Why could it not come into him?

The boy Tom returned from having put his sister into bed and the two boys said good night to the strange man in their mother’s house. Joe, the bolder of the two, stepped forward and offered his hand. Sam shook it solemnly and then the younger boy came forward.

“I’ll be around here to-morrow I think,” Sam said huskily.

The boys were gone, into the silence of the house, and Sam walked up and down in the little room. He was restless as though about to start on a new journey and half unconsciously began running his hands over his body wishing it strong and hard as when he tramped the road. As on the day when he had walked out of the Chicago Club bound on his hunt for Truth, he let his mind go so that it played freely over his past life, reviewing and analysing.

For hours he sat on the porch or walked up and down in the room where the lamp still burned brightly. Again the smoke from his pipe tasted good on his tongue and all the night air had a sweetness that brought back to him the walk beside the bridle path in Jackson Park when Sue had given him herself, and with herself a new impulse in life.

It was two o’clock when he lay down upon a couch in the living-room and blew out the light. He did not undress, but threw his shoes on the floor and lay looking at a wide path of moonlight that came through the open door. In the darkness it seemed that his mind worked more rapidly and that the events and motives of his restless years went streaming past like living things upon the floor.

Suddenly he sat up and listened. The voice of one of the boys, heavy with sleep, ran through the upper part of the house.

“Mother! O Mother!” called the sleepy voice, and Sam thought he could hear the little body moving restlessly in bed.

Silence followed. He sat upon the edge of the couch, waiting. It seemed to him that he was coming to something; that his brain that had for hours been working more and more rapidly was about to produce the thing for which he waited. He felt as he had felt that night as he waited in the corridor of the hospital.

In the morning the three children came down the stairs and finished dressing in the long room, the little girl coming last, carrying her shoes and stockings and rubbing her eyes with the back of her hand. A cool morning wind blew up from the river and through the open screened doors as he and Joe cooked breakfast, and later as the four of them sat at the table Sam tried to talk but did not make much progress. His tongue was heavy and the children seemed looking at him with strange questioning eyes. “Why are you here?” their eyes asked.

For a week Sam stayed in the city, coming daily to the house. With the children he talked a little, and in the evening, when the mother had gone away, the little girl came to him. He carried her to a chair on the porch outside and while the boys sat reading under the lamp inside she went to sleep in his arms. Her body was warm and the breath came softly and sweetly from between her lips. Sam looked down the bluffside and saw the country and the river far below, sweet in the moonlight. Tears came into his eyes. Was a new sweet purpose growing within him or were the tears but evidence of self pity? He wondered.

One night the black-haired woman again came home far gone in drink, and again Sam led her up the stairs to see her fall muttering and babbling upon the bed. Her companion, a little flashily dressed man with a beard, had run off at the sight of Sam standing in the living-room under the lamp. The two boys, to whom he had been reading, said nothing, looking self-consciously at the book upon the table and occasionally out of the corner of their eyes at their new friend. In a few minutes they too went up the stairs, and as on that first night, they put out their hands awkwardly.

Through the night Sam again sat in the darkness outside or lay awake on the couch. “I will make a new try, adopt a new purpose in life now,” he said to himself.

When the children had gone to school the next morning, Sam took a car and went into the city, going first to a bank to have a large draft cashed. Then he spent many busy hours going from store to store and buying clothes, caps, soft underwear, suit cases, dresses, night clothes, and books. Last of all he bought a large dressed doll. All these things he had sent to his room at the hotel, leaving a man there to pack the trunks and suit cases, and get them to the station. A large, motherly-looking woman, an employé of the hotel, who passed through the hall, offered to help with the packing.

After another visit or two Sam got back upon the car and went again to the house. In his pockets he had several thousands of dollars in large bills. He had remembered the power of cash in deals he had made in the past.

“I will see what it will do here,” he thought.

In the house Sam found the black-haired woman lying on a couch in the living-room. As he came in at the door she arose unsteadily and looked at him.

“There’s a bottle in the cupboard in the kitchen,” she said. “Get me a drink. Why do you hang about here?”

Sam brought the bottle and poured her a drink, pretending to drink with her by putting the bottle to his lips and throwing back his head.

“What was your husband like?” he asked.

“Who? Jack?” she said. “Oh, he was all right. He was stuck on me. He stood for anything until I brought men home here. Then he got crazy and went away.” She looked at Sam and laughed.

“I didn’t care much for him,” she added. “He couldn’t make money enough for a live woman.”

Sam began talking of the saloon she intended buying.

“The children will be a bother, eh?” he said.

“I have an offer for the house,” she said. “I wish I didn’t have the kids. They are a nuisance.”

“I have been figuring that out,” Sam told her. “I know a woman in the East who would take them and raise them. She is wild about kids. I should like to do something to help you. I might take them to her.”

“In the name of Heaven, man, lead them away,” she laughed, and took another drink from the bottle.

Sam drew from his pocket a paper he had secured from a downtown attorney.

“Get a neighbour in here to witness this,” he said. “The woman will want things regular. It releases you from all responsibility for the kids and puts it on her.”

She looked at him suspiciously. “What’s the graft? Who gets stuck for the fares down east?”

Sam laughed and going to the back door shouted to a man who sat under a tree back of the next house smoking a pipe.

“Sign here,” he said, putting the paper before her. “Here is your neighbour to sign as witness. You do not get stuck for a cent.”

The woman, half drunk, signed the paper, after a long doubtful look at Sam, and when she had signed and had taken another drink from the bottle lay down again on the couch.

“If any one wakes me up for the next six hours they will get killed,” she declared. It was evident she knew little of what she had done, but at the moment Sam did not care. He was again a bargainer, ready to take an advantage. Vaguely he felt that he might be bargaining for an end in life, for purpose to come into his own life.

Sam went quietly down the stone steps and along the little street at the brow of the hill to the car tracks, and at noon was waiting in an automobile outside the door of the schoolhouse when the children came out.

He drove across the city to the Union Station, the three children accepting him and all he did without question. At the station they found the man from the hotel with the trunks and with three bright new suit cases. Sam went to the express office and putting several bills into an envelope sealed and sent it to the woman while the three children walked up and down in the train shed carrying the cases, aglow with the pride of them.

At two o’clock Sam, with the little girl in his arms and with one of the boys seated on either side of him, sat in a stateroom of a New York flyer — bound for Sue.


CHAPTER II
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SAM MCPHERSON IS a living American. He is a rich man, but his money, that he spent so many years and so much of his energy acquiring, does not mean much to him. What is true of him is true of more wealthy Americans than is commonly believed. Something has happened to him that has happened to the others also, to how many of the others? Men of courage, with strong bodies and quick brains, men who have come of a strong race, have taken up what they had thought to be the banner of life and carried it forward. Growing weary they have stopped in a road that climbs a long hill and have leaned the banner against a tree. Tight brains have loosened a little. Strong convictions have become weak. Old gods are dying.

 “It is only when you are torn from your mooring and

   drift like a rudderless ship I am able to come

   near to you.”

 

The banner has been carried forward by a strong daring man filled with determination.

What is inscribed on it?

It would perhaps be dangerous to inquire too closely. We Americans have believed that life must have point and purpose. We have called ourselves Christians, but the sweet Christian philosophy of failure has been unknown among us. To say of one of us that he has failed is to take life and courage away. For so long we have had to push blindly forward. Roads had to be cut through our forests, great towns must be built. What in Europe has been slowly building itself out of the fibre of the generations we must build now, in a lifetime.

In our father’s day, at night in the forests of Michigan, Ohio, Kentucky, and on the wide prairies, wolves howled. There was fear in our fathers and mothers, pushing their way forward, making the new land. When the land was conquered fear remained, the fear of failure. Deep in our American souls the wolves still howl.

 

 

 

There were moments after Sam came back to Sue, bringing the three children, when he thought he had snatched success out of the very jaws of failure.

But the thing from which he had all his life been fleeing was still there. It hid itself in the branches of the trees that lined the New England roads where he went to walk with the two boys. At night it looked down at him from the stars.

Perhaps life wanted acceptance from him, but he could not accept. Perhaps his story and his life ended with the home-coming, perhaps it began then.

The home-coming was not in itself a completely happy event. There was a house with a fire at night and the voices of the children. In Sam’s breast there was a feeling of something alive, growing.

Sue was generous, but she was not now the Sue of the bridle path in Jackson Park in Chicago or the Sue who had tried to remake the world by raising fallen women. On his arrival at her house, on a summer night, coming in suddenly and strangely with the three strange children — a little inclined toward tears and homesickness — she was flustered and nervous.

Darkness was coming on when he walked up the gravel path from the gate to the house door with the child Mary in his arms and the two boys, Joe and Tom, walking soberly and solemnly beside him. Sue had just come out at the front door and stood regarding them, startled and a little frightened. Her hair was becoming grey, but as she stood there Sam thought her figure almost boyish in its slenderness.

With quick generosity she threw aside the inclination in herself to ask many questions but there was the suggestion of a taunt in the question she did ask.

“Have you decided to come back to me and is this your home-coming?” she asked, stepping down into the path and looking not at Sam but at the children.

Sam did not answer at once, and little Mary began to cry. That was a help.

“They will all be wanting something to eat and a place to sleep,” he said, as though coming back to a wife, long neglected, and bringing with him three strange children were an everyday affair.

Although she was puzzled and afraid, Sue smiled and led the way into the house. Lamps were lighted and the five human beings, so abruptly brought together, stood looking at each other. The two boys clung to each other and little Mary put her arms about Sam’s neck and hid her face on his shoulder. He unloosed her clutching hands and put her boldly into Sue’s arms. “She will be your mother now,” he said defiantly, not looking at Sue.

 

 

 

The evening was got through, blunderingly by himself, Sam thought, and very nobly by Sue.

There was the mother hunger still alive in her. He had shrewdly counted on that. It blinded her eyes to other things and then a notion had come into her head and there seemed the possibility of doing a peculiarly romantic act. Before that notion was destroyed, later in the evening, both Sam and the children had been installed in the house.

A tall strong Negress came into the room, and Sue gave her instructions regarding food for the children. “They will want bread and milk, and beds must be found for them,” she said, and then, although her mind was still filled with the romantic notion that they were Sam’s children by some other woman, she took her plunge. “This is Mr. McPherson, my husband, and these are our three children,” she announced to the puzzled and smiling servant.

They went into a low-ceilinged room whose windows looked into a garden. In the garden an old Negro with a sprinkling can was watering flowers. A little light yet remained. Both Sam and Sue were glad there was no more. “Don’t bring lamps, a candle will do,” Sue said, and she went to stand near the door beside her husband. The three children were on the point of breaking forth into sobs, but the Negro woman with a quick intuitive sense of the situation began to chatter, striving to make the children feel at home. She awoke wonder and hope in the breasts of the boys. “There is a barn with horses and cows. To-morrow old Ben will show you everything,” she said, smiling at them.

 

 

 

A thick grove of elm and maple trees stood between Sue’s house and a road that went down a hill into a New England village, and while Sue and the Negro woman put the children to bed, Sam went there to wait. In the feeble light the trunks of trees could be dimly seen, but the thick branches overhead made a wall between him and the sky. He went back into the darkness of the grove and then returned toward the open space before the house.

He was nervous and distraught and two Sam McPhersons seemed struggling for possession of his person.

There was the man he had been taught by the life about him to bring always to the surface, the shrewd, capable man who got his own way, trampled people underfoot, went plunging forward, always he hoped forward, the man of achievement.

And then there was another personality, a quite different being altogether, buried away within him, long neglected, often forgotten, a timid, shy, destructive Sam who had never really breathed or lived or walked before men.

What of him? The life Sam had led had not taken the shy destructive thing within into account. Still it was powerful. Had it not torn him out of his place in life, made of him a homeless wanderer? How many times it had tried to speak its own word, take entire possession of him.

It was trying again now, and again and from old habit Sam fought against it, thrusting it back into the dark inner caves of himself, back into darkness.

He kept whispering to himself. Perhaps now the test of his life had come. There was a way to approach life and love. There was Sue. A basis for love and understanding might be found with her. Later the impulse could be carried on and into the lives of the children he had found and brought to her.

A vision of himself as a truly humble man, kneeling before life, kneeling before the intricate wonder of life, came to him, but he was again afraid. When he saw Sue’s figure, dressed in white, a dim, pale, flashing thing, coming down steps toward him, he wanted to run away, to hide himself in the darkness.

And he wanted also to run toward her, to kneel at her feet, not because she was Sue but because she was human and like himself filled with human perplexities.

He did neither of the two things. The boy of Caxton was still alive within him. With a boyish lift of the head he went boldly to her. “Nothing but boldness will answer now,” he kept saying to himself.

 

 

 

They walked in the gravel path before the house and he tried lamely to tell his story, the story of his wanderings, of his seeking. When he came to the tale of the finding of the children she stopped in the path and stood listening, pale and tense in the half light.

Then she threw back her head and laughed, nervously, half hysterically. “I have taken them and you, of course,” she said, after he had stepped to her and had put his arm about her waist. “My life alone hasn’t turned out to be a very inspiring affair. I had made up my mind to take them and you, in the house there. The two years you have been gone have seemed like an age. What a foolish mistake my mind has made. I thought they must be your own children by some other woman, some woman you had found to take my place. It was an odd notion. Why, the older of the two must be nearly fourteen.”

They went toward the house, the Negro woman having, at Sue’s command, found food for Sam and respread the table, but at the door he stopped and excusing himself stepped again into the darkness under the trees.

In the house lamps had been lighted and he could see Sue’s figure going through a room at the front of the house toward the dining-room. Presently she returned and pulled the shades at the front windows. A place was being prepared for him inside there, a shut-in place in which he was to live what was left of his life.

With the pulling of the shades darkness dropped down over the figure of the man standing just within the grove of trees and darkness dropped down over the inner man also. The struggle within him became more intense.

Could he surrender to others, live for others? There was the house darkly seen before him. It was a symbol. Within the house was the woman, Sue, ready and willing to begin the task of rebuilding their lives together. Upstairs in the house now were the three children, three children who must begin life as he had once done, who must listen to his voice, the voice of Sue and all the other voices they would hear speaking words in the world. They would grow up and thrust out into a world of people as he had done.

To what end?

There was an end. Sam believed that stoutly. “To shift the load to the shoulders of children is cowardice,” he whispered to himself.

An almost overpowering desire to turn and run away from the house, from Sue who had so generously received him and from the three new lives into which he had thrust himself and in which in the future he would have to be concerned, took hold of him. His body shook with the strength of it, but he stood still under the trees. “I cannot run away from life. I must face it. I must begin to try to understand these other lives, to love,” he told himself. The buried inner thing in him thrust itself up.

How still the night had become. In the tree beneath which he stood a bird moved on some slender branch and there was a faint rustling of leaves. The darkness before and behind was a wall through which he must in some way manage to thrust himself into the light. With his hand before him, as though trying to push aside some dark blinding mass, he moved out of the grove and thus moving stumbled up the steps and into the house.

THE END


Marching Men
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First published in 1917, Marching Men was the second to be published by John Lane, under a three-book deal with Anderson. It is the story of Norman “Beaut” McGregor, a young man discontented with the powerlessness and lack of personal ambition among the miners of his hometown. After moving to Chicago he discovers his purpose is to empower workers, rousing them to march in unison. Major themes of the novel include the organisation of labourers, eradication of disorder and the role of the exceptional man in society. The latter theme led post-World War II critics to compare Anderson’s militaristic approach to homosocial order and the fascists of the War’s Axis powers. Certainly, the imposition of order through masculine force is a prevalent theme, as is the idea of the ‘superman’ embodied in the exceptional physical and mental qualities that make McGregor especially fit to be a leader of men. 

As with his first novel, Windy McPherson’s Son, Anderson wrote his second while working as an advertising copywriter in Elyria, Ohio between 1906 and 1913, several years before he published his first literary writing and a decade before he became an established writer. Though the author later claimed that he had written his first novels in secret, Anderson’s secretary remembers typing the manuscript on company time “around 1911 or 1912”.

Literary influences for Marching Men include Thomas Carlyle, Mark Twain and Jack London. Inspiration for the novel came in part from the author’s time as a labourer in Chicago between 1900 and 1906 (where he, like his protagonist, worked in a warehouse, went to night school, was robbed and fell in love several times) and his service in the Spanish-American War which took place towards the end of the war and just after the armistice in 1898–99. Of the latter, Anderson wrote in his Memoirs about the time he had been marching and got a rock in his shoe. After separating from his fellow soldiers to remove it, he observed their figures and recalled “I had become a giant. ... I was, in myself, something huge, terrible and at the same time noble. I remember that I sat, for a long time, while the army passed, opening and closing my eyes”. 
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An advertisement for Marching Men, which appeared in the Philadelphia Evening Public Ledger
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Title page of the first edition


TO

AMERICAN WORKINGMEN


BOOK I
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CHAPTER I
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UNCLE CHARLIE WHEELER stamped on the steps before Nance McGregor’s bake-shop on the Main Street of the town of Coal Creek Pennsylvania and then went quickly inside. Something pleased him and as he stood before the counter in the shop he laughed and whistled softly. With a wink at the Reverend Minot Weeks who stood by the door leading to the street, he tapped with his knuckles on the showcase.

“It has,” he said, waving attention to the boy, who was making a mess of the effort to arrange Uncle Charlie’s loaf into a neat package, “a pretty name. They call it Norman — Norman McGregor.” Uncle Charlie laughed heartily and again stamped upon the floor. Putting his finger to his forehead to suggest deep thought, he turned to the minister. “I am going to change all that,” he said.

“Norman indeed! I shall give him a name that will stick! Norman! Too soft, too soft and delicate for Coal Creek, eh? It shall be rechristened. You and I will be Adam and Eve in the garden naming things. We will call it Beaut — Our Beautiful One — Beaut McGregor.”

The Reverend Minot Weeks also laughed. He thrust four fingers of each hand into the pockets of his trousers, letting the extended thumbs lie along the swelling waist line. From the front the thumbs looked like two tiny boats on the horizon of a troubled sea. They bobbed and jumped about on the rolling shaking paunch, appearing and disappearing as laughter shook him. The Reverend Minot Weeks went out at the door ahead of Uncle Charlie, still laughing. One fancied that he would go along the street from store to store telling the tale of the christening and laughing again. The tall boy could imagine the details of the story.

It was an ill day for births in Coal Creek, even for the birth of one of Uncle Charlie’s inspirations. Snow lay piled along the sidewalks and in the gutters of Main Street — black snow, sordid with the gathered grime of human endeavour that went on day and night in the bowels of the hills. Through the soiled snow walked miners, stumbling along silently and with blackened faces. In their bare hands they carried dinner pails.

The McGregor boy, tall and awkward, and with a towering nose, great hippopotamus-like mouth and fiery red hair, followed Uncle Charlie, Republican politician, postmaster and village wit to the door and looked after him as with the loaf of bread under his arm he hurried along the street. Behind the politician went the minister still enjoying the scene in the bakery. He was preening himself on his nearness to life in the mining town. “Did not Christ himself laugh, eat and drink with publicans and sinners?” he thought, as he waddled through the snow. The eyes of the McGregor boy, as they followed the two departing figures, and later, as he stood in the door of the bake-shop watching the struggling miners, glistened, with hatred. It was the quality of intense hatred for his fellows in the black hole between the Pennsylvania hills that marked the boy and made him stand forth among his fellows.

In a country of so many varied climates and occupations as America it is absurd to talk of an American type. The country is like a vast disorganised undisciplined army, leaderless, uninspired, going in route-step along the road to they know not what end. In the prairie towns of the West and the river towns of the South from which have come so many of our writing men, the citizens swagger through life. Drunken old reprobates lie in the shade by the river’s edge or wander through the streets of a corn shipping village of a Saturday evening with grins on their faces. Some touch of nature, a sweet undercurrent of life, stays alive in them and is handed down to those who write of them, and the most worthless man that walks the streets of an Ohio or Iowa town may be the father of an epigram that colours all the life of the men about him. In a mining town or deep in the entrails of one of our cities life is different. There the disorder and aimlessness of our American lives becomes a crime for which men pay heavily. Losing step with one another, men lose also a sense of their own individuality so that a thousand of them may be driven in a disorderly mass in at the door of a Chicago factory morning after morning and year after year with never an epigram from the lips of one of them.

In Coal Creek when men got drunk they staggered in silence through the street. Did one of them, in a moment of stupid animal sportiveness, execute a clumsy dance upon the barroom floor, his fellow — labourers looked at him dumbly, or turning away left him to finish without witnesses his clumsy hilarity.

Standing in the doorway and looking up and down the bleak village street, some dim realisation of the disorganised ineffectiveness of life as he knew it came into the mind of the McGregor boy. It seemed to him right and natural that he should hate men. With a sneer on his lips, he thought of Barney Butterlips, the town socialist, who was forever talking of a day coming when men would march shoulder to shoulder and life in Coal Creek, life everywhere, should cease being aimless and become definite and full of meaning.

“They will never do that and who wants them to,” mused the McGregor boy. A blast of wind bearing snow beat upon him and he turned into the shop and slammed the door behind him. Another thought stirred in his head and brought a flush to his cheeks. He turned and stood in the silence of the empty shop shaking with emotion. “If I could form the men of this place into an army I would lead them to the mouth of the old Shumway cut and push them in,” he threatened, shaking his fist toward the door. “I would stand aside and see the whole town struggle and drown in the black water as untouched as though I watched the drowning of a litter of dirty little kittens.”

 

 

 

The next morning when Beaut McGregor pushed his baker’s cart along the street and began climbing the hill toward the miners’ cottages, he went, not as Norman McGregor, the town baker boy, only product of the loins of Cracked McGregor of Coal Creek, but as a personage, a being, the object of an art. The name given him by Uncle Charlie Wheeler had made him a marked man. He was as the hero of a popular romance, galvanised into life and striding in the flesh before the people. Men looked at him with new interest, inventorying anew the huge mouth and nose and the flaming hair. The bartender, sweeping the snow from before the door of the saloon, shouted at him. “Hey, Norman!” he called. “Sweet Norman! Norman is too pretty a name. Beaut is the name for you! Oh you Beaut!”

The tall boy pushed the cart silently along the street. Again he hated Coal Creek. He hated the bakery and the bakery cart. With a burning satisfying hate he hated Uncle Charlie Wheeler and the Reverend Minot Weeks. “Fat old fools,” he muttered as he shook the snow off his hat and paused to breathe in the struggle up the hill. He had something new to hate. He hated his own name. It did sound ridiculous. He had thought before that there was something fancy and pretentious about it. It did not fit a bakery cart boy. He wished it might have been plain John or Jim or Fred. A quiver of irritation at his mother passed through him. “She might have used more sense,” he muttered.

And then the thought came to him that his father might have chosen the name. That checked his flight toward universal hatred and he began pushing the cart forward again, a more genial current of thought running through his mind. The tall boy loved the memory of his father, “Cracked McGregor.” “They called him ‘Cracked’ until that became his name,” he thought. “Now they are at me.” The thought renewed a feeling of fellowship between himself and his dead father — it softened him. When he reached the first of the bleak miners’ houses a smile played about the corners of his huge mouth.

In his day Cracked McGregor had not borne a good reputation in Coal Creek. He was a tall silent man with something morose and dangerous about him. He inspired fear born of hatred. In the mines he worked silently and with fiery energy, hating his fellow miners among whom he was thought to be “a bit off his head.” They it was who named him “Cracked” McGregor and they avoided him while subscribing to the common opinion that he was the best miner in the district. Like his fellow workers he occasionally got drunk. When he went into the saloon where other men stood in groups buying drinks for each other he bought only for himself. Once a stranger, a fat man who sold liquor for a wholesale house, approached and slapped him on the back. “Come, cheer up and have a drink with me,” he said. Cracked McGregor turned and knocked the stranger to the floor. When the fat man was down he kicked him and glared at the crowd in the room. Then he walked slowly out at the door staring around and hoping some one would interfere.

In his house also Cracked McGregor was silent. When he spoke at all he spoke kindly and looked into the eyes of his wife with an eager expectant air. To his red-haired son he seemed to be forever pouring forth a kind of dumb affection. Taking the boy in his arms he sat for hours rocking back and forth and saying nothing. When the boy was ill or troubled by strange dreams at night the feel of his father’s arms about him quieted him. In his arms the boy went to sleep happily. In the mind of the father there was a single recurring thought, “We have but the one bairn, we’ll not put him into the hole in the ground,” he said, looking eagerly to the mother for approval.

Twice had Cracked McGregor walked with his son on a Sunday afternoon. Taking the lad by the hand the miner went up the face of the hill, past the last of the miners’ houses, through the grove of pine trees at the summit and on over the hill into sight of a wide valley on the farther side. When he walked he twisted his head far to one side like one listening. A falling timber in the mines had given him a deformed shoulder and left a great scar on his face, partly covered by a red beard filled with coal dust. The blow that had deformed his shoulder had clouded his mind. He muttered as he walked along the road and talked to himself like an old man.

The red-haired boy ran beside his father happily. He did not see the smiles on the faces of the miners, who came down the hill and stopped to look at the odd pair. The miners went on down the road to sit in front of the stores on Main Street, their day brightened by the memory of the hurrying McGregors. They had a remark they tossed about. “Nance McGregor should not have looked at her man when she conceived,” they said.

Up the face of the hill climbed the McGregors. In the mind of the boy a thousand questions wanted answering. Looking at the silent gloomy face of his father, he choked back the questions rising in his throat, saving them for the quiet hour with his mother when Cracked McGregor was gone to the mine. He wanted to know of the boyhood of his father, of the life in the mine, of the birds that flew overhead and why they wheeled and flew in great ovals in the sky. He looked at the fallen trees in the woods and wondered what made them fall and whether the others would presently fall in their turn.

Over the hill went the silent pair and through the pinewood to an eminence half way down the farther side. When the boy saw the valley lying so green and broad and fruitful at their feet he thought it the most wonderful sight in the world. He was not surprised that his father had brought him there. Sitting on the ground he opened and closed his eyes, his soul stirred by the beauty of the scene that lay before them.

On the hillside Cracked McGregor went through a kind of ceremony. Sitting upon a log he made a telescope of his hands and looked over the valley inch by inch like one seeking something lost. For ten minutes he would look intently at a clump of trees or a spot in the river running through the valley where it broadened and where the water roughened by the wind glistened in the sun. A smile lurked in the corners of his mouth, he rubbed his hands together, he muttered incoherent words and bits of sentences, once he broke forth into a low droning song.

On the first morning, when the boy sat on the hillside with his father, it was spring and the land was vividly green. Lambs played in the fields; birds sang their mating songs; in the air, on the earth and in the water of the flowing river it was a time of new life. Below, the flat valley of green fields was patched and spotted with brown new-turned earth. The cattle walking with bowed heads, eating the sweet grass, the farmhouses with red barns, the pungent smell of the new ground, fired his mind and awoke the sleeping sense of beauty in the boy. He sat upon the log drunk with happiness that the world in which he lived could be so beautiful. In his bed at night he dreamed of the valley, confounding it with the old Bible tale of the Garden of Eden, told him by his mother. He dreamed that he and his mother went over the hill and down toward the valley but that his father, wearing a long white robe and with his red hair blowing in the wind, stood upon the hillside swinging a long sword blazing with fire and drove them back.

When the boy went again over the hill it was October and a cold wind blew down the hill into his face. In the woods golden brown leaves ran about like frightened little animals and golden-brown were the leaves on the trees about the farmhouses and golden-brown the corn standing shocked in the fields. The scene saddened the boy. A lump came into his throat and he wanted back the green shining beauty of the spring. He wished to hear the birds singing in the air and in the grass on the hillside.

Cracked McGregor was in another mood. He seemed more satisfied than on the first visit and ran up and down on the little eminence rubbing his hands together and on the legs of his trousers. Through the long afternoon he sat on the log muttering and smiling.

On the road home through the darkened woods the restless hurrying leaves frightened the boy so that, with his weariness from walking against the wind, his hunger from being all day without food, and with the cold nipping at his body, he began to cry. The father took the boy in his arms and holding him across his breast like a babe went down the hill to their home.

It was on a Tuesday morning that Cracked McGregor died. His death fixed itself as something fine in the mind of the boy and the scene and the circumstance stayed with him through life, filling him with secret pride like a knowledge of good blood. “It means something that I am the son of such a man,” he thought.

It was past ten in the morning when the cry of “Fire in the mine” ran up the hill to the houses of the miners. A panic seized the women. In their minds they saw the men hurrying down old cuts, crouching in hidden corridors, pursued by death. Cracked McGregor, one of the night shift, slept in his house. The boy’s mother, threw a shawl about her head, took his hand and ran down the hill to the mouth of the mine. Cold winds spitting snow blew in their faces. They ran along the tracks of the railroad, stumbling over the ties, and stood on the railroad embankment that overlooked the runway to the mine.

About the runway and along the embankment stood the silent miners, their hands in their trousers pockets, staring stolidly at the closed door of the mine. Among them was no impulse toward concerted action. Like animals at the door of a slaughter-house they stood as though waiting their turn to be driven in at the door. An old crone with bent back and a huge stick in her hand went from one to another of the miners gesticulating and talking. “Get my boy — my Steve! Get him out of there!” she shouted, waving the stick about.

The door of the mine opened and three men came out, staggering as they pushed before them a small car that ran upon rails. On the car lay three other men, silent and motionless. A woman thinly clad and with great cave-like hollows in her face climbed the embankment and sat upon the ground below the boy and his mother. “The fire is in the old McCrary cut,” she said, her voice quivering, a dumb hopeless look in her eyes. “They can’t get through to close the doors. My man Ike is in there.” She put down her head and sat weeping. The boy knew the woman. She was a neighbour who lived in an unpainted house on the hillside. In the yard in front of her house a swarm of children played among the stones. Her husband, a great hulking fellow, got drunk and when he came home kicked his wife. The boy had heard her screaming at night.

Suddenly in the growing crowd of miners below the embankment Beaut McGregor saw his father moving restlessly about. On his head he had his cap with the miner’s lamp lighted. He went from group to group among the people, his head hanging to one side. The boy looked at him intently. He was reminded of the October day on the eminence overlooking the fruitful valley and again he thought of his father as a man inspired, going through a kind of ceremony. The tall miner rubbed his hands up and down his legs, he peered into the faces of the silent men standing about, his lips moved and his red beard danced up and down.

As the boy looked a change came over the face of Cracked McGregor. He ran to the foot of the embankment and looked up. In his eyes was the look of a perplexed animal. The wife bent down and began to talk to the weeping woman on the ground, trying to comfort her. She did not see her husband and the boy and man stood in silence looking into each other’s eyes.

Then the puzzled look went out of the father’s face. He turned and running along with his head rolling about reached the closed door of the mine. A man, who wore a white collar and had a cigar stuck in the corner of his mouth, put out his hand.

“Stop! Wait!” he shouted. Pushing the man aside with his powerful arm the runner pulled open the door of the mine and disappeared down the runway.

A hubbub arose. The man in the white collar took the cigar from his mouth and began to swear violently. The boy stood on the embankment and saw his mother running toward the runway of the mine. A miner gripped her by the arm and led her back up the face of the embankment. In the crowd a woman’s voice shouted, “It’s Cracked McGregor gone to close the door to the McCrary cut.”

The man with the white collar glared about as he chewed the end of his cigar. “He’s gone crazy,” he shouted, again closing the door to the mine.

Cracked McGregor died in the mine, almost within reach of the door to the old cut where the fire burned. With him died all but five of the imprisoned miners. All day parties of men tried to get down into the mine. Below in the hidden passages under their own homes the scurrying miners died like rats in a burning barn while their wives, with shawls over their heads, sat silently weeping on the railroad embankment. In the evening the boy and his mother went up the hill alone. From the houses scattered over the hill came the sound of women weeping.

 

 

 

For several years after the mine disaster the McGregors, mother and son, lived in the house on the hillside. The woman went each morning to the offices of the mine where she washed windows and scrubbed floors. The position was a sort of recognition on the part of the mine officials of the heroism of Cracked McGregor.

Nance McGregor was a small blue-eyed woman with a sharp nose. She wore glasses and had the name in Coal Creek of being quick and sharp. She did not stand by the fence to talk with the wives of other miners but sat in her house and sewed or read aloud to her son. She subscribed for a magazine and had bound copies of it standing upon shelves in the room where she and the boy ate breakfast in the early morning. Before the death of her husband she had maintained a habit of silence in her house but after his death she expanded, and, with her red-haired son, discussed freely every phase of their narrow lives. As he grew older the boy began to believe that she like the miners had kept hidden under her silence a secret fear of his father. Certain things she said of her life encouraged the thought.

Norman McGregor grew into a tall broad-shouldered boy with strong arms, flaming red hair and a habit of sudden and violent fits of temper. There was something about him that held the attention. As he grew older and was renamed by Uncle Charlie Wheeler he began going about looking for trouble. When the boys called him “Beaut” he knocked them down. When men shouted the name after him on the street he followed them with black looks. It became a point of honour with him to resent the name. He connected it with the town’s unfairness to Cracked McGregor.

In the house on the hillside the boy and his mother lived together happily. In the early morning they went down the hill and across the tracks to the offices of the mine. From the offices the boy went up the hill on the farther side of the valley and sat upon the schoolhouse steps or wandered in the streets waiting for the day in school to begin. In the evening mother and son sat upon the steps at the front of their home and watched the glare of the coke ovens on the sky and the lights of the swiftly-running passenger trains, roaring whistling and disappearing into the night.

Nance McGregor talked to her son of the big world outside the valley and told him of the cities, the seas and the strange lands and peoples beyond the seas. “We have dug in the ground like rats,” she said, “I and my people and your father and his people. With you it will be different. You will get out of here to other places and other work.” She grew indignant thinking of the life in the town. “We are stuck down here amid dirt, living in it, breathing it,” she complained. “Sixty men died in that hole in the ground and then the mine started again with new men. We stay here year after year digging coal to burn in engines that take other people across the seas and into the West.”

When the son was a tall strong boy of fourteen Nance McGregor bought the bakery and to buy it took the money saved by Cracked McGregor. With it he had planned to buy a farm in the valley beyond the hill. Dollar by dollar it had been put away by the miner who dreamed of life in his own fields.

In the bakery the boy worked and learned to make bread. Kneading the dough his arms and hands grew as strong as a bear’s. He hated the work, he hated Coal Creek and dreamed of life in the city and of the part he should play there. Among the young men he began to make here and there a friend. Like his father he attracted attention. Women looked at him, laughed at his big frame and strong homely features and looked again. When they spoke to him in the bakery or on the street he spoke back fearlessly and looked them in the eyes. Young girls in the school walked home down the hill with other boys and at night dreamed of Beaut McGregor. When some one spoke ill of him they answered defending and praising him. Like his father he was a marked man in the town of Coal Creek.


CHAPTER II
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ONE SUNDAY AFTERNOON three boys sat on a log on the side of the hill that looked down into Coal Creek. From where they sat they could see the workers of the night shift idling in the sun on Main Street. From the coke ovens a thin line of smoke rose into the sky. A freight train heavily loaded crept round the hill at the end of the valley. It was spring and over even that hive of black industry hung a faint promise of beauty. The boys talked of the life of people in their town and as they talked thought each of himself.

Although he had not been out of the valley and had grown strong and big there, Beaut McGregor knew something of the outside world. It isn’t a time when men are shut off from their fellows. Newspapers and magazines have done their work too well. They reached even into the miner’s cabin and the merchants along Main Street of Coal Creek stood before their stores in the afternoon and talked of the doings of the world. Beaut McGregor knew that life in his town was exceptional, that not everywhere did men toil all day black and grimy underground, that not all women were pale bloodless and bent. As he went about delivering bread he whistled a song. “Take me back to Broadway,” he sang after the soubrette in a show that had once come to Coal Creek.

Now as he sat on the hillside he talked earnestly while he gesticulated with his hands. “I hate this town,” he said. “The men here think they are confoundedly funny. They don’t care for anything but making foolish jokes and getting drunk. I want to go away.” His voice rose and hatred flamed up in him. “You wait,” he boasted. “I’ll make men stop being fools. I’ll make children of them. I’ll — —” Pausing he looked at his two companions.

Beaut poked the ground with a stick. The boy sitting beside him laughed. He was a short well — dressed black — haired boy with rings on his fingers who worked in the town poolroom, racking the pool balls. “I’d like to go where there are women with blood in them,” he said.

Three women came up the hill toward them, a tall pale brown-haired woman of twenty-seven and two fairer young girls. The black-haired boy straightened his tie and began thinking of a conversation he would start when the women reached him. Beaut and the other boy, a fat fellow, the son of a grocer, looked down the hill to the town over the heads of the newcomers and continued in their minds the thoughts that had made the conversation.

“Hello girls, come and sit here,” shouted the black-haired boy, laughing and looking boldly into the eyes of the tall pale woman. They stopped and the tall woman began stepping over the fallen logs, coming to them. The two young girls followed, laughing. They sat down on the log beside the boys, the tall pale woman at the end beside red-haired McGregor. An embarrassed silence fell over the party. Both Beaut and the fat boy were disconcerted by this turn to their afternoon’s outing and wondered how it would turn out.

The pale woman began to talk in a low tone. “I want to get away from here,” she said, “I wish I could hear birds sing and see green things grow.”

Beaut McGregor had an idea. “You come with me,” he said. He got up and climbed over the logs and the pale woman followed. The fat boy shouted at them, relieving his own embarrassment by trying to embarrass them. “Where’re you going — you two?” he shouted.

Beaut said nothing. He stepped over the logs to the road and began climbing the hill. The tall woman walked beside him and held her skirts out of the deep dust of the road. Even on this her Sunday gown there was a faint black mark along the seams — the mark of Coal Creek.

As McGregor walked his embarrassment left him. He thought it fine that he should be thus alone with a woman. When she had tired from the climb he sat with her on a log beside the road and talked of the black-haired boy. “He has your ring on his finger,” he said, looking at her and laughing.

She held her hand pressed tightly against her side and closed her eyes. “The climbing hurts me,” she said.

Tenderness took hold of Beaut. When they went on again he walked behind her, his hand upon her back pushing her up the hill. The desire to tease her about the black-haired boy had passed and he wished he had said nothing about the ring. He remembered the story the black-haired boy had told him of his conquest of the woman. “More than likely a mess of lies,” he thought.

Over the crest of the hill they stopped and rested, leaning against a worn rail fence by the woods. Below them in a wagon a party of men went down the hill. The men sat upon boards laid across the box of a wagon and sang a song. One of them stood in the seat beside the driver and waved a bottle. He seemed to be making a speech. The others shouted and clapped their hands. The sounds came faint and sharp up the hill.

In the woods beside the fence rank grass grew. Hawks floated in the sky over the valley below. A squirrel running along the fence stopped and chattered at them. McGregor thought he had never had so delightful a companion. He got a feeling of complete, good fellowship and friendliness with this woman. Without knowing how the thing had been done he felt a certain pride in it. “Don’t mind what I said about the ring,” he urged, “I was only trying to tease you.”

The woman beside McGregor was the daughter of an undertaker who lived upstairs over his shop near the bakery. He had seen her in the evening standing in the stairway by the shop door. After the story told him by the black-haired boy he had been embarrassed about her. When he passed her standing in the stairway he went hurriedly along and looked into the gutter.

They went down the hill and sat on the log upon the hillside. A clump of elders had grown about the log since his visits there with Cracked McGregor so that the place was closed and shaded like a room. The woman took off her hat and laid it beside her on the log. A faint colour mounted to her pale cheeks and a flash of anger gleamed in her eyes. “He probably lied to you about me,” she said, “I didn’t give him that ring to wear. I don’t know why I gave it to him. He wanted it. He asked me for it time and again. He said he wanted to show it to his mother. And now he has shown it to you and I suppose told lies about me.”

Beaut was annoyed and wished he had not mentioned the ring. He felt that an unnecessary fuss was being made about it. He did not believe that the black-haired boy had lied but he did not think it mattered.

He began talking of his father, boasting of him. His hatred of the town blazed up. “They thought they knew him down there,” he said, “they laughed at him and called him ‘Cracked.’ They thought his running into the mine just a crazy notion like a horse that runs into a burning stable. He was the best man in town. He was braver than any of them. He went in there and died when he had almost enough money saved to buy a farm over here.” He pointed down the valley.

Beaut began to tell her of the visits to the hillside with his father and described the effect of the scene on himself when he was a child. “I thought it was paradise,” he said.

She put her hand on his arm and seemed to be soothing him like a careful groom quieting an excitable horse. “Don’t mind them,” she said, “you will go away after a time and make a place for yourself out in the world.”

He wondered how she knew. A profound respect for her came over him. “She is keen to guess that,” he thought.

He began to talk of himself, boasting and throwing out his chest. “I’d like to have the chance to show what I can do,” he declared. A thought that had been in his mind on the winter day when Uncle Charlie Wheeler put the name of Beaut upon him came back and he walked up and down before the woman making grotesque motions with his hands as Cracked McGregor had walked up and down before him.

“I’ll tell you what,” he began and his voice was harsh. He had forgotten the presence of the woman and half forgotten what had been in his mind. He sputtered and glared over his shoulder up the hillside as he struggled for words. “Oh to Hell with men!” he burst forth. “They are cattle, stupid cattle.” A fire blazed up in his eyes and a confident ring came into his voice. “I’d like to get them together, all of them,” he said, “I’d like to make them — —” Words failed him and again he sat down on the log beside the woman. “Well I’d like to lead them to an old mine shaft and push them in,” he concluded resentfully.

 

 

 

On the eminence Beaut and the tall woman sat and looked down into the valley. “I wonder why we don’t go there, mother and I,” he said. “When I see it I’m filled with the notion. I think I want to be a farmer and work in the fields. Instead of that mother and I sit and plan of the city. I’m going to be a lawyer. That’s all we talk about. Then I come up here and it seems as though this is the place for me.”

The tall woman laughed. “I can see you coming home at night from the fields,” she said. “It might be to that white house there with the windmill, You would be a big man and would have dust in your red hair and perhaps a red beard growing on your chin. And a woman with a baby in her arms would come out of the kitchen door to stand leaning on the fence waiting for you. When you came up she would put her arm around your neck and kiss you on the lips. The beard would tickle her cheek. You should have a beard when you grow older. Your mouth is so big.”

A strange new feeling shot through Beaut. He wondered why she had said that and wanted to take hold of her hand and kiss her then and there. He got up and looked at the sun going down behind the hill far away at the other end of the valley. “We’d better be getting along back,” he said.

The woman remained seated on the log. “Sit down,” she said, “I’ll tell you something — something it’s good for you to hear. You’re so big and red you tempt a girl to bother you. First though you tell me why you go along the street looking into the gutter when I stand in the stairway in the evening.”

Beaut sat down again upon the log, and thought of what the black-haired boy had told him of her. “Then it was true — what he said about you?” he asked.

“No! No!” she cried, jumping up in her turn and beginning to pin on her hat. “Let’s be going.”

Beaut sat stolidly on the log. “What’s the use bothering each other,” he said. “Let’s sit here until the sun goes down. We can get home before dark.”

They sat down and she began talking, boasting of herself as he had boasted of his father.

“I’m too old for that boy,” she said; “I’m older than you by a good many years. I know what boys talk about and what they say about women. I do pretty well. I don’t have any one to talk to except father and he sits all evening reading a paper and going to sleep in his chair. If I let boys come and sit with me in the evening or stand talking with me in the stairway it is because I’m lonesome. There isn’t a man in town I’d marry — not one.”

The speech sounded discordant and harsh to Beaut. He wished his father were there rubbing his hands together and muttering rather than this pale woman who stirred him up and then talked harshly like the women at the back doors in Coal Creek. He thought again as he had thought before that he preferred the black-faced miners drunk and silent to their pale talking wives. On an impulse he told her that, saying it crudely so that it hurt.

Their companionship was spoiled. They got up and began to climb the hill, going toward home. Again she put her hand to her side and again he wished to put his hand at her back and push her up the hill. Instead he walked beside her in silence, again hating the town.

Halfway down the hill the tall woman stopped by the road-side. Darkness was coming on and the glow of the coke ovens lighted the sky. “One living up here and never going down there might think it rather grand and big,” he said. Again the hatred came. “They might think the men who live down there knew something instead of being just a lot of cattle.”

A smile came into the face of the tall woman and a gentler look stole into her eyes. “We get at one another,” she said, “we can’t let one another alone. I wish we hadn’t quarrelled. We might be friends if we tried. You have got something in you. You attract women. I’ve heard others say that. Your father was that way. Most of the women here would rather have been the wife of Cracked McGregor ugly as he was than to have stayed with their own husbands. I heard my mother say that to father when they lay quarrelling in bed at night and I lay listening.”

The boy was overcome with the thought of a woman talking to him so frankly. He looked at her and said what was in his mind. “I don’t like the women,” he said, “but I liked you, seeing you standing in the stairway and thinking you had been doing as you pleased. I thought maybe you amounted to something. I don’t know why you should be bothered by what I think. I don’t know why any woman should be bothered by what any man thinks. I should think you would go right on doing what you want to do like mother and me about my being a lawyer.”

He sat on a log beside the road near where he had met her and watched her go down the hill. “I’m quite a fellow to have talked to her all afternoon like that,” he thought and pride in his growing manhood crept over him.


CHAPTER III
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THE TOWN OF Coal Creek was hideous. People from prosperous towns and cities of the middle west, from Ohio, Illinois, and Iowa, going east to New York or Philadelphia, looked out of the car windows and seeing the poor little houses scattered along the hillside thought of books they had read of life in hovels in the old world. In chair-cars men and women leaned back and closed their eyes. They yawned and wished the journey would come to an end. If they thought of the town at all they regretted it mildly and passed it off as a necessity of modern life.

The houses on the hillside and the stores along Main Street belonged to the mining company. In its turn the mining company belonged to the officials of the railroad. The manager of the mine had a brother who was division superintendent. It was the mine manager who had stood by the door of the mine when Cracked McGregor went to his death. He lived in a city some thirty miles away, and went there in the evening on the train. With him went the clerks and even the stenographers from the offices of the mine. After five o’clock in the afternoon no white collars were to be seen upon the streets of Coal Creek.

In the town men lived like brutes. Dumb with toil they drank greedily in the saloon on Main Street and went home to beat their wives. Among them a constant low muttering went on. They felt the injustice of their lot but could not voice it logically and when they thought of the men who owned the mine they swore dumbly, using vile oaths even in their thoughts. Occasionally a strike broke out and Barney Butterlips, a thin little man with a cork leg, stood on a box and made speeches regarding the coming brotherhood of man. Once a troop of cavalry was unloaded from the cars and with a battery paraded the main street. The battery was made up of several men in brown uniforms. They set up a Gatling gun at the end of the street and the strike subsided.

An Italian who lived in a house on the hillside cultivated a garden. His place was the one beauty spot in the valley. With a wheelbarrow he brought earth from the woods at the top of the hill and on Sunday he could be seen going back and forth and whistling merrily. In the winter he sat in his house making a drawing on a bit of paper. In the spring he took the drawing, and by it planted his garden, utilising every inch of his ground. When a strike came on he was told by the mine manager to go on back to work or move out of his house. He thought of the garden and the work he had done and went back to his routine of work in the mine. While he worked the miners marched up the hill and destroyed the garden. The next day the Italian also joined the striking miners.

In a little one-room shack on the hill lived an old woman. She lived alone and was vilely dirty. In her house she had old broken chairs and tables picked up about town and piled in such profusion that she could scarcely move about. On warm days she sat in the sun before the shack chewing on a stick that had been dipped in tobacco. Miners coming up the hill dumped bits of bread and meat-ends out of their dinner-pails into a box nailed to a tree by the road. These the old woman collected and ate. When the soldiers came to town she walked along the street jeering at them. “Pretty boys! Scabs! Dudes! Dry-goods clerks!” she called after them as she walked by the tails of their horses. A young man with glasses on his nose, who was mounted on a grey horse turned and called to his comrades, “Let her alone — it’s old Mother Misery herself.”

When the tall red-haired boy looked at the workers and at the old woman who followed the soldiers he did not sympathise with them. He hated them. In a way he sympathised with the soldiers. His blood was stirred by the sight of them marching shoulder to shoulder. He thought there was order and decency in the rank of uniformed men moving silently and quickly along and he half wished they would destroy the town. When the strikers made a wreck of the garden of the Italian he was deeply touched and walked up and down in the room before his mother, proclaiming himself. “I would have killed them had it been my garden,” he said. “I would not have left one of them alive.” In his heart he like Cracked McGregor nursed his hatred of the miners and of the town. “The place is one to get out of,” he said. “If a man doesn’t like it here let him get up and leave.” He remembered his father working and saving for the farm in the valley. “They thought him cracked but he knew more than they. They would not have dared touch a garden he had planted.”

In the heart of the miner’s son strange half-formed thoughts began to find lodgings. Remembering in his dreams at night the moving columns of men in their uniforms he read new meaning into the scraps of history picked up in the school and the movements of men in old history began to have significance for him. On a summer afternoon as he loitered before the town’s hotel, beneath which was the saloon and billiard room where the black-haired boy worked, he overheard two men talking of the significance of men.

One of the men was an itinerant oculist who came to the mining town once a month to fit and sell spectacles. When the oculist had sold several pairs of spectacles he got drunk, sometimes staying drunk for a week. When he was drunk he spoke French and Italian and sometimes stood in the barroom before the miners, quoting the poems of Dante. His clothes were greasy from long wear and he had a huge nose streaked with red and purple veins. Because of his learning in the languages and his quoting of poems the miners thought the oculist infinitely wise. To them it seemed that one with such a mind must have almost unearthly knowledge concerning the eyes and the fitting of glasses and they wore with pride the cheap ill-fitting things he thrust upon them.

Occasionally, as though making a concession to his patrons, the oculist spent an evening among them. Once after reciting one of the sonnets of Shakespeare he put a hand on the bar and rocking gently back and forth sang in a drink-broken voice a ballad beginning “The harp that once through Tara’s halls the soul of music shed.” After the song he put his head down upon the bar and wept while the miners looked on touched with sympathy.

On the summer afternoon when Beaut McGregor listened, the oculist was engaged in a violent quarrel with another man, drunk like himself. The second man was a slender dandified fellow of middle age who sold shoes for a Philadelphia jobbing-house. He sat in a chair tilted against the hotel and tried to read aloud from a book. When he was fairly launched in a long paragraph the oculist interrupted. Staggering up and down the narrow board walk before the hotel the old drunkard raved and swore. He seemed beside himself with wrath.

“I am sick of such slobbering philosophy,” he declared. “Even the reading of it makes you drool at the mouth. You do not say the words sharply, and they can’t be said sharply. I’m a strong man myself.”

Spreading his legs wide apart and blowing up his cheeks, the oculist beat upon his breast. With a wave of his hand he dismissed the man in the chair.

“You but slobber and make a foul noise,” he declared. “I know your kind. I spit upon you. The Congress at Washington is full of such fellows as is also the House of Commons in England. In France they were once in charge. They ran things in France until the coming of a man such as myself. They were lost in the shadow of the great Napoleon.”

The oculist as though dismissing the dandified man from his mind turned to address Beaut. He talked in French and the man in the chair fell into a troubled sleep. “I am like Napoleon,” the drunkard declared, breaking again into English. Tears began to show in his eyes. “I take the money of these miners and I give them nothing. The spectacles I sell to their wives for five dollars cost me but fifteen cents. I ride over these brutes as Napoleon rode over Europe. There would be order and purpose in me were I not a fool. I am like Napoleon in that I have utter contempt for men.”

 

 

 

Again and again the words of the drunkard came back into the mind of the McGregor boy influencing his thoughts. Grasping nothing of the philosophy back of the man’s words his imagination was yet touched by the drunkard’s tale of the great Frenchman, babbled into his ears, and it in some way seemed to give point to his hatred of the disorganised ineffectiveness of the life about him.

 

 

 

After Nance McGregor opened the bakery another strike came to disturb the prosperity of the business. Again the miners walked idly through the streets. Into the bakery they came to get bread and told Nance to write the debt down against them. Beaut McGregor was disturbed. He saw his father’s money being spent for flour which when baked into loaves went out of the shop under the arms of the miners who shuffled as they walked. One night a man whose name appeared on their books followed by a long record of charged loaves came reeling past the bakery. McGregor went to his mother and protested. “They have money to get drunk,” he said, “let them pay for their loaves.”

Nance McGregor went on trusting the miners. She thought of the women and children in the houses on the hill and when she heard of the plans of the mining company to evict the miners from their houses she shuddered. “I was the wife of a miner and I will stick to them,” she thought.

One day the mine manager came into the bakery. He leaned over the showcase and talked to Nance. The son went and stood by his mother’s side to listen. “It has got to be stopped,” the manager was saying. “I will not see you ruin yourself for these cattle. I want you to close this place till the strike is over. If you won’t close it I will. The building belongs to us. They did not appreciate what your husband did and why should you ruin yourself for them?”

The woman looked at him and answered in a low tone full of resolution. “They thought he was crazy and he was,” she said; “but what made him so — the rotten timbers in the mine that broke and crushed him. You and not they are responsible for my man and what he was.”

Beaut McGregor interrupted. “Well I think he is right,” he declared, leaning over the counter beside his mother and looking into her face. “The miners don’t want better things for their families, they want more money to get drunk. We will close the doors here. We will put no more money into bread to go into their gullets. They hated father and he hated them and now I hate them also.”

Beaut walked around the end of the counter and went with the mine manager to the door. He locked it and put the key into his pocket. Then he walked to the rear of the bake shop where his mother sat on a box weeping. “It is time a man took charge here,” he said.

Nance McGregor and her son sat in the bakery and looked at each other. Miners came along the street, tried the door and went away grumbling. Word ran from lip to lip up the hillside. “The mine manager has closed Nance McGregor’s shop,” said the women leaning over back fences. Children sprawling on the floors of the houses put up their heads and howled. Their lives were a succession of new terrors. When a day passed that a new terror did not shake them they went to bed happy. When the miner and his woman stood by the door talking in low tones they cried, expecting to be put to bed hungry. When guarded talk did not go on by the door the miner came home drunk and beat the mother and the children lay in beds along the wall trembling with fright.

Late that night a party of miners came to the door of the bakery and beat upon it with their fists. “Open up here!” they shouted. Beaut came out of the rooms above the bakery and stood in the empty shop. His mother sat in a chair in her room and trembled. He went to the door and unlocking it stepped out. The miners stood in groups on the wooden sidewalk and in the mud of the road. Among them stood the old crone who had walked beside the horses and shouted at the soldiers. A miner with a black beard came and stood before the boy. Waving his hand at the crowd he said, “We have come to open the bakery. Some of us have no ovens in our stoves. You give us the key and we will open the place. We will break in the door if you don’t want to do that. The company can’t blame you if we do it by force. You can keep account of what we take. Then when the strike is settled we will pay you.”

A flame shot into the eyes of the boy. He walked down the steps and stood among the miners. Thrusting his hands into his pockets he peered into their faces. When he spoke his voice resounded through the street, “You jeered at my father, Cracked McGregor, when he went into the mine for you. You laughed at him because he saved his money and did not spend it buying you drinks. Now you come here to get bread his money bought and you do not pay. Then you get drunk and go reeling past this very door. Now let me tell you something.” He thrust his hands into the air and shouted. “The mine manager did not close this place. I closed it. You jeered at Cracked McGregor, a better man than any of you. You have had fun with me — laughing at me. Now I jeer at you.” He ran up the steps and unlocking the door stood in the doorway. “Pay the money you owe this bakery and there will be bread for sale here,” he called, and went in and locked the door.

The miners walked off up the street. The boy stood within the bakery, his hands trembling. “I’ve told them something,” he thought, “I’ve shown them they can’t make a fool of me.” He went up the stairway to the rooms above. By the window his mother sat, her head in her hands, looking down into the street. He sat in a chair and thought of the situation. “They will be back here and smash the place like they tore up that garden,” he said.

The next evening Beaut sat in the darkness on the steps before the bakery. In his hands he held a hammer. A dull hatred of the town and of the miners burned in his brain. “I will make it hot for some of them if they come here,” he thought. He hoped they would come. As he looked at the hammer in his hand a phrase from the lips of the drunken old oculist babbling of Napoleon came into his mind. He began to think that he also must be like the figure of which the drunkard had talked. He remembered a story the oculist had told of a fight in the streets of a European city and muttered and waved the hammer about. Upstairs his mother sat by the window with her head in her hands. From the saloon down the street a light gleamed out on the wet sidewalk. The tall pale woman who had gone with him to the eminence overlooking the valley came down the stairway from above the undertaker’s shop. She ran along the sidewalk. On her head she wore a shawl and as she ran she clutched it with her hand. The other hand she held against her side.

When the women reached the boy who sat in silence before the bakery she put her hands on his shoulders and plead with him. “Come away,” she said. “Get your mother and come to our place. They’re going to smash you up here. You’ll get hurt.”

Beaut arose and pushed her away. Her coming had given him new courage. His heart jumped at the thought of her interest in him and he wished that the miners might come so that he could fight them before her. “I wish I could live among people as decent as she,” he thought.

A train stopped at the station down the street. There came the sound of tramping of men and quick sharp commands. A stream of men poured out of the saloon onto the sidewalk. Down the street came a file of soldiers with guns swung across their shoulders. Again Beaut was thrilled by the sight of trained orderly men moving along shoulder to shoulder. In the presence of these men the disorganized miners seemed pitifully weak and insignificant. The girl pulled the shawl about her head and ran up the street to disappear into the stairway. The boy unlocked the door and went upstairs and to bed.

After the strike Nance McGregor who owned nothing but unpaid accounts was unable to open the bakery. A small man with a white moustache, who chewed tobacco, came from the mill and took the unused flour and shipped it away. The boy and his mother continued living above the bakery store room. Again she went in the morning to wash the windows and scrub the floors in the offices of the mine and her red-haired son stood upon the street or sat in the pool room and talked to the black-haired boy. “Next week I’ll be going to the city and will begin making something of myself,” he said. When the time came to go he waited and idled in the streets. Once when a miner jeered at him for his idleness he knocked him into the gutter. The miners who hated him for his speech on the steps, admired him for his strength and brute courage.


CHAPTER IV
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IN A CELLAR-LIKE house driven like a stake into the hillside above Coal Creek lived Kate Hartnet with her son Mike. Her man had died with the others during the fire in the mine. Her son like Beaut McGregor did not work in the mine. He hurried through Main Street or went half running among the trees on the hills. Miners seeing him hurrying along with white intense face shook their heads. “He’s cracked,” they said. “He’ll hurt some one yet.”

Beaut saw Mike hurrying about the streets. Once encountering him in the pine woods above the town he walked with him and tried to get him to talk. In his pockets Mike carried books and pamphlets. He set traps in the woods and brought home rabbits and squirrels. He got together collections of birds’ eggs which he sold to women in the trains that stopped at Coal Creek and when he caught birds he stuffed them, put beads in their eyesockets and sold them also. He proclaimed himself an anarchist and like Cracked McGregor muttered to himself as he hurried along.

One day Beaut came upon Mike Hartnet reading a book as he sat on a log overlooking the town. A shock ran through McGregor when he looked over the shoulder of the man and saw what book he read. “It is strange,” he thought, “that this fellow should stick to the same book that fat old Weeks makes his living by.”

Beaut sat on the log beside Hartnet and watched him. The reading man looked up and nodded nervously then slid along the log to the farther end. Beaut laughed. He looked down at the town and then at the frightened nervous book-reading man on the log. An inspiration came to him.

“If you had the power, Mike, what would you do to Coal Creek?” he asked.

The nervous man jumped and tears came into his eyes. He stood before the log and spread out his hands. “I would go among men like Christ,” he cried, pitching his voice forward like one addressing an audience. “Poor and humble, I would go teaching them of love.” Spreading out his hands like one pronouncing a benediction he shouted, “Oh men of Coal Creek, I would teach you love and the destruction of evil.”

Beaut jumped up from the log and strode before the trembling figure. He was strangely moved. Grasping the man he thrust him back upon the log. His own voice rolled down the hillside in a great roaring laugh. “Men of Coal Creek,” he shouted, mimicking the earnestness of Hartnet, “listen to the voice of McGregor. I hate you. I hate you because you jeered at my father and at me and because you cheated my mother, Nance McGregor. I hate you because you are weak and disorganised like cattle. I would like to come among you teaching the power of force. I would like to slay you one by one, not with weapons but with my naked fists. If they have made you work like rats buried in a hole they are right. It is man’s right to do what he can. Get up and fight. Fight and I’ll get on the other side and you can fight me. I’ll help drive you back into your holes.”

Beaut ceased speaking and jumping over the logs ran down the road. Among the first of the miner’s houses he stopped and laughed awkwardly. “I am cracked also,” he thought, “shouting at emptiness on a hillside.” He went on in a reflective mood, wondering what power had taken hold of him. “I would like a fight — a fight against odds,” he thought. “I will stir things up when I am a lawyer in the city.”

Mike Hartnet came running down the road at the heels of McGregor. “Don’t tell,” he plead trembling. “Don’t tell about me in the town. They will laugh and call names after me. I want to be let alone.”

Beaut shook himself loose from the detaining hand and went on down the hill. When he had passed out of sight of Hartnet he sat down on the ground. For an hour he looked at the town in the valley and thought of himself. He was half proud, half ashamed of the thing that had happened.

 

 

 

In the blue eyes of McGregor anger flashed quick and sudden. Upon the streets of Coal Creek he walked, swinging along, his great body inspiring fear. His mother grown grave and silent worked in the offices of the mines. Again she had a habit of silence in her own home and looked at her son, half fearing him. All day she worked in the mine offices and in the evening sat silently in a chair on the porch before her house and looked down into Main Street.

Beaut McGregor did nothing. He sat in the dingy little pool room and talked with the black-haired boy or walked over the hills swinging a stick in his hand and thinking of the city to which he would presently go to start his career. As he walked in the streets women stopped to look at him, thinking of the beauty and strength of his maturing body. The miners passed him in silence hating him and dreading his wrath. Walking among the hills he thought much of himself. “I am capable of anything,” he thought, lifting his head and looking at the towering hills, “I wonder why I stay on here.”

When he was eighteen Beaut’s mother fell ill. All day she lay on her back in bed in the room above the empty bakery. Beaut shook himself out of his waking stupor and went about seeking work. He had not felt that he was indolent. He had been waiting. Now he bestirred himself. “I’ll not go into the mines,” he said, “nothing shall get me down there.”

He got work in a livery stable cleaning and feeding the horses. His mother got out of bed and began going again to the mine offices. Having started to work Beaut stayed on, thinking it but a way station to the position he would one day achieve in the city.

In the stable worked two young boys, sons of coal miners. They drove travelling men from the trains to farming towns in valleys back among the hills and in the evening with Beaut McGregor they sat on a bench before the barn and shouted at people going past the stable up the hill.

The livery stable in Coal Creek was owned by a hunchback named Weller who lived in the city and went home at night. During the day he sat about the stable talking to red-haired McGregor. “You’re a big beast,” he said laughing. “You talk about going away to the city and making something of yourself and still you stay on here doing nothing. You want to quit this talking about being a lawyer and become a prize fighter. Law is a place for brains not muscles.” He walked through the stables leaning his head to one side and looking up at the big fellow who brushed the horses. McGregor watched him and grinned. “I’ll show you,” he said.

The hunchback was pleased when he strutted before McGregor. He had heard men talk of the strength and the evil temper of his stableman and it pleased him to have so fierce a fellow cleaning the horses. At night in the city he sat under the lamp with his wife and boasted. “I make him step about,” he said.

In the stable the hunchback kept at the heels of McGregor. “And there’s something else,” he said, putting his hand in his pockets and raising himself on his toes. “You look out for that undertaker’s daughter. She wants you. If she gets you there will be no law study but a place in the mines for you. You let her alone and begin taking care of your mother.”

Beaut went on cleaning the horses and thinking of what the hunchback had said. He thought there was sense to it. He also was afraid of the tall pale girl. Sometimes when he looked at her a pain shot through him and a combination of fear and desire gripped him. He walked away from it and went free as he went free from the life in the darkness down in the mine. “He has a kind of genius for keeping away from the things he don’t like,” said the liveryman, talking to Uncle Charlie Wheeler in the sun before the door of the post office.

One afternoon the two boys who worked in the livery stable with McGregor got him drunk. The affair was a rude joke, elaborately planned. The hunchback had stayed in the city for the day and no travelling men got off the trains to be driven over the hills. In the afternoon hay brought over the hill from the fruitful valley was being put into the loft of the barn and between loads McGregor and the two boys sat on the bench by the stable door. The two boys went to the saloon and brought back beer, paying for it from a fund kept for that purpose. The fund was the result of a system worked out by the two drivers. When a passenger gave one of them a coin at the end of a day of driving he put it into the common fund. When the fund had grown to some size the two went to the saloon and stood before the bar drinking until it was spent and then came back to sleep off their stupor on the hay in the barn. After a prosperous week the hunchback occasionally gave them a dollar for the fund.

Of the beer McGregor drank but one foaming glass. For all his idling about Coal Creek he had never before tasted beer and it was strong and bitter in his mouth. He threw up his head and gulped it then turned and walked toward the rear of the stable to conceal the tears that the taste of the stuff had forced into his eyes.

The two drivers sat on the bench and laughed. The drink they had given Beaut was a horrible mess concocted by the laughing bartender at their suggestion. “We will get the big fellow drunk and hear him roar,” the bartender had said.

As he walked toward the back of the stable a convulsive nausea seized Beaut. He stumbled and pitched forward, cutting his face on the floor. Then he rolled over on his back and groaned and a little stream of blood ran down his cheek.

The two boys jumped up from the bench and ran toward him. They stood looking at his pale lips. Fear seized them. They tried to lift him but he fell from their arms and lay again on the stable floor, white and motionless. Filled with fright they ran from the stable and through Main Street. “We must get a doctor,” they said as they hurried along, “He is mighty sick — that fellow.”

In the doorway leading to the rooms over the undertaker’s shop stood the tall pale girl. One of the running boys stopped and addressed her, “Your red-head,” he shouted, “is blind drunk lying on the stable floor. He has cut his head and is bleeding.”

The tall girl ran down the street to the offices of the mine. With Nance McGregor she hurried to the stable. The store keepers along Main Street looked out of their doors and saw the two women pale and with set faces half-carrying the huge form of Beaut McGregor along the street and in at the door of the bakery.

 

 

 

At eight o’clock that evening Beaut McGregor, his legs still unsteady, his face white, climbed aboard a passenger train and passed out of the life of Coal Creek. On the seat beside him a bag contained all his clothes. In his pocket lay a ticket to Chicago and eighty-five dollars, the last of Cracked McGregor’s savings. He looked out of the car window at the little woman thin and worn standing alone on the station platform and a great wave of anger passed through him. “I’ll show them,” he muttered. The woman looked at him and forced a smile to her lips. The train began to move into the west. Beaut looked at his mother and at the deserted streets of Coal Creek and put his head down upon his hands and in the crowded car before the gaping people wept with joy that he had seen the last of youth. He looked back at Coal Creek, full of hate. Like Nero he might have wished that all of the people of the town had but one head so that he might have cut it off with a sweep of a sword or knocked it into the gutter with one swinging blow.


BOOK II
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CHAPTER I
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IT WAS LATE in the summer of 1893 when McGregor came to Chicago, an ill time for boy or man in that city. The big exposition of the year before had brought multiplied thousands of restless labourers into the city and its leading citizens, who had clamoured for the exposition and had loudly talked of the great growth that was to come, did not know what to do with the growth now that it had come. The depression that followed on the heels of the great show and the financial panic that ran over the country in that year had set thousands of hungry men to wait dumbly on park benches poring over want advertisements in the daily papers and looking vacantly at the lake or had driven them to tramp aimlessly through the streets, filled with forebodings.

In time of plenty a great American city like Chicago goes on showing a more or less cheerful face to the world while in nooks and crannies down side-streets and alleys poverty and misery sit hunched up in little ill-smelling rooms breeding vice. In times of depression these creatures crawl forth and joined by thousands of the unemployed tramp the streets through the long nights or sleep upon benches in the parks. In the alleyways off Madison Street on the West Side and off State Street, on the South Side, eager women driven by want sold their bodies to passersby for twenty-five cents. An advertisement in the newspapers of one unfilled job brought a thousand men to block the streets at daylight before a factory door. In the crowds men swore and knocked each other about. Working-men driven to desperation went forth into quiet streets and knocking over citizens took their money and watches and ran trembling into the darkness. A girl of Twenty-fourth Street was kicked and knocked into the gutter because when attacked by thieves she had but thirty-five cents in her purse. A professor of the University of Chicago addressing his class said that, having looked into the hungry distorted faces of five hundred men clamouring for a position as dishwasher in a cheap restaurant, he was ready to pronounce all claims to social advancement in America a figment in the brains of optimistic fools. A tall awkward man walking up State Street threw a stone through the window of a store. A policeman hustled him through the crowd. “You’ll get a workhouse sentence for this,” he said.

“You fool that’s what I want. I want to make property that won’t employ me feed me,” said the tall gaunt man who, trained in the cleaner and more wholesome poverty of the frontier, might have been a Lincoln suffering for mankind.

Into this maelstrom of misery and grim desperate want walked Beaut McGregor of Coal Creek — huge, graceless of body, indolent of mind, untrained, uneducated, hating the world. Within two days he had snatched before the very eyes of that hungry marching army three prizes, three places where a man might by working all day get clothes to wear upon his back and food to put into his stomach.

In a way McGregor had already sensed something the realisation of which will go far toward making any man a strong figure in the world. He was not to be bullied with words. Orators might have preached to him all day about the progress of mankind in America, flags might have been flapped and newspapers might have dinned the wonders of his country into his brain. He would only have shaken his big head. He did not yet know the whole story of how men, coming out of Europe and given millions of square miles of black fertile land mines and forests, have failed in the challenge given them by fate and have produced out of the stately order of nature only the sordid disorder of man. McGregor did not know the fullness of the tragic story of his race. He only knew that the men he had seen were for the most part pigmies. On the train coming to Chicago a change had come over him. The hatred of Coal Creek that burned in him had set fire to something else. He sat looking out of the car window at the stations running past during the night and the following day at the cornfields of Indiana, making his plans. In Chicago he meant to do something. Coming from a community where no man arose above a condition of silent brute labour he meant to step up into the light of power. Filled with hatred and contempt of mankind he meant that mankind should serve him. Raised among men who were but men he meant to be a master.

And his equipment was better than he knew. In a disorderly haphazard world hatred is as effective an impulse to drive men forward to success as love and high hope. It is a world-old impulse sleeping in the heart of man since the day of Cain. In a way it rings true and strong above the hideous jangle of modern life. Inspiring fear it usurps power.

McGregor was without fear. He had not yet met his master and looked with contempt upon the men and women he had known. Without knowing it he had, besides a huge body hard as adamant, a clear and lucid brain. The fact that he hated Coal Creek and thought it horrible proved his keenness. It was horrible. Well might Chicago have trembled and rich men strolling in the evening along Michigan Boulevard have looked fearfully about as this huge red fellow, carrying the cheap handbag and staring with his blue eyes at the restless moving mobs of people, walked for the first time through its streets. In his very frame there was the possibility of something, a blow, a shock, a thrust out of the lean soul of strength into the jelly-like fleshiness of weakness.

In the world of men nothing is so rare as a knowledge of men. Christ himself found the merchants hawking their wares even on the floor of the temple and in his naive youth was stirred to wrath and drove them through the door like flies. And history has represented him in turn as a man of peace so that after these centuries the temples are again supported by the hawking of wares and his fine boyish wrath is forgotten. In France after the great revolution and the babbling of many voices talking of the brotherhood of man it wanted but a short and very determined man with an instinctive knowledge of drums, of cannons and of stirring words to send the same babblers screaming across open spaces, stumbling through ditches and pitching headlong into the arms of death. In the interest of one who believed not at all in the brotherhood of man they who had wept at the mention of the word brotherhood died fighting brothers.

In the heart of all men lies sleeping the love of order. How to achieve order out of our strange jumble of forms, out of democracies and monarchies, dreams and endeavours is the riddle of the Universe and the thing that in the artist is called the passion for form and for which he also will laugh in the face of death is in all men. By grasping that fact Caesar, Alexander, Napoleon and our own Grant have made heroes of the dullest clods that walk and not a man of all the thousands who marched with Sherman to the sea but lived the rest of his life with a something sweeter, braver and finer sleeping in his soul than will ever be produced by the reformer scolding of brotherhood from a soap-box. The long march, the burning of the throat and the stinging of the dust in the nostrils, the touch of shoulder against shoulder, the quick bond of a common, unquestioned, instinctive passion that bursts in the orgasm of battle, the forgetting of words and the doing of the thing, be it winning battles or destroying ugliness, the passionate massing of men for accomplishment — these are the signs, if they ever awake in our land, by which you may know you have come to the days of the making of men.

In Chicago in 1893 and in the men who went aimlessly seeking work in the streets of Chicago in that year there were none of these signs. Like the coal mining town from which Beaut McGregor had come, the city lay sprawling and ineffective before him, a tawdry disorderly dwelling for millions of men, built not for the making of men but for the making of millions by a few odd meat-packers and drygoods merchants.

With a slight lifting of his great shoulders McGregor sensed these things although he could not have expressed his sense of them and the hatred and contempt of men, born of his youth in the mining town, was rekindled by the sight of city men wandering afraid and bewildered through the streets of their own city.

Knowing nothing of the customs of the unemployed McGregor did not walk the streets looking for signs marked “Men Wanted.” He did not sit on park benches studying want advertisements, the want advertisements that so often proved but bait put out by suave men up dirty stairways to glean the last few pennies from pockets of the needy. Going along the street he swung his great body through the doorways leading to the offices of factories. When some pert young man tried to stop him he did not say words but drew back his fist threateningly and, glowering, walked in. The young men at the doors of factories looked at his blue eyes and let him pass unchallenged.

In the afternoon of his first day of seeking Beaut got a place in an apple warehouse on the North Side, the third place offered him during the day and the one that he accepted. The chance came to him through an exhibition of strength. Two men, old and bent, struggled to get a barrel of apples from the sidewalk up to a platform that ran waist high along the front of the warehouse. The barrel had rolled to the sidewalk from a truck standing in the gutter. The driver of the truck stood with his hands on his hips, laughing. A German with blond hair stood upon the platform swearing in broken English. McGregor stood upon the sidewalk and looked at the two men who were struggling with the barrel. A feeling of immense contempt for their feebleness shone in his eyes. Pushing them aside he grasped the barrel and with a great heave sent it up onto the platform and spinning through an open doorway into the receiving room of the warehouse. The two workmen stood on the sidewalk smiling sheepishly. Across the street a group of city firemen who lounged in the sun before an engine house clapped their hands. The truck driver turned and prepared to send another barrel along the plank extending from the truck across the sidewalk to the warehouse platform. At a window in the upper part of the warehouse a grey head protruded and a sharp voice called down to the tall German. “Hey Frank, hire that ‘husky’ and let about six of the dead ones you’ve got around here go home.”

McGregor jumped upon the platform and walked in at the warehouse door. The German followed, inventorying the size of the red-haired giant with something like disapproval. His look seemed to say, “I like strong fellows but you’re too strong.” He took the discomfiture of the two feeble workmen on the sidewalk as in some way reflecting upon himself. The two men stood in the receiving room and looked at each other. A bystander might have thought them preparing to fight.

And then a freight elevator came slowly down from the upper part of the warehouse and from it jumped a small grey-haired man with a yard stick in his hand. He had a sharp restless eye and a short stubby grey beard. Striking the floor with a bound he began to talk. “We pay two dollars for nine hours’ work here — begin at seven, quit at five. Will you come?” Without waiting for an answer he turned to the German. “Tell those two old ‘rummies’ to get their time and get out of here,” he said, turning again and looking expectantly at McGregor.

McGregor liked the quick little man and grinned with approval of his decisiveness. He nodded his assent to the proposal and, looking at the German, laughed. The little man disappeared through a door leading to an office and McGregor walked out into the street. At a corner he turned and saw the German standing on the platform before the warehouse looking after him. “He is wondering whether or not he can whip me,” thought McGregor.

 

 

 

In the apple warehouse McGregor worked for three years, rising during his second year to be foreman and replacing the tall German. The German expected trouble with McGregor and was determined to make short work of him. He had been offended by the action of the gray-haired superintendent in hiring the man and felt that a prerogative belonging to himself had been ignored. All day he followed McGregor with his eyes, trying to calculate the strength and courage in the huge body. He knew that hundreds of hungry men walked the streets and in the end decided that the need of work if not the spirit of the man would make him submissive. During the second week he put the question that burned in his brain to the test. He followed McGregor into a dimly-lighted upper room where barrels of apples, piled to the ceiling, left only narrow ways for passage. Standing in the semi-darkness he shouted, calling the man who worked among the apple barrels a foul name, “I won’t have you loafing in there, you red-haired bastard,” he shouted.

McGregor said nothing. He was not offended by the vileness of the name the German had called him and took it merely as a challenge that he had been expecting and that he meant to accept. With a grim smile on his lips he walked toward the German and when but one apple barrel lay between them reached across and dragged the foreman sputtering and swearing down the passageway to a window at the end of the room. By the window he stopped and putting his hand to the throat of the struggling man began to choke him into submission. Blows fell on his face and body. Struggling terribly the German kicked McGregor’s legs with desperate energy. Although his ears rang with the hammer-like blows that fell about his neck and cheeks McGregor stool silent under the storm. His blue eyes gleamed with hatred and the muscles of his great arms danced in the light from the window. As he looked into the protruding eyes of the writhing German he thought of fat Reverend Minot Weeks of Coal Creek and added an extra twitch to the flesh between his fingers. When a gesture of submission came from the man against the wall he stepped back and let go his grip. The German dropped to the floor. Standing over him McGregor delivered his ultimatum. “You report this or try to get me fired and I’ll kill you outright,” he said. “I’m going to stay here on this job until I get ready to leave it. You can tell me what to do and how to do it but when you speak to me again say ‘McGregor’ — Mr. McGregor, that’s my name.”

The German got to his feet and began walking down the passageway between the rows of piled barrels. As he went he helped himself along with his hands. McGregor went back to work. After the retreating form of the German he shouted, “Get a new place when you can Dutch, I’ll be taking this job away from you when I’m ready for it.”

That evening as McGregor walked to the car he saw the little grey-haired superintendent standing waiting for him before a saloon. The man made a sign and McGregor walked across and stood beside him. They went together into the saloon and stood leaning against the bar and looked at each other. A smile played about the lips of the little man. “What have you been doing to Frank?” he asked.

McGregor turned to the bartender who stood waiting before him. He thought that the superintendent intended to try to patronise him by buying him a drink and he did not like the thought. “What will you have? I’ll take a cigar for mine,” he said quickly, defeating the superintendent’s plan by being the first to speak. When the bartender brought the cigars McGregor paid for them and walked out at the door. He felt like one playing a game. “If Frank meant to bully me into submission this man also means something.”

On the sidewalk before the saloon McGregor stopped. “Look here,” he said, turning and facing the superintendent, “I’m after Frank’s place. I’m going to learn the business as fast as I can. I won’t put it up to you to fire him. When I get ready for the place he won’t be there.”

A light flashed into the eyes of the little man. He held the cigar McGregor had paid for as though about to throw it into the street. “How far do you think you can go with your big fists?” he asked, his voice rising.

McGregor smiled. He thought he had earned another victory and lighting his cigar held the burning match before the little man. “Brains are intended to help fists,” he said, “I’ve got both.”

The superintendent looked at the burning match and at the cigar between his fingers. “If I don’t which will you use on me?” he asked.

McGregor threw the match into the street. “Aw! don’t bother asking,” he said, holding out another match.

McGregor and the superintendent walked along the street. “I would like to fire you but I won’t. Some day you’ll run that warehouse like a clock,” said the superintendent.

McGregor sat in the street-car and thought of his day. It had been he felt a day of two battles. First the direct brutal battle of fists in the passageway and then this other battle with the superintendent. He thought he had won both fights. Of the fight with the tall German he thought little. He had expected to win that. The other was different. The superintendent he felt had wanted to patronise him, patting him on the back and buying him drinks. Instead he had patronised the superintendent. A battle had gone on in the brains of the two men and he had won. He had met a new kind of man, one who did not live by the raw strength of his muscles and he had given a good account of himself. The conviction that he had, besides a good pair of fists, a good brain swept in on him glorifying him. He thought of the sentence, “Brains are intended to help fists,” and wondered how he had happened to think of it.


CHAPTER II
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THE STREET IN which McGregor lived in Chicago was called Wycliff Place, after a family of that name that had once owned the land thereabout. The street was complete in its hideousness. Nothing more unlovely could be imagined. Given a free hand an indiscriminate lot of badly trained carpenters and bricklayers had builded houses beside the cobblestone road that touched the fantastic in their unsightliness and inconvenience.

The great west side of Chicago has hundreds of such streets and the coal mining town out of which McGregor had come was more inspiring as a place in which to live. As an unemployed young man, not much given to chance companionships, Beaut had spent many long evenings wandering alone on the hillsides above his home town. There was a kind of dreadful loveliness about the place at night. The long black valley with its dense shroud of smoke that rose and fell and formed itself into fantastic shapes in the moonlight, the poor little houses clinging to the hillside, the occasional cry of a woman being beaten by a drunken husband, the glare of the coke fires and the rumble of coal cars being pushed along the railroad tracks, all of these made a grim and rather inspiring impression on the young man’s mind so that although he hated the mines and the miners he sometimes paused in his night wanderings and stood with his great shoulders lifted, breathing deeply and feeling things he had no words in him to express.

In Wycliff Place McGregor got no such reactions. Foul dust filled the air. All day the street rumbled and roared under the wheels of trucks and light hurrying delivery wagons. Soot from the factory chimneys was caught up by the wind and having been mixed with powdered horse manure from the roadway flew into the eyes and the nostrils of pedestrians. Always a babble of voices went on. At a corner saloon teamsters stopped to have their drinking cans filled with beer and stood about swearing and shouting. In the evening women and children went back and forth from their houses carrying beer in pitchers from the same saloon. Dogs howled and fought, drunken men reeled along the sidewalk and the women of the town appeared in their cheap finery and paraded before the idlers about the saloon door.

The woman who rented the room to McGregor boasted to him of Wycliff blood. It was that she told him that had brought her to Chicago from her home at Cairo, Illinois. “The place was left to me and not knowing what else to do with it I came here to live,” she said. She explained to him that the Wycliffs had been people of note in the early history of Chicago. The huge old house with the cracked stone steps and the ROOMS TO RENT sign in the window had once been their family seat.

The history of this woman was characteristic of the miss-fire quality of much of American life. She was at bottom a wholesome creature who should have lived in a neat frame house in a village and tended a garden. On Sunday she should have dressed herself with care and gone off to sit in a country church with her hands crossed and her soul at rest.

The thought of owning a house in the city had however paralysed her brain. The house itself was worth a certain number of thousands of dollars and her mind could not rise above that fact, so her good broad face had become grimy with city dirt and her body weary from the endless toil of caring for roomers. On summer evenings she sat on the steps before her house clad in some bit of Wycliff finery taken from a trunk in the attic and when a lodger came out at the door she looked at him wistfully and said, “On such a night as this you could hear the whistles on the river steamers in Cairo.”

McGregor lived in a small room at the end of a tall on the second floor of the Wycliff house. The windows of the room looked down into a dirty little court almost surrounded by brick warehouses. The room was furnished with a bed, a chair that was always threatening to come to pieces and a desk with weak carved legs.

In this room sat McGregor night after night striving to realise his Coal Creek dream of training his mind and making himself of some account in the world. From seven-thirty until nine-thirty he sat at a desk in a night school. From ten until midnight he read in his room. He did not think of his surroundings, of the vast disorder of life about him, but tried with all his strength to bring something like order and purpose into his own mind and his own life.

In the little court under the window lay heaps of discarded newspaper tossed about by the wind. There in the heart of the city, walled in by the brick warehouse and half concealed under piles of chair legs cans and broken bottles, lay two logs in their time no doubt, a part of the grove that once lay about the house. The neighbourhood had passed so rapidly from country estate to homes and from homes to rented lodgings and huge brick warehouses that the marks of the lumberman’s axe still showed in the butts of the logs.

McGregor seldom saw the little court except when its ugliness was refined and glossed over by darkness or by the moonlight. On hot evenings he laid down his book and leaning far out of the window rubbed his eyes and watched the discarded newspapers, worried by the whirlpools of wind in the court, run here and there, dashing against the warehouse walls and vainly trying to escape over the roof. The sight fascinated him and brought a thought into his mind. He began to think that the lives of most of the people about him were much like the dirty newspaper harried by adverse winds and surrounded by ugly walls of facts. The thought drove him from the window to renewed effort among his books. “I’ll do something here anyway. I’ll show them,” he growled.

One living in the house with McGregor during those first years in the city might have thought his life stupid and commonplace but to him it did not seem so. It was for the miner’s son a time of sudden and tremendous growth. Filled with confidence in the strength and quickness of his body he was beginning to have also confidence in the vigour and clearness of his brain. In the warehouse he went about with eyes and ears open, devising in his mind new methods of moving goods, watching the men at work, marking the shirkers, preparing to pounce upon the tall German’s place as foreman.

The superintendent of the warehouse, not understanding the turn of the talk with McGregor on the sidewalk before the saloon, decided to like him and laughed when they met in the warehouse. The tall German maintained a policy of sullen silence and went to laborious lengths to avoid addressing him.

In his room at night McGregor began to read law, reading each page over and over and thinking of what he had read through the next day as he rolled and piled apple barrels in the passages in the warehouse.

McGregor had an aptitude and an appetite for facts. He read law as another and gentler nature might have read poetry or old legends. What he read at night he remembered and thought about during the day. He had no dream of the glories of the law. The fact that these rules laid down by men to govern their social organisation were the result of ages of striving toward perfection did not greatly interest him and he only thought of them as weapons with which to attack and defend in the battle of brains he meant presently to fight. His mind gloated in anticipation of the battle.


CHAPTER III
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AND THEN A new element asserted itself in the life of McGregor. One of the hundreds of disintegrating forces that attack strong natures, striving to scatter their force in the back currents of life, attacked him. His big body began to feel with enervating persistency the call of sex.

In the house in Wycliff Place McGregor passed as a mystery. By keeping silence he won a reputation for wisdom. The clerks in the hall bedrooms thought him a scientist. The woman from Cairo thought him a theological student. Down the hall a pretty girl with large black eyes who worked in a department store down town dreamed of him at night. When in the evening he banged the door to his room and strode down the hallway going to the night school she sat in a chair by the open door of her room. As he passed she raised her eyes and looked at him boldly. When he returned she was again by the door and again she looked boldly at him.

In his room, after the meetings with the black-eyed girl McGregor found difficulty in keeping his mind on the reading. He felt as he had felt with the pale girl on the hillside beyond Coal Creek. With her as with the pale girl he felt the need of defending himself. He began to make it a practice to hurry along past her door.

The girl in the hall bedroom thought constantly of McGregor. When he had gone to night school another young man of the house who wore a Panama hat came from the floor above and, putting his hands on the door frames of her room, stood looking at her and talking. In his lips he held a cigarette, which when he talked hung limply from the corner of his mouth.

This young man and the black-eyed girl kept up a continuous stream of comments on the doings of red-haired McGregor. Begun by the young man, who hated him because of his silence, the subject was kept alive by the girl who wanted to talk of McGregor.

On Saturday nights the young man and the girl sometimes went together to the theatre. One night in the summer when they had returned to the front of the house the girl stopped. “Let’s see what the big red-head is doing,” she said.

Going around the block they stole in the darkness down an alleyway and stood in the little dirty court looking up at McGregor who, with his feet in the window and a lamp burning at his shoulder, sat in his room reading.

When they returned to the front of the house the black-eyed girl kissed the young man, closing her eyes and thinking of McGregor. In her room later she lay abed dreaming. She imagined herself assaulted by the young man who had crept into her room and that McGregor had come roaring down the hall to snatch him away and fling him outside the door.

At the end of the hallway near the stairway leading to the street lived a barber. He had deserted a wife and four children in a town in Ohio and to prevent recognition had grown a black beard. Between this man and McGregor a companionship had sprung up and they went together on Sunday mornings to walk in the park. The black bearded man called himself Frank Turner.

Frank Turner had a passion. Through the evenings and on Sunday afternoons he sat in his room making violins. He worked with a knife, glue, pieces of glass and sand paper and spent his earnings for ingredients for the making of varnishes. When he got hold of a piece of wood that seemed an answer to his prayers he took it to McGregor’s room and holding it up to the light talked of what he would do with it. Sometimes he brought a violin and sitting in the open window tested the quality of its tone. One evening he took an hour of McGregor’s time to talk of the varnish of Cremona and to read to him from a worn little book concerning the old Italian masters of violin making.

 

 

 

On a bench in the park sat Turner, the maker of violins, the man who dreamed of the rediscovery of the varnish of Cremona, talking to McGregor, son of the Pennsylvania miner.

It was a Sunday afternoon and the park was vibrant with life. All day the street cars had been unloading Chicagoans at the park entrance. They came in pairs and in parties, young men with their sweethearts and fathers with families at their heels. Now at the end of the day they continued to come, a steady stream of humanity flowing along the gravel walk past the bench where the two men sat in talk. Through the stream and crossing it went another stream homeward bound. Babies cried. Fathers called to the children at play on the grass. Cars coming to the park filled went away filled.

McGregor looked about him and thought of himself and of the restless moving people. In him there was none of that vague fear of the multitude common to many solitary souls. His contempt of men and of the lives lived by men reinforced his native boldness. The odd little rounding of the shoulders of even the athletic young men made him straighten with pride his own shoulders and fat and lean, tall and short, he thought of all men as counters in some vast games at which he was presently to be a master player.

The passion for form, that strange intuitive power that many men have felt and none but the masters of human life have understood, had begun to awaken in him. Already he had begun to sense out the fact that for him law was but an incident in some vast design and he was altogether untouched by the desire for getting on in the world, by the greedy little snatching at trifles that was the whole purpose of the lives of so many of the people about him. When somewhere in the park a band began to play he nodded his head up and down and ran his hand nervously up and down the legs of his trousers. Into his mind came the desire to boast to the barber, telling of the things he meant to do in the world, but he put the desire away. Instead he sat silently blinking his eyes and wondering at the persistent air of ineffectiveness in the people who passed. When a band went by playing march music and followed by some fifty men wearing white plumes in their hats and walking with self-conscious awkwardness, he was startled. Among the people he thought there was a change. Something like a running shadow passed over them. The babbling of voices ceased and like himself the people began to nod their heads. A thought, gigantic in its simplicity, began to come into his mind but was wiped out immediately by his impatience with the marchers. A madness to spring up and run among them knocking them about and making them march with the power that comes of abandonment almost lifted him from the bench. His mouth twitched and his fingers ached for action.

 

 

 

In and out among the trees and on the green spaces moved the people. Along the shores of a pond sat men and women eating the evening meal from baskets or from white cloths spread on the grass. They laughed and shouted at each other and at the children, calling them back from the gravel driveways filled with moving carriages. Beaut saw a girl throw an egg shell and hit a young fellow between the eyes, and then run laughing away along the shore of the pond. Under a tree a woman nursed a babe, covering her breasts with a shawl so that just the black head of the babe showed. Its tiny hand clutched at the mouth of the woman. In an open space in the shadow of a building young men played baseball, the shouts of the spectators rising above the murmur of the voices of people on the gravel walk.

A thought came into McGregor’s mind that he wanted to discuss with the older man. He was moved by the sight of women about and shook himself like one awakening from a dream. Then he began looking at the ground and kicking up the gravel with his foot. “Look here,” he said, turning to the barber, “what is a man to do about women, about getting what he wants from the women?”

The barber seemed to understand. “It has come to that then?” he asked and looked quickly up. He lighted a pipe and sat looking at the people. It was then he told McGregor of the wife and four children in the Ohio town, describing the little brick house and the garden and the coop for chickens at the back like one who lingers over a place dear to his fancy. Something old and weary was in his voice as he finished.

“It wasn’t a matter for me to decide,” he said. “I came away because I couldn’t do anything else. I’m not excusing myself, I’m just telling you. There was something messy and disorderly about it all, about my life with her and with them. I couldn’t stand it. I felt myself being submerged by something. I wanted to be orderly and to work, you see. I couldn’t let violin making alone. Lord, how I tried — tried bluffing myself about it — calling it a fad.”

The barber looked nervously at McGregor to reassure himself of his interest. “I owned a shop on the main street of our town. Back of it was a blacksmith shop. During the day I stood by the chair in my shop talking to men being shaved about the love of women and a man’s duty to his family. Summer afternoons I went and sat on a keg in the blacksmith shop and talked of the same thing with the smith but all that did me no good.

“When I let myself go I dreamed not of my duty to my family but of working undisturbed as I do now here in the city in my room in the evenings and on Sundays.”

A sharpness came into the voice of the speaker. He turned to McGregor and talked vigorously like one making a defence. “My woman was a good enough sort,” he said. “I suppose loving is an art like writing a book or drawing pictures or making violins. People try to do it and don’t succeed. In the end we threw the job up and just lived together like most people do. Our lives got mussy and meaningless. That’s how it was.

“Before she married me my wife had been a stenographer in a factory that made tin cans. She liked that work. She could make her fingers dance along the keys. When she read a book at home she didn’t think the writer amounted to much if he made mistakes about punctuation. Her boss was so proud of her that he would brag of her work to visitors and sometimes would go off fishing leaving the running of the business in her hands.

“I don’t know why she married me. She was happier there and she is happier back there now. We got to walking together on Sunday evenings and standing under the trees on side streets, kissing and looking at each other. We talked about a lot of things. We seemed to need each other. Then we got married and started living together.

“It didn’t work out. After we had been married a few years things changed. I don’t know why. I thought I was the same as I had been and I think she was. We used to sit around quarrelling about it, each blaming the other. Anyway we didn’t get along.

“We would sit on the little front porch of our house in the evening, she bragging of the work she had done in the can factory and I dreaming of quietude and a chance to work on the violins. I thought I knew a way to increase the quality and beauty of tone and I had that idea about varnish I have talked to you about. I even dreamed of doing things those old fellows of Cremona didn’t do.

“When she had been talking of her work in the office for maybe a half hour she would look up and find that I hadn’t been listening. We would quarrel. We even quarrelled before the children after they came. Once she said that she didn’t see how it would matter if no violins had ever been made and that night I dreamed of choking her in bed. I woke up and lay there beside her thinking of it with something like real satisfaction in just the thought that one long hard grip of my fingers would get her out of my way for good.

“We didn’t always feel that way. Every little while a change would come over both of us and we would begin to take an interest in each other. I would be proud of the work she had done in the factory and would brag of it to men coming into the shop. In the evening she would be sympathetic about the violins and put the baby to bed to let me alone at my work in the kitchen.

“Then we would begin to sit in the darkness in the house and hold each other’s hands. We would forgive things that had been said and play a sort of game, chasing each other about the room in the darkness and knocking against the chairs and laughing. Then we would begin to look at each other and kiss. Presently there would be another baby.”

The barber threw up his hands with a gesture of impatience. His voice lost its softer, reminiscent quality. “Such times didn’t last,” he said. “On the whole it was no life to live. I came away. The children are in a state institution and she has gone back to her work in the office. The town hates me. They have made a heroine of her. I’m here talking to you with these whiskers on my face so that people from my town wouldn’t know me if they came along. I’m a barber and I would shave them off fast enough if it wasn’t for that.”

A woman walking past looked back at McGregor. In her eyes lurked an invitation. It reminded him of something in the eyes of the pale daughter of the undertaker of Coal Creek. An uneasy tremor ran through him. “What do you do about women now?” he asked.

The voice of the smaller man arose harsh and excited in the evening air. “I get the feeling taken out of me as a man would have a tooth fixed,” he said. “I pay money for the service and keep my mind on what I want to do. There are plenty of women for that, women who are good for that only. When I first came here I used to wander about at night, wanting to go to my room and work but with my mind and my will paralysed by that feeling. I don’t do that now and I won’t again. What I do many men do — good men — men who do good work. What’s the use thinking about it when you only run against a stone wall and get hurt?”

The black bearded man arose, thrust his hands into his trousers pockets and looked about him. Then he sat down again. He seemed to be filled with suppressed excitement. “There is a big hidden something going on in modern life,” he said, talking rapidly and excitedly. “It used to touch only the men higher up, now it reaches down to men like me — barbers and workingmen. Men know about it but don’t talk and don’t dare think. Their women have changed. Women used to be willing to do anything for men, just be slaves to them. The best men don’t ask that now and don’t want that.”

He jumped to his feet and stood over McGregor. “Men don’t understand what’s going on and don’t care,” he said. “They are too busy getting things done or going to ball games or quarrelling about politics.

“And what do they know about it if they are fools enough to think? They get thrown into false notions. They see about them a lot of fine purposeful women maybe caring for their children and they blame themselves for their vices and are ashamed. Then they turn to the other women anyway, shutting their eyes and going ahead. They pay for what they want as they would pay for a dinner, thinking no more of the women who serve them than they do of the waitresses who serve them in the restaurants. They refuse to think of the new kind of woman that is growing up. They know that if they get sentimental about her they’ll get into trouble or get new tests put to them, be disturbed you see, and spoil their work or their peace of mind. They don’t want to get into trouble or be disturbed. They want to get a better job or enjoy a ball game or build a bridge or write a book. They think that a man who gets sentimental about any woman is a fool and of course he is.”

“Do you mean that all of them do that?” asked McGregor. He wasn’t upset by what had been said. It struck him as being true. For himself he was afraid of women. It seemed to him that a road was being built by his companion along which he might travel with safety. He wanted the man to go on talking. Into his brain flashed the thought that if he had the thing to do over there would have been a different ending to the afternoon spent with the pale girl on the hillside.

The barber sat down upon the bench. The flush out of his cheeks. “Well I have done pretty well myself,” he said, “but then you know I make violins and don’t think of women. I’ve been in Chicago two years and I’ve spent just eleven dollars. I would like to know what the average man spends. I wish some fellow would get the facts and publish them. It would make people sit up. There must be millions spent here every year.”

“You see I’m not very strong and I stand all day on my feet in the barber shop.” He looked at McGregor and laughed. “The black-eyed girl in the hall is after you,” he said. “You’d better look out. You let her alone. Stick to your law books. You are not like me. You are big and red and strong. Eleven dollars won’t pay your way here in Chicago for no two years.”

McGregor looked again at the people moving toward the park entrance in the gathering darkness. He thought it wonderful that a brain could think a thing out so clearly and words express thoughts so lucidly. His eagerness to follow the passing girls with his eyes was gone. He was interested in the older man’s viewpoint. “And what about children?” he asked.

The older man sat sideways on the bench. There was a troubled look in his eyes and a suppressed eager quality in his voice. “I’m going to tell you about that,” he said. “I don’t want to keep anything back.

“Look here!” he demanded, sliding along the bench toward McGregor and emphasising his points by slapping one hand down upon the other. “Ain’t all children my children?” He paused, trying to gather his scattered thoughts into words. When McGregor started to speak he put his hand up as though to ward off a new thought or another question. “I’m not trying to dodge,” he said. “I’m trying to get thoughts that have been in my head day after day in shape to tell. I haven’t tried to express them before. I know men and women cling to their children. It’s the only thing they have left of the dream they had before they married. I felt that way. It held me for a long time. It would be holding me now only that the violins pulled so hard at me.”

He threw up his hand impatiently. “You see I had to find an answer. I couldn’t think of being a skunk — running away — and I couldn’t stay. I wasn’t intended to stay. Some men are intended to work and take care of children and serve women perhaps but others have to keep trying for a vague something all their lives — like me trying for a tone on a violin. If they don’t get it it doesn’t matter, they have to keep trying.

“My wife used to say I’d get tired of it. No woman ever really understands a man caring for anything except herself. I knocked that out of her.”

The little man looked up at McGregor. “Do you think I’m a skunk?” he asked.

McGregor looked at him gravely. “I don’t know,” he said. “Go on and tell me about the children.”

“I said they were the last things to cling to. They are. We used to have religion. But that’s pretty well gone now — the old kind. Now men think about children, I mean a certain kind of men — the ones that have work they want to get on with. Children and work are the only things that kind care about. If they have a sentiment about women it’s only about their own — the one they have in the house with them. They want to keep that one finer than they are themselves. So they work the other feeling out on the paid women.

“Women fuss about men loving children. Much they care. It’s only a plan for demanding adulation for themselves that they don’t earn. Once, when I first came to the city, I took a place as servant in a wealthy family. I wanted to stay under cover until my beard grew. Women used to come there to receptions and to meetings in the afternoon to talk about reforms they were interested in —— Bah! They work and scheme trying to get at men. They are at it all their lives, flattering, diverting us, giving us false ideas, pretending to be weak and uncertain when they are strong and determined. They have no mercy. They wage war on us trying to make us slaves. They want to take us captive home to their houses as Caesar took captives home to Rome.

“You look here!” He jumped to his feet again and shook his fingers at McGregor. “You just try something. You try being open and frank and square with a woman — any woman — as you would with a man. Let her live her own life and ask her to let you live yours. You try it. She won’t. She will die first.”

He sat down again upon the bench and shook his head back and forth. “Lord how I wish I could talk!” he said. “I’m making a muddle of this and I wanted to tell you. Oh, how I wanted to tell you! It’s part of my idea that a man should tell a boy all he knows. We’ve got to quit lying to them.”

McGregor looked at the ground. He was profoundly and deeply moved and interested as he had never before been moved by anything but hate.

Two women coming along the gravel walk stopped under a tree and looked back. The barber smiled and raised his hat. When they smiled back at him he rose and started toward them. “Come on boy,” he whispered behind his hand to McGregor. “Let’s get them.”

When McGregor looked up the scene before his eyes infuriated him. The smiling barber with his hat in his hand, the two women waiting under the tree, the look of half-guilty innocence on the faces of all of them, stirred a blind fury in his brain. He sprang forward, clutching the shoulder of Turner with his hand. Whirling him about he threw him to his hands and knees. “Get out of here you females!” he roared at the women who ran off in terror down the walk.

The barber sat again upon the bench beside McGregor. He rubbed his hands together to brush the bits of gravel out of the flesh. “What’s got wrong with you?” he asked.

McGregor hesitated. He wondered how he should tell what was in his mind. “Everything in its place,” he said finally. “I wanted to go on with our talk.”

Lights flashed out of the darkness of the park. The two men sat on the bench thinking each his own thoughts.

“I want to take some work out of the clamps to-night,” the barber said, looking at his watch. Together the two men walked along the street. “Look here,” said McGregor. “I didn’t mean to hurt you. Those two women that came up and interfered with what we were working out made me furious.”

“Women always interfere,” said the barber. “They raise hell with men.” His mind ran out and began to play with the world-old problem of the sexes. “If a lot of women fall in the fight with us men and become our slaves — serving us as the paid women do — need they fuss about it? Let them be game and try to help work it out as men have been game and have worked and thought through ages of perplexity and defeat.”

The barber stopped on the street corner to fill and light his pipe. “Women can change everything when they want to,” he said, looking at McGregor and letting the match burn out in his fingers. “They can have motherhood pensions and room to work out their own problem in the world or anything else that they really want. They can stand up face to face with men. They don’t want to. They want to enslave us with their faces and their bodies. They want to carry on the old, old weary fight.” He tapped McGregor on the arm. “If a few of us — wanting with all our might to get something done — beat them at their own game, don’t we deserve the victory?” he asked.

“But sometimes I think I would like a woman to live with, you know, just to sit and talk with me,” said McGregor.

The barber laughed. Puffing at his pipe he walked down the street. “To be sure! To be sure!” he said. “I would. Any man would. I like to sit in the room for a spell in the evening talking to you but I would hate to give up violin making and be bound all my life to serve you and your purposes just the same.”

In the hallway of their own house the barber spoke to McGregor as he looked down the hallway to where the door of the black eyed girl’s room had just crept open. “You let women alone,” he said; “when you feel you can’t stay away from them any longer you come and talk it over with me.”

McGregor nodded and went along the hallway to his own room. In the darkness he stood by the window and looked down into the court. The feeling of hidden power, the ability to rise above the mess into which modern life had sunk that had come to him in the park, returned and he walked nervously about. When finally he sat down upon a chair and leaning forward put his head in his hands he felt like one who has started on a long journey through a strange and dangerous country and who has unexpectedly come upon a friend going the same way.


CHAPTER IV
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THE PEOPLE OF Chicago go home from their work at evening — drifting they go in droves, hurrying along. It is a startling thing to look closely at them. The people have bad mouths. Their mouths are slack and the jaws do not hang right. The mouths are like the shoes they wear. The shoes have become run down at the corners from too much pounding on the hard pavements and the mouths have become crooked from too much weariness of soul.

Something is wrong with modern American life and we Americans do not want to look at it. We much prefer to call ourselves a great people and let it go at that.

It is evening and the people of Chicago go home from work. Clatter, clatter, clatter, go the heels on the hard pavements, jaws wag, the wind blows and dirt drifts and sifts through the masses of the people. Every one has dirty ears. The stench in the street cars is horrible. The antiquated bridges over the rivers are packed with people. The suburban trains going away south and west are cheaply constructed and dangerous. A people calling itself great and living in a city also called great go to their houses a mere disorderly mass of humans cheaply equipped. Everything is cheap. When the people get home to their houses they sit on cheap chairs before cheap tables and eat cheap food. They have given their lives for cheap things. The poorest peasant of one of the old countries is surrounded by more beauty. His very equipment for living has more solidity.

The modern man is satisfied with what is cheap and unlovely because he expects to rise in the world. He has given his life to that dreary dream and he is teaching his children to follow the same dream. McGregor was touched by it. Being confused by the matter of sex he had listened to the advice of the barber and meant to settle things in the cheap way. One evening a month after the talk in the park he hurried along Lake Street on the West Side with that end in view. It was near eight o’clock and growing dark and McGregor should have been at the night school. Instead he walked along the street looking at the ill-kept frame houses. A fever burned in his blood. An impulse, for the moment stronger than the impulse that kept him at work over books night after night there in the big disorderly city and as yet stronger than any new impulse toward a vigorous compelling march through life, had hold of him. His eyes stared into the windows. He hurried along filled with a lust that stultified his brain and will. A woman sitting at the window of a little frame house smiled and beckoned to him.

McGregor walked along the path leading to the little frame house. The path ran through a squalid yard. It was a foul place like the court under his window behind the house in Wycliff Place. Here also discoloured papers worried by the wind ran about in crazy circles. McGregor’s heart pounded and his mouth felt dry and unpleasant. He wondered what he should say and how he should say it when he came into the presence of the woman. He wished there were some one to be hit with his fist. He didn’t want to make love, he wanted relief. He would have much preferred a fight.

The veins in McGregor’s neck began to swell and as he stood in the darkness before the door of the house he swore. He stared up and down the street but the sky, the sight of which might have helped him, was hidden from view by the structure of an elevated railroad. Pushing open the door of the house he stepped in. In the dim light he could see nothing but a form sprang out of the darkness and a pair of powerful arms pinned his hands to his sides. McGregor looked quickly about A man huge as himself held him tightly against the door. He had one glass eye and a stubby black beard and in the half light looked sinister and dangerous. The hand of the woman who had beckoned to him from the window fumbled in McGregor’s pockets and came out clutching a little roll of money. Her face, set now and ugly like the man’s, looked up at him from under the arms of her ally.

In a moment McGregor’s heart stopped pounding and the dry unpleasant taste went out of his mouth. He felt relieved and glad at this sudden turn to the affair.

With a quick upward snap of his knees into the stomach of the man who had held him McGregor freed himself. A swinging blow to the neck sent his assailant groaning to the floor. McGregor sprang across the room. In the corner by the bed he caught the woman. Clutching her by the hair he whirled her about. “Hand over that money,” he said fiercely.

The woman put up her hands and plead with him. The grip of his hands in her hair brought the tears to her eyes. She thrust the roll of bills into his hands and waited, trembling, thinking he intended to kill her.

A new feeling swept over McGregor. The thought of having come into the house at the invitation of this woman was revolting to him. He wondered how he could have been such a beast. As he stood in the dim light thinking of this and looking at the woman he became lost in thought and wondered why the idea given him by the barber, that had seemed so clear and sensible, now seemed so foolish. His eyes stared at the woman as his mind returned to the black-bearded barber talking on the park bench and he was seized with a blind fury, a fury not directed at the people in the foul little room but at himself and his own blindness. Again a great hatred of the disorder of life took hold of him and as though all of the disorderly people of the world were personified in her he swore and shook the woman as a dog might have shaken a foul rag.

“Sneak. Dodger. Mussy fool,” he muttered, thinking of himself as a giant attacked by some nauseous beast. The woman screamed with terror. Seeing the look on her assailant’s face and mistaking the meaning of his words she trembled and thought again of death. Reaching under the pillow on the bed she got another roll of bills and thrust that also into McGregor’s hands. “Please go,” she plead. “We were mistaken. We thought you were some one else.”

McGregor strode to the door past the man on the floor who groaned and rolled about. He walked around the corner to Madison Street and boarded a car for the night school. Sitting in the car he counted the money in the roll thrust into his hand by the kneeling woman and laughed so that the people in the car looked at him in amazement. “Turner has spent eleven dollars among them in two years and I have got twenty-seven dollars in one night,” he thought. He jumped off the car and walked along under the street lights striving to think things out. “I can’t depend on any one,” he muttered. “I have to make my own way. The barber is as confused as the rest of them and he doesn’t know it. There is a way out of the confusion and I’m going to find it, but I’ll have to do it alone. I can’t take any one’s word for anything.”


CHAPTER V
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THE MATTER OF McGregor’s attitude toward women and the call of sex was not of course settled by the fight in the house in Lake Street. He was a man who, even in the days of his great crudeness, appealed strongly to the mating instinct in women and more than once his purpose was to be shaken and his mind disturbed by the forms, the faces and the eyes of women.

McGregor thought he had settled the matter. He forgot the black-eyed girl in the hallway and thought only of advancement in the warehouse and of study in his room at night. Now and then he took an evening off and went for a walk through the streets or in one of the parks.

In the streets of Chicago, under the night lights, among the restless moving people he was a figure to be remembered. Sometimes he did not see the people at all but went swinging along in the same spirit in which he had walked in the Pennsylvania hills. He was striving to get a hold of some elusive quality in life that seemed to be forever out of reach. He did not want to be a lawyer or a warehouseman. What did he want? Along the street he went trying to make up his mind and because his was not a gentle nature his perplexity drove him to anger and he swore.

Up and down Madison Street he went striding along, his lips muttering words. In a corner saloon some one played a piano. Groups of girls passed laughing and talking. He came to the bridge that led over the river into the loop district and then turned restlessly back. On the sidewalks along Canal Street he saw strong-bodied men loitering before cheap lodging houses. Their clothing was filthy with long wear and there was no light of determination in their faces. In the little fine interstices of the cloth of which their clothes were made was gathered the filth of the city in which they lived and in the stuff of their natures the filth and disorder of modern civilisation had also found lodging.

On walked McGregor looking at man-made things and the flame of anger within burned stronger and stronger. He saw the drifting clouds of people of all nations that wander at night in Halstead Street and turning into a side street saw also the Italians, Poles and Russians that at evening gather on the sidewalks before tenements in that district.

The desire in McGregor for some kind of activity became a madness. His body shook with the strength of his desire to end the vast disorder of life. With all the ardour of youth he wanted to see if with the strength of his arm he could shake mankind out of its sloth. A drunken man passed and following him came a large man with a pipe in his mouth. The large man did not walk with any suggestion of power in his legs. He shambled along. He was like a huge child with fat cheeks and great untrained body, a child without muscles and hardness, clinging to the skirts of life.

McGregor could not bear the sight of the big ungainly figure. The man seemed to personify all of the things against which his soul was in revolt and he stopped and stood crouched, a ferocious light burning in his eyes.

Into the gutter rolled the man stunned by the force of the blow dealt him by the miner’s son. He crawled on his hands and knees and cried for help. His pipe had rolled away into the darkness. McGregor stood on the sidewalk and waited. A crowd of men standing before a tenement house started to run toward him. Again he crouched. He prayed that they would come on and let him fight them also. In anticipation of a great struggle joy shone in his eyes and his muscles twitched.

And then the man in the gutter got to his feet and ran away. The men who had started to run toward him stopped and turned back. McGregor walked on, his heart heavy with the sense of defeat. He was a little sorry for the man he had struck and who had made so ridiculous a figure crawling about on his hands and knees and he was more perplexed than ever.

 

 

 

McGregor tried again to solve the problem of women. He had been much pleased by the outcome of the affair in the little frame house and the next day bought law books with the twenty-seven dollars thrust into his hand by the frightened woman. Later he stood in his room stretching his great body like a lion returned from the kill and thought of the little black-bearded barber in the room at the end of the hall stooping over his violin, his mind busy with the attempt to justify himself because he would not face one of life’s problems. The feeling of resentment against the man had gone. He thought of the course laid out for himself by that philosopher and laughed. “There is something about it to avoid, like giving yourself up to digging in the dirt under the ground,” he told himself.

McGregor’s second adventure began on a Saturday night and again he let himself be led into it by the barber. The night was hot and the younger man sat in his room filled with a desire to go forth and explore the city. The quiet of the house, the distant rumble of street cars, the sound of a band playing far down the street disturbed and diverted his mind. He wished that he might take a stick in his hands and go forth to prowl among the hills as he had gone on such nights in his youth in the Pennsylvania town.

The door to his room opened and the barber came in. In his hand he held two tickets. He sat on the window sill to explain.

“There is a dance in a hall on Monroe Street,” said the barber excitedly. “I have two tickets here. A politician sold them to the boss in the shop where I work.” The barber threw back his head and laughed. To his mind there was something delicious in the thought of the boss barber being forced by the politicians to buy dance tickets. “They cost two dollars each,” he cried and shook with laughter “You should have seen my boss squirm. He didn’t want the tickets but was afraid not to take them. The politician could make trouble for him and he knew it. You see we make a hand-book on the races in the shop and that is against the law. The politician could make trouble for us. The boss paid out the four dollars swearing under his breath and when the politician had gone out he threw them at me. ‘There, take them,’ he shouted, ‘I don’t want the rotten things. Is a man a horse trough at which every beast can stop to drink?’”

McGregor and the barber sat in the room laughing at the boss barber who had smilingly bought the tickets while consumed with inward wrath. The barber urged McGregor to go with him to the dance. “We will make a night of it,” he said. “We will see women there — two that I know. They live upstairs over a grocery store. I have been with them. They will open your eyes. They are a kind of women you haven’t known, bold and clever and good fellows too.”

McGregor got up and pulled his shirt over his head. A wave of feverish excitement ran over his body. “We shall see about this,” he said, “we shall see if this is another wrong trail you are starting me on. You go to your room and get ready. I am going to fix myself up.”

In the dance hall McGregor sat on a seat by the wall with one of the two women lauded by the barber and a third one who was frail and bloodless. To him the adventure had been a failure. The swing of the dance music struck no answering chord in him. He saw the couples on the floor clasped in each other’s arms, writhing and turning, swaying back and forth, looking into each other’s eyes and turned aside wishing himself back in his room among the law books.

The barber talked to two of the women, bantering them. McGregor thought the conversation inane and trivial. It skirted the edge of things and ran off into vague references to other times and adventures of which he knew nothing.

The barber danced away with one of the women. She was tall and the head of the barber barely Passed her shoulder. His black beard shone against her white dress. The two women sat beside him and talked. McGregor gathered that the frail woman was a maker of hats. Something about her attracted him and he leaned against the wall and looked at her, not hearing the talk.

A youth came up and took the other woman away. From across the hall the barber beckoned to him.

A thought flashed into his mind. This woman beside him was frail and thin and bloodless like the women of Coal Creek. A feeling of intimacy with her came over him. He felt as he had felt concerning the tall pale girl of Coal Creek when they together had climbed the hill to the eminence that looked down into the valley of farms.


CHAPTER VI
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EDITH CARSON THE milliner, whom fate had thrown into the company of McGregor, was a frail woman of thirty-four and lived alone in two rooms at the back of her millinery store. Her life was almost devoid of colour. On Sunday morning she wrote a long letter to her family on an Indiana farm and then put on a hat from among the samples in the show case along the wall and went to church, sitting by herself in the same seat Sunday after Sunday and afterward remembering nothing of the sermon.

On Sunday afternoon Edith went by street-car to a park and walked alone under the trees. If it threatened rain she sat in the larger of the two rooms back of the shop sewing on new dresses for herself or for a sister who had married a blacksmith in the Indiana town and who had four children.

Edith had soft mouse-coloured hair and grey eyes with small brown spots on the iris. She was so slender that she wore pads about her body under her dress to fill it out. In her youth she had had a sweetheart — a fat round-cheeked boy who lived on the next farm. Once they had gone together to the fair at the county seat and coming home in the buggy at night he had put his arm about her and kissed her. “You ain’t very big,” he had said.

Edith sent to a mail order house in Chicago and bought the padding which she wore under her dress With it came an oil which she rubbed on herself. The label on the bottle spoke of the contents with great respect as a wonderful developer. The heavy pads wore raw places on her side against which her clothes rubbed but she bore the pain with grim stoicism, remembering what the fat boy had said.

After Edith came to Chicago and opened a shop of her own she had a letter from her former admirer. “It pleases me to think that the same wind that blows over me blows also over you,” it said. After that one letter she did not hear from him again. He had the phrase out of a book he had read and had written the letter to Edith that he might use it. After the letter had gone he thought of her frail figure and repented of the impulse that had tricked him into writing. Half in alarm he began courting and soon married another girl.

Sometimes on her rare visits home Edith had seen her former lover driving along the road. The sister who had married the blacksmith said that he was stingy, that his wife had nothing to wear but a cheap calico dress and that on Saturday he drove off to town alone, leaving her to milk the cows and feed the pigs and horses. Once he encountered Edith on the road and tried to get her into the wagon to ride with him. Although she had walked along the road ignoring him she took the letter about the wind that blew over them both out of a drawer on spring evenings or after a walk in the park and read it over. After she had read it she sat in the darkness at the front of the store looking through the screen door at people in the street and wondered what life would mean to her if she had a man on whom she could bestow her love. In her heart she believed that, unlike the wife of the fat youth, she would have borne children.

In Chicago Edith Carson had made money. She had a genius for economy in the management of her business. In six years she had cleared a large debt from the shop and had a comfortable balance in the bank. Girls who worked in factories or in stores came and left most of their meagre surplus in her shop and other girls who didn’t work came in, throwing dollars about and talking about “gentlemen friends.” Edith hated the bargaining but attended to it with shrewdness and with a quiet disarming little smile on her face. What she liked was to sit quietly in the room and trim hats. When the business grew she had a woman to tend the shop and a girl to sit beside her and help with the hats. She had a friend, the wife of a motorman on the street-car line, who sometimes came to see her in the evening. The friend was a plump little woman, dissatisfied with her marriage, and she got Edith to make her several new hats a year for which she paid nothing.

Edith went to the dance at which she met McGregor with the motorman’s wife and a girl who lived upstairs over a bakery next door to the shop, The dance was held in a hall over a saloon and was given for the benefit of a political organisation in which the baker was a leader. The wife of the baker came in and sold Edith two tickets, one for herself and one for the wife of the motorman who happened to be sitting with her at the time.

That evening after the motorman’s wife had gone home Edith decided to go to the dance and the decision was something like an adventure in itself. The night was hot and sultry, lightning flashed in the sky and clouds of dust swept down the street. Edith sat in the darkness behind the bolted screen door and looked at the people who hurried homeward down the street. A wave of revolt at the narrowness and emptiness of her life ran through her. Tears sprang to her eyes. She closed the shop door and going into the room at the back lighted the gas and stood looking at herself in the mirror. “I’ll go to the dance,” she thought. “Perhaps I shall get a man. If he won’t marry me he can have what he wants of me anyway.”

In the dance hall Edith sat demurely by the wall near a window and watched the couples whirl about on the floor. Through an open door she could see couples sitting in another room around tables and drinking beer. A tall young man in white trousers and white slippers went about on the dance floor. He smiled and bowed to the women. Once he started across the floor toward Edith and her heart beat rapidly, but just when she thought he intended to speak to her and to the motorman’s wife he turned and went to another part of the room. Edith followed him with her eyes, admiring his white trousers and his shining white teeth.

The wife of the motorman went away with a small straight man with a grey moustache whom Edith thought had unpleasant eyes and two girls came and sat beside her. They were customers of her store and lived together in a flat over a grocery on Monroe Street. Edith had heard the girl who sat in the workroom with her speak slightingly of them. The three sat together along the wall and talked of hats.

And then across the floor of the dance hall came two men, a huge red-haired fellow and a little man with a black beard. The two women hailed them and the five sat together making a party by the wall, the little man keeping up a running stream of comments about the people on the floor with Edith’s two companions. A dance struck up and taking one of the women the black-bearded man danced away. Edith and the other woman again talked of hats. The huge fellow beside her said nothing but followed the women about the dance hall with his eyes. Edith thought she had never seen so homely a fellow.

At the end of the dance the black-bearded man went through the door into the room filled with little tables and made a sign to the red-haired man to follow. A boyish looking fellow appeared and went away with the other woman and Edith sat alone on the bench by the wall beside McGregor.

“This place doesn’t interest me,” said McGregor quickly. “I don’t like to sit watching people hop about on their toes. If you want to come with me we’ll get out of here and go to some place where we can talk and get acquainted.”

 

 

 

The little milliner walked across the floor on the arm of McGregor, her heart jumping with excitement. “I’ve got a man,” she thought, exulting. That the man had deliberately chosen her she knew. She had heard the introductions and the bantering talk of the black-bearded man and had noted the indifference of the big man to the other women.

Edith looked at her companion’s huge frame and forgot his homeliness. Into her mind came a picture of the fat boy, grown into a man, driving down the road in the wagon and leeringly asking her to ride with him. A flood of anger at the memory of the look of greedy assurance in his eyes came over her. “This one could knock him over a six-rail fence,” she thought.

“Where are we going now?” she asked.

McGregor looked down at her. “To some place where we can talk,” he said. “I was sick of this place. You ought to know where we’re going. I’m going with you. You aren’t going with me.”

McGregor wished he were in Coal Creek. He felt he would like to take this woman over the hill and sit on the log to talk of his father.

As they walked along Monroe Street Edith thought of the resolution she had made as she stood before the mirror in her room at the back of the shop on the evening when she had decided to come to the dance. She wondered if the great adventure was about to come to her and her hand trembled on McGregor’s arm. A hot wave of hope and fear shot through her.

At the door of the millinery shop she fumbled with uncertain hands as she unlocked the door. A delicious feeling shook her. She felt like a bride, glad and yet ashamed and afraid.

In the room at the back of the shop McGregor lighted the gas and pulling off his overcoat threw it on the couch at the side of the room. He was not in the least excited and with a steady hand lighted the fire in the little stove and then looking up he asked Edith if he might smoke. He had the air of a man come home to his own house and the woman sat on the edge of her chair to unpin her hat and waited hopefully to see what course the night’s adventure would take.

For two hours McGregor sat in the rocking chair in Edith Carson’s room and talked of Coal Creek and of his life in Chicago. He talked freely, letting himself go as a man might in talking to one of his own people after a long absence. His attitude and the quiet ring in his voice confused and puzzled Edith. She had expected something quite different.

Going to the little room at the side she brought forth a teakettle and prepared to make tea. The big man still sat in her chair smoking and talking. A delightful feeling of safety and coziness crept over her. She thought her room beautiful but mingled with her satisfaction was a faint grey streak of fear. “Of course he won’t come back again,” she thought.


CHAPTER VII
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IN THE YEAR following the beginning of his acquaintanceship with Edith Carson McGregor continued to work hard and steadily in the warehouse and with his books at night. He was promoted to be foreman, replacing the German, and he thought he had made progress with his studies. When he did not go to the night school he went to Edith Carson’s place and sat reading a book and smoking his pipe by a little table in the back room.

About the room and in and out of her shop moved Edith, going softly and quietly. A light began to come into her eyes and colour into her cheeks. She did not talk but new and daring thoughts visited her mind and a thrill of reawakened life ran through her body. With gentle insistence she did not let her dreams express themselves in words and almost hoped that she might be able to go on forever thus, having this strong man come into her presence and sit absorbed in his own affairs within the walls of her house. Sometimes she wanted him to talk and wished that she had the power to lead him into the telling of little facts of his life. She wanted to be told of his mother and father, of his boyhood in the Pennsylvania town, of his dreams and his desires but for the most part she was content to wait and only hoped that nothing would happen to bring an end to her waiting.

McGregor began to read books of history and became absorbed in the figures of certain men, all soldiers and leaders of soldiers who stalked across the pages wherein was written the story of man’s life. The figures of Sherman, Grant, Lee, Jackson, Alexander, Caesar, Napoleon, and Wellington seemed to him to stand starkly up among the other figures in the books and going to the Public Library at the noon hour he got books concerning these men and for a time lost interest in the study of law and devoted himself to contemplation of the breakers of laws.

There was something beautiful about McGregor in those days. He was as virginal and pure as a chunk of the hard black coal out of the hills of his own state and like the coal ready to burn himself out into power. Nature had been kind to him. He had the gift of silence and of isolation. All about him were other men, perhaps as strong physically as himself and with better trained minds who were being destroyed and he was not being destroyed. For the others life let itself run out in the endless doing of little tasks, the thinking of little thoughts and the saying of groups of words over and over endlessly like parrots that sit in cages and earn their bread by screaming two or three sentences to passers by.

It is a terrible thing to speculate on how man has been defeated by his ability to say words. The brown bear in the forest has no such power and the lack of it has enabled him to retain a kind of nobility of bearing sadly lacking in us. On and on through life we go, socialists, dreamers, makers of laws, sellers of goods and believers in suffrage for women and we continuously say words, worn-out words, crooked words, words without power or pregnancy in them.

The matter is one to be thought of seriously by youths and maidens inclined to garrulousness. Those who have the habit of it will never change. The gods who lean over the rim of the world to laugh at us have marked them for their barrenness.

And yet the word must run on. McGregor, the silent, wanted his word. He wanted his true note as an individual to ring out above the hubbub of voices and then he wanted to use the strength and the virility within himself to carry his word far. What he did not want was that his mouth become foul and his brain become numb with the saying of the words and the thinking of the thoughts of other men and that he in his turn become a mere toiling food-consuming chattering puppet to the gods.

For a long time the miner’s son wondered what power lay in the men whose figures stood up so boldly in the pages of the books he read. He tried to think the matter out as he sat in Edith’s room or walked by himself through the streets. In the warehouse he looked with new curiosity at the men who worked in the great rooms piling and unpiling apple barrels and the boxes of eggs and fruit When he came into one of the rooms the men who had been standing in groups idly talking of their own affairs began to run busily about. They no longer chattered but as long as he remained worked desperately, furtively watching as he stood staring at them.

McGregor wondered. He tried to fathom the mystery of the power that made them willing to work until their bodies were bent and stooped, that made them unashamed to be afraid and that left them in the end mere slaves to words and formulas.

The perplexed young man who watched the men in the warehouse began to think that the passion for reproduction might have something to do with the matter. Perhaps his constant association with Edith awakened the thought. His own loins were heavy with the seeds of children and only his absorption in the thought of finding himself kept him from devoting himself to the feeding of his lusts. One day he had a talk concerning the matter at the warehouse. The talk came about in this way.

In the warehouse the men came in at the door in the morning, drifting in like flies that wander in at the open windows on a summer day. With downcast eyes they shuffled across the long floor, white with lime. Morning after morning they came in at the door and went silently to their places looking at the floor and scowling. A slender bright-eyed young man who acted as shipping clerk during the day sat in a little coop and to him the men as they passed called out their numbers. From time to time the shipping clerk who was an Irishman tried to joke with one of them, tapping sharply upon his desk with a pencil as though to compel attention. “They are no good,” he said to himself, when in response to his sallies they only smiled vaguely. “Although they get but a dollar and a half a day they are overpaid!” Like McGregor he had nothing but contempt for the men whose numbers he put in the book. Their stupidity he took as a compliment to himself. “We are the kind who get things done,” he thought as he put the pencil back of his ear and closed the book. In his mind the futile pride of the middle class man flamed up. In his contempt for the workers he forgot also to have contempt for himself.

One morning McGregor and the shipping clerk stood upon a board platform facing the street and the shipping clerk talked of parentage. “The wives of the workers here have children as cattle have calves,” said the Irishman. Moved by some hidden sentiment within himself he added heartily. “Oh well, what’s a man for? It’s nice to see kids around the house. I’ve got four kids myself. You should see them play about in the garden at my place in Oak Park when I come home in the evening.”

McGregor thought of Edith Carson and a faint hunger began to grow within him. A desire that was later to come near to upsetting the purpose of his life began to make itself felt. With a growl he fought against the desire and confused the Irishman by making an attack upon him. “Well how are you any better?” he asked bluntly. “Do you think your children any more important than theirs? You may have a better mind but their bodies are better and your mind hasn’t made you a very striking figure as far as I can see.”

Turning away from the Irishman who had begun to sputter with wrath McGregor went up an elevator to a distant part of the building to think of the Irishman’s words. From time to time he spoke sharply to a workman who loitered in one of the passages between the piles of boxes and barrels. Under his hand the work in the warehouse had begun to take on order and the little grey-haired superintendent who had employed him rubbed his hands with delight.

In a corner by a window stood McGregor wondering why he also did not want to devote his life to being the father of children. In the dim light across the face of the window a fat old spider crawled slowly. In the hideous body of the insect there was something that suggested to the mind of the struggling thinker the sloth of the world. Vaguely his mind groped about trying to get hold of words and ideas to express what was in his brain. “Ugly crawling things that look at the floor,” he muttered. “If they have children it is without order or orderly purpose. It is an accident like the accident of the fly that falls into the net built by the insect here. The coming of the children is like the coming of the flies, it feeds a kind of cowardice in men. In the children men hope vainly to see done what they have not the courage to try to do.”

With an oath McGregor smashed with his heavy leather glove the fat thing wandering aimlessly across the light. “I must not be confused by little things. There is still going on the attempt to force me into the hole in the ground. There is a hole here in which men live and work just as there is in the mining town from which I came.”

 

 

 

Hurrying out of his room that evening McGregor went to see Edith. He wanted to look at her and to think. In the little room at the back he sat for an hour trying to read a book and then for the first time shared his thoughts with her. “I am trying to discover why men are of so little importance,” he said suddenly. “Are they mere tools for women? Tell me that. Tell me what women think and what they want?”

Without waiting for an answer he turned again to the reading of the book. “Oh well,” he added “it doesn’t need to bother me. I won’t let any women lead me into being a reproductive tool for her.”

Edith was alarmed. She took McGregor’s outburst as a declaration of war against herself and her influence and her hands began to tremble. Then a new thought came to her. “He needs money to get on in the world,” she told herself and a little thrill of joy ran through her as she thought of her own carefully guarded hoard. She wondered how she could offer it to him so that there would be no danger of a refusal.

“You’re all right,” said McGregor, preparing to depart. “You do not interfere with a man’s thoughts.”

Edith blushed and like the workmen in the warehouse looked at the floor. Something in his words startled her and when he was gone she went to her desk and taking out her bankbook turned its pages with new pleasure. Without hesitation she who indulged herself in nothing would have given all to McGregor.

And out into the street went the man, thinking of his own affairs. He dismissed from his mind the thoughts of women and children and began again to think of the stirring figures of history that had made so strong an appeal to him. As he passed over one of the bridges he stopped and stood leaning over the rail to look at the black water below. “Why has thought never succeeded in replacing action?” he asked himself. “Why are the men who write books in some way less full of meaning than the men who do things?”

McGregor was staggered by the thought that had come to him and wondered if he had started on a wrong trail by coming to the city and trying to educate himself. For an hour he stood in the darkness and tried to think things out. It began to rain but he did not mind. Into his brain began to creep a dream of a vast order coming out of disorder. He was like one standing in the presence of some gigantic machine with many intricate parts that had begun to run crazily, each part without regard to the purpose of the whole. “There is danger in thinking too,” he muttered vaguely. “Everywhere there is danger, in labour, in love and in thinking. What shall I do with myself?”

McGregor turned about and threw up his hands. A new thought swept like a broad path of light across the darkness of his mind. He began to see that the soldiers who had led thousands of men into battle had appealed to him because in the working out of their purposes they had used human lives with the recklessness of gods. They had found the courage to do that and their courage was magnificent. Away down deep in the hearts of men lay sleeping a love of order and they had taken hold of that love. If they had used it badly did that matter? Had they not pointed the way?

Back into McGregor’s mind came a night scene in his home town. Vividly he saw in fancy the poor unkempt little street facing the railroad tracks and the groups of striking miners huddled in the light before the door of a saloon while in the road a body of soldiers marched past, their uniforms looking grey and their faces grim in the uncertain light. “They marched,” whispered McGregor. “That’s what made them seem so powerful. They were just ordinary men but they went swinging along, all as one man. Something in that fact ennobled them. That’s what Grant knew and what Caesar knew. That’s what made Grant and Caesar seem so big. They knew and they were not afraid to use their knowledge. Perhaps they did not bother to think how it would all come out. They hoped for another kind of man to do the thinking. Perhaps they did not think of anything at all but just went ahead and tried to do each his own part.

“I will do my part here,” shouted McGregor. “I will find the way.” His body shook and his voice roared along the footpath of the bridge. Men stopped to look back at the big shouting figure. Two women walking past screamed and ran into the roadway. McGregor walked rapidly away toward his own room and his books. He did not know how he would be able to use the new impulse that had come to him but as he swung along through dark streets and past rows of dark buildings he thought again of the great machine running crazily and without purpose and was glad he was not a part of it. “I will keep myself to myself and be ready for what happens,” he said, burning with new courage.


BOOK III
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CHAPTER I
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WHEN MCGREGOR HAD secured the place in the apple-warehouse and went home to the house in Wycliff Place with his first week’s pay, twelve dollars, in his pocket he thought of his mother, Nance McGregor, working in the mine offices in the Pennsylvania town and folding a five dollar bill sent it to her in a letter. “I will begin to take care of her now,” he thought and with the rough sense of equity in such matters, common to labouring people, had no intention of giving himself airs. “She has fed me and now I will begin to feed her,” he told himself.

The five dollars came back. “Keep it. I don’t want your money,” the mother wrote. “If you have money left after your expenses are paid begin to fix yourself up. Better get a new pair of shoes or a hat. Don’t try to take care of me. I won’t have it. I want you to look out for yourself. Dress well and hold up your head, that’s all I ask. In the city clothes mean a good deal. In the long run it will mean more to me to see you be a real man than to be a good son.”

Sitting in her rooms over the vacant bake-shop in Coal Creek Nance began to get new satisfaction out of the contemplation of herself as a woman with a son in the city. In the evening she thought of him moving along the crowded thoroughfares among men and women and her bent little old figure straightened with pride. When a letter came telling of his work in the night school her heart jumped and she wrote a long letter filled with talk of Garfield and Grant and of Lincoln lying by the burning pine knot reading his books. It seemed to her unbelievably romantic that her son should some day be a lawyer and stand up in a crowded court room speaking thoughts out of his brain to other men. She thought that if this great red-haired boy, who at home had been so unmanageable and so quick with his fists, was to end by being a man of books and of brains then she and her man, Cracked McGregor, had not lived in vain. A sweet new sense of peace came to her. She forgot her own years of toil and gradually her mind went back to the silent boy sitting on the steps with her before her house in the year after her husband’s death while she talked to him of the world, and thus she thought of him, a quiet eager boy, going about bravely there in the distant city.

Death caught Nance McGregor off her guard. After one of her long days of toil in the mine office she awoke to find him sitting grim and expectant beside her bed. For years she in common with most of the women of the coal town had been afflicted with what is called “trouble with the heart.” Now and then she had “bad spells.” On this spring evening she got into bed and sitting propped among the pillows fought out her fight alone like a worn-out animal that has crept into a hole in the woods.

In the middle of the night the conviction came to her that she would die. Death seemed moving about in the room and waiting for her. In the street two drunken men stood talking, their voices concerned with their own human affairs coming in through the window and making life seem very near and dear to the dying woman. “I’ve been everywhere,” said one of the men. “I’ve been in towns and cities I don’t even remember the names of. You ask Alex Fielder who keeps a saloon in Denver. Ask him if Gus Lamont has been there.”

The other man laughed. “You’ve been in Jake’s drinking too much beer,” he jeered.

Nance heard the two men stumble off down the street, the traveller protesting against the unbelief of his friend. It seemed to her that life with all of its colour sound and meaning was running away from her presence. The exhaust of the engine over at the mine rang in her ears. She thought of the mine as a great monster lying asleep below the ground, its huge nose stuck into the air, its mouth open to eat men. In the darkness of the room her coat, flung over the back of a chair, took the shape and outline of a face, huge and grotesque, staring silently past her into the sky.

Nance McGregor gasped and struggled for breath. She clutched the bedclothes with her hands and fought grimly and silently. She did not think of the place to which she might go after death. She was trying hard not to go there. It had been her habit of life to fight not to dream dreams.

Nance thought of her father, drunk and throwing his money about in the old days before her marriage, of the walks she as a young girl had taken with her lover on Sunday afternoons and of the times when they had gone together to sit on the hillside overlooking the farming country. As in a vision the dying woman saw the broad fertile land spread out before her and blamed herself that she had not done more toward helping her man in the fulfilment of the plans she and he had made to go there and live. Then she thought of the night when her boy came and of how, when they went to bring her man from the mine, they found him apparently dead under the fallen timbers so that she thought life and death had visited her hand in hand in one night.

Nance sat stiffly up in bed. She thought she heard the sound of heavy feet on the stairs. “That will be Beaut coming up from the shop,” she muttered and fell back upon the pillow dead.


CHAPTER II
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BEAUT MCGREGOR WENT home to Pennsylvania to bury his mother and on a summer afternoon walked again on the streets of his native town. From the station he went at once to the empty bake-shop, above which he had lived with his mother but he did not stay there. For a moment he stood bag in hand listening to the voices of the miners’ wives in the room above and then put the bag behind an empty box and hurried away. The voices of women broke the stillness of the room in which he stood. Their thin sharpness hurt something within him and he could not bear the thought of the equally thin sharp silence he knew would fall upon the women who were attending his mother’s body in the room above when he came into the presence of the dead.

Along Main Street he went to a hardware store and from there went to the mine office. Then with a pick and shovel on his shoulder he began to climb the hill up which he had walked with his father when he was a lad. On the train homeward bound an idea had come to him. “I will her among the bushes on the hillside that looks down into the fruitful valley,” he told himself. The details of a religious discussion between two labourers that had gone on one day during the noon hour at the warehouse had come into his mind and as the train ran eastward he for the first time found himself speculating on the possibility of a life after death. Then he brushed the thoughts aside. “Anyway if Cracked McGregor does come back it is there you will find him, sitting on the log on the hillside,” he thought.

With the tools on his shoulder McGregor climbed the long hillside road, now deep with black dust. He was going to dig the grave for the burial of Nance McGregor. He did not glare at the miners who passed swinging their dinner-pails as they had done in the old days but looked at the ground and thought of the dead woman and a little wondered what place a woman would yet come to occupy in his own life. On the hillside the wind blew sharply and the great boy just emerging into manhood worked vigorously making the dirt fly. When the hole had grown deep he stopped and looked to where in the valley below a man who was hoeing corn shouted to a woman who stood on the porch of a farm house. Two cows that stood by a fence in a field lifted up their heads and bawled lustily. “It is the place for the dead to lie,” whispered McGregor. “When my own time comes I shall be brought up here.” An idea came to him. “I will have father’s body moved,” he told himself. “When I have made some money I will have that done. Here we shall all lie in the end, all of us McGregors.”

The thought that had come to McGregor pleased him and he was pleased also with himself for thinking the thought. The male in him made him throw back his shoulders. “We are two of a feather, father and me,” he muttered, “two of a feather and mother has not understood either of us. Perhaps no woman was ever intended to understand us.”

Jumping out of the hole he strode over the crest of the hill and began the descent toward the town. It was late afternoon and the sun had gone down behind clouds. “I wonder if I understand myself, if any one understands,” he thought as he went swiftly along with the tools clanking on his shoulder.

McGregor did not want to go back to the town and to the dead woman in the little room. He thought of the miners’ wives, attendants to the dead, who would sit with crossed hands looking at him and turned out of the road to sit on the fallen log where once on a Sunday afternoon he had sat with the black-haired boy who worked in the poolroom and where the daughter of the undertaker had come to sit beside him.

And then up the long hill came the woman herself. As she drew near he recognised her tall figure and for some reason a lump came into his throat She had seen him depart from the town with the pick and shovel on his shoulder and after waiting what she thought an interval long enough to still the tongues of gossip had followed. “I wanted to talk with you,” she said, climbing over logs and coming to sit beside him.

For a long time the man and woman sat in silence and stared at the town in the valley below. McGregor thought she had grown more pale than ever and looked at her sharply. His mind, more accustomed to look critically at women than had been the mind of the boy who had once sat talking to her on the same log, began to inventory her body. “She is already becoming stooped,” he thought. “I would not want to make love to her now.”

Along the log toward him moved the undertaker’s daughter and with a swift impulse toward boldness slipped a thin hand into his. She began to talk of the dead woman lying in the upstairs room in the town. “We have been friends since you went away,” she explained. “She liked to talk of you and I liked that too.”

Made bold by her own boldness the woman hurried on. “I do not want you to misunderstand me,” she said. “I know I can’t get you. I’m not thinking of that.”

She began to talk of her own affairs and of the dreariness of life with her father but McGregor’s mind could not centre itself on her talk. When they started down the hill he had the impulse to take her in his arms and carry her as Cracked McGregor had once carried him but was so embarrassed that he did not offer to help her. He thought that for the first time some one from his native town had come close to him and he watched her stooped figure with an odd new feeling of tenderness. “I won’t be alive long, maybe not a year. I’ve got the consumption,” she whispered softly as he left her at the entrance to the hallway leading up to her home, and McGregor was so stirred by her words that he turned back and spent another hour wandering alone on the hillside before he went to see the body of his mother.

 

 

 

In the room above the bakery McGregor sat at an open window and looked down into the dimly lighted street. In a corner of the room lay his mother in a coffin and two miners’ wives sat in the darkness behind him. All were silent and embarrassed.

McGregor leaned out of the window and watched a group of miners who gathered at a corner. He thought of the undertaker’s daughter, now nearing death, and wondered why she had suddenly come so close to him. “It is not because she is a woman, I know that,” he told himself and tried to dismiss the matter from his mind by watching the people in the street below.

In the mining town a meeting was being held. A box lay at the edge of the sidewalk and upon it climbed that same young Hartnet who had once talked to McGregor and who made his living by gathering birds’ eggs and trapping squirrels in the hills. He was frightened and talked rapidly. Presently he introduced a large man with a flat nose who, when he had in turn climbed upon the box, began to tell stories and anecdotes designed to make the miners laugh.

McGregor listened. He wished the undertaker’s daughter were there to sit in the darkened room beside him. He thought he would like to tell her of his life in the city and of how disorganised and ineffective all modern life seemed to him. Sadness invaded his mind and he thought of his dead mother and of how this other woman would presently die. “It’s just as well. Perhaps there is no other way, no orderly march toward an orderly end. Perhaps one has to die and return to nature to achieve that,” he whispered to himself.

In the street below the man upon the box, who was a travelling socialist orator, began to talk of the coming social revolution. As he talked it seemed to McGregor that his jaw had become loose from much wagging and that his whole body was loosely put together and without force. The speaker danced up and down on the box and his arms flapped about and these also seemed loose, not a part of the body.

“Vote with us and the thing is done,” he shouted. “Are you going to let a few men run things forever? Here you live like beasts paying tribute to your masters. Arouse yourselves. Join us in the struggle. You yourselves can be masters if you will only think so.”

“You will have to do something more than think,” roared McGregor, as he leaned far out at the window. Again as always when he had heard men saying words he was blind with anger. Sharply he remembered the walks he had sometimes taken at night in the city streets and the air of disorderly ineffectiveness all about him. And here in the mining town it was the same. On every side of him appeared blank empty faces and loose badly knit bodies.

“Mankind should be like a great fist ready to smash and to strike. It should be ready to knock down what stands in its way,” he cried, astonishing the crowd in the street and frightening into something like hysterics the two women who sat with him beside the dead woman in the darkened room.


CHAPTER III

[image: img26.jpg]

THE FUNERAL OF Nance McGregor was an event in Coal Creek. In the minds of the miners she stood for something. Fearing and hating the husband and the tall big-fisted son they had yet a tenderness for the mother and wife. “She lost her money handing us out bread,” they said as they pounded on the bar in the saloon. Word ran about among them and they returned again and again to the subject. The fact that she had lost her man twice — once in the mine when the timber fell and clouded his brain, and then later when his body lay black and distorted near the door to the McCrary cut after the dreadful time of the fire in the mine — was perhaps forgotten but the fact that she had once kept a store and that she had lost her money serving them was not forgotten.

On the day of the funeral the miners came up out of the mine and stood in groups in the open street and in the vacant bake shop. The men of the night shift had their faces washed and had put white paper collars about their necks. The man who owned the saloon locked the front door and putting the keys into his pocket stood on the side-walk looking silently at the windows of Nance McGregor’s rooms. Out along the runway from the mines came other miners — men of the day shift. Setting their dinner pails on the stone along the front of the saloon and crossing the railroad they kneeled and washed their blackened faces in the red stream that flowed at the foot of the embankment The voice of the preacher, a slender wasp-like young man with black hair and dark shadows under his eyes, floated out to the listening men. A train of loaded coke cars rumbled past along the back of the stores.

McGregor sat at the head of the coffin dressed in a new black suit. He stared at the wall back of the head of the preacher, not hearing, thinking his own thoughts.

Back of McGregor sat the undertaker’s pale daughter. She leaned forward until she touched the back of the chair in front and sat with her face buried in a white handkerchief. Her weeping cut across the voice of the preacher in the closely crowded little room filled with miners’ wives and in the midst of his prayer for the dead she was taken with a violent fit of coughing and had to get up and hurry out of the room.

After the services in the rooms above the bake shop a procession formed on Main Street. Like awkward boys the miners fell into groups and walked along behind the black hearse and the carriage in which sat the dead woman’s son with the minister. The men kept looking at each other and smiling sheepishly. There had been no arrangement to follow the body to its grave and when they thought of the son and the attitude he had always maintained toward them they wondered whether or not he wanted them to follow.

And McGregor was unconscious of all this. He sat in the carriage beside the minister and with unseeing eyes stared over the heads of the horses. He was thinking of his life in the city and of what he should do there in the future, of Edith Carson, sitting in the cheap dance hall and of the evenings he had spent with her, of the barber on the park bench talking of women and of his life with his mother when he was a boy in the mining town.

As the carriage climbed slowly up the hill followed by the miners McGregor began to love his mother. For the first time he realised that her life was full of meaning and that in her woman’s way she had been quite as heroic in her years of patient toil as had been her man Cracked McGregor when he ran to his death in the burning mine. McGregor’s hands began to tremble and his shoulders straightened. He became conscious of the men, the dumb blackened children of toil dragging their weary legs up the hill.

For what? McGregor stood up in the carriage and turning about looked at the men. Then he fell upon his knees on the carriage seat and watched them eagerly, his soul crying out to something he thought must be hidden away among the black mass of them, something that was the keynote of their lives, something for which he had not looked and in which he had not believed.

McGregor, kneeling in the open carriage at the top of the hill and watching the marching men slowly toiling upward, had of a sudden one of those strange awakenings that are the reward of stoutness in stout souls. A strong wind lifted the smoke from the coke ovens and blew it up the face of the hill on the farther side of the valley and the wind seemed to have lifted also some of the haze that had covered his eyes. At the foot of the hill along the railroad he could see the little stream, one of the blood red streams of the mine country, and the dull red houses of the miners. The red of the coke ovens, the red sun setting behind the hills to the west and last of all the red stream flowing like a river of blood down through the valley made a scene that burned itself into the brain of the miner’s son. A lump came into his throat and for a moment he tried vainly to get back his old satisfying hate of the town and the miners but it would not come. Long he looked down the hill to where the miners of the night shift marched up the hill after the carriage and the slowly moving hearse. It seemed to him that they like himself were marching up out of the smoke and the little squalid houses away from the shores of the blood red river into something new. What? McGregor shook his head slowly like an animal in pain. He wanted something for himself, for all these men. It seemed to him that he would gladly lie dead like Nance McGregor to know the secret of that want.

And then as though in answer to the cry out of his heart the file of marching men fell into step. An instantaneous impulse seemed to run through the ranks of stooped toiling figures. Perhaps they also looking backward had caught the magnificence of the picture scrawled across the landscape in black and red and had been moved by it so that their shoulders straightened and the long subdued song of life began to sing in their bodies. With a swing the marching men fell into step. Into the mind of McGregor flashed a thought of another day when he had stood upon this same hill with the half crazed man who stuffed birds and sat upon a log by the roadside reading the Bible and how he had hated these men because they did not march with orderly precision like the soldiers who came to subdue them. In a flash he knew that he who had hated the miners hated them no more. With Napoleonic insight he read a lesson into the accident of the men’s falling into step behind his carriage. A big grim thought flashed into his brain. “Some day a man will come who will swing all of the workers of the world into step like that,” he thought. “He will make them conquer, not one another but the terrifying disorder of life. If their lives have been wrecked by disorder it is not their fault. They have been betrayed by the ambitions of their leaders, all men have betrayed them.” McGregor thought that his mind swept down over the men, that the impulses of his mind like living things ran among them, crying to them, touching them, caressing them. Love invaded his spirit and made his body tingle. He thought of the workers in the Chicago warehouse and of the millions of others workers who in that great city, in all cities, everywhere, went at the end of the day shuffling off along the streets to their houses carrying with them no song, no hope, nothing but a few paltry dollars with which to buy food and keep the endless hurtful scheme of things alive. “There is a curse on my country,” he cried. “Everyone has come here for gain, to grow rich, to achieve. Suppose they should begin to want to live here. Suppose they should quit thinking of gain, leaders and followers of leaders. They are children. Suppose like children they should begin to play a bigger game. Suppose they could just learn to march, nothing else. Suppose they should begin to do with their bodies what their minds are not strong enough to do — to just learn the one simple thing, to march, whenever two or four or a thousand of them get together, to march.”

McGregor’s thoughts moved him so that he wanted to yell. Instead his face grew stern and he tried to command himself. “No, wait,” he whispered. “Train yourself. Here is something to give point to your life. Be patient and wait.” Again his thoughts swept away, running down to the advancing men. Tears came into his eyes. “Men have taught them that big lesson only when they wanted to kill. This must be different. Some one must teach them the big lesson just for their own sakes, that they also may know. They must march fear and disorder and purposelessness away. That must come first.”

McGregor turned and compelled himself to sit quietly beside the minister in the carriage. He became bitter against the leaders of men, the figures in old history that had once loomed so big in his mind.

“They have half taught them the secret only to betray them,” he muttered. “The men of books and of brains have done the same. That loose-jawed fellow in the street last night — there must be thousands of such, talking until their jaws hang loose like worn-out gates. Words mean nothing but when a man marches with a thousand other men and is not doing it for the glory of some king, then it will mean something. He will know then that he is a part of something real and he will catch the rhythm of the mass and glory in the fact that he is a part of the mass and that the mass has meaning. He will begin to feel great and powerful.” McGregor smiled grimly. “That is what the great leaders of armies have known,” he whispered. “And they have sold men out. They have used that knowledge to subdue men, to make them serve their own little ends.”

McGregor continued to look back at the men and in an odd sort of way to wonder at himself and the thought that had come to him. “It can be done,” he presently said aloud. “It will be done by some one, sometime. Why not by me?”

They buried Nance McGregor in the deep hole dug by her son before the log on the hillside. On the morning of his arrival he had secured permission of the mining company who owned the land to make this the burial place of the McGregors.

When the service over the grave was finished he looked about him at the miners, standing uncovered along the hill and in the road leading down into the valley, and felt that he should like to tell them what was in his mind. He had an impulse to jump upon the log beside the grave and in the presence of the green fields his father loved and across the grave of Nance McGregor shout to them saying, “Your cause shall be my cause. My brain and strength shall be yours. Your enemies I shall smite with my naked fist.” Instead he walked rapidly past them and topping the hill went down toward the town into the gathering night.

McGregor could not sleep on that last night he was ever to spend in Coal Creek. When darkness came he went along the street and stood at the foot of the stairs leading to the home of the undertaker’s daughter. The emotions that had swept over him during the afternoon had subdued his spirit and he wanted to be with some one who would also be subdued and quiet. When the woman did not come down the stairs to stand in the hallway as she had done in his boyhood he went up and knocked at her door. Together they went along Main Street and climbed the hill.

The undertaker’s daughter walked with difficulty and was compelled to stop and sit upon a stone by the roadside. When she attempted to rise McGregor gathered her into his arms and when she protested patted her thin shoulder with his big hand and whispered to her. “Be quiet,” he said. “Do not talk about anything. Just be quiet.”

The nights in the hills above mining towns are magnificent. The long valleys, cut and slashed by the railroads and made ugly by the squalid little houses of the miners are half lost in the soft blackness. Out of the darkness sounds emerge. Coal cars creak and protest as they are pushed along rails. Voices cry out. With a long reverberating rattle one of the mine cars dumps its load down a metal chute into a car standing on the railroad tracks. In the winter little fires are started along the tracks by the workmen who are employed about the tipple and on summer nights the moon comes out and touches with wild beauty the banks of black smoke that drift upward from the long rows of coke ovens.

With the sick woman in his arms McGregor sat in silence on the hillside above Coal Creek and let new thoughts and new impulses play with his spirit. The love for the figure of his mother that had come to him during the afternoon returned and he took the woman of the mine country into his arms and held her closely against his breast.

The struggling man in the hills of his own country, who was trying to clear his soul of the hatred of men bred in him by the disorder of life, lifted his head and pressed the body of the undertaker’s daughter hard against his own body. The woman, understanding his mood, picked with her thin fingers at his coat and wished she might die there in the darkness in the arms of the man she loved. When he became conscious of her presence and relaxed the grip of his arms about her shoulders she lay still and waited for him to forget again and again to press her tightly and let her feel in her worn-out body his massive strength and virility.

“It is a job. It is something big I can try to do,” he whispered to himself and in fancy saw the great disorderly city on the western plains rocked by the swing and rhythm of men, aroused and awakening with their bodies a song of new life.


BOOK IV
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CHAPTER I
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CHICAGO IS A vast city and millions of people live within the limits of its influence. It stands at the heart of America almost within sound of the creaking green leaves of the corn in the vast corn fields of the Mississippi Valley. It is inhabited by hordes of men of all nations who have come across the seas or out of western corn — shipping towns to make their fortunes. On all sides men are busy making fortunes.

In little Polish villages the word has been whispered about, “In America one gets much money,” and adventurous souls have set forth only to land at last, a little perplexed and disconcerted, in narrow ill — smelling rooms in Halstead Street in Chicago.

In American villages the tale has been told. Here it has not been whispered but shouted. Magazines and newspapers have done the job. The word regarding the making of money runs over the land like a wind among the corn. The young men listen and run away to Chicago. They have vigour and youth but in them has been builded no dream no tradition of devotion to anything but gain.

Chicago is one vast gulf of disorder. Here is the passion for gain, the very spirit of the bourgeoise gone drunk with desire. The result is something terrible. Chicago is leaderless, purposeless, slovenly, down at the heels.

And back of Chicago lie the long corn fields that are not disorderly. There is hope in the corn. Spring comes and the corn is green. It shoots up out of the black land and stands up in orderly rows. The corn grows and thinks of nothing but growth. Fruition comes to the corn and it is cut down and disappears. Barns are filled to bursting with the yellow fruit of the corn.

And Chicago has forgotten the lesson of the corn. All men have forgotten. It has never been told to the young men who come out of the corn fields to live in the city.

Once and once only in modern times the soul of America was stirred. The Civil War swept like a purifying fire through the land. Men marched together and knew the feel of shoulder to shoulder action. Brown stout bearded figures returned after the war to the villages. The beginning of a literature of strength and virility arose.

And then the time of sorrow and of stirring effort passed and prosperity returned. Only the aged are now cemented together by the sorrow of that time and there has been no new national sorrow.

It is a summer evening in America and the citizens sit in their houses after the effort of the day. They talk of the children in school or of the new difficulty of meeting the high prices of food stuff. In cities the bands play in the parks. In villages the lights go out and one hears the sound of hurrying horses on distant roads.

A thoughtful man walking in the streets of Chicago on such an evening sees women in white shirt waists and men with cigars in their mouths who sit on the porches of the houses. The man is from Ohio. He owns a factory in one of the large industrial towns there and has come to the city to sell his product. He is a man of the better sort, quiet, efficient, kindly. In his own community every one respects him and he respects himself. Now he walks and gives himself over to thoughts. He passes a house set among trees where a man cuts grass by the streaming light from a window. The song of the lawn mower stirs the walker. He idles along the street and looks in through the windows at Prints upon the walls. A white — clad woman sits playing on a piano. “Life is good,” he says, lighting a cigar; “it climbs on and up toward a kind of universal fairness.”

And then in the light from a street lamp the walker sees a man staggering along the sidewalk, muttering and helping himself with his hands upon a wall. The sight does not greatly disturb the pleasant satisfying thoughts that stir in his mind. He has eaten a good dinner at the hotel, he knows that drunken men are often but gay money-spending dogs who to-morrow morning will settle down to their work feeling secretly better for the night of wine and song.

My thoughtful man is an American with the disease of comfort and prosperity in his blood. He strolls along and turns a corner. He is satisfied with the cigar he smokes and, he decides, satisfied with the age in which he lives. “Agitators may howl,” he says, “but on the whole life is good, and as for me I am going to spend my life attending to the business in hand.”

The walker has turned a corner into a side street. Two men emerge from the door of a saloon and stand upon the sidewalk under a light. They wave their arms up and down. Suddenly one of them springs forward and with a quick forward thrust of his body and the flash of a clenched fist in the lamp light knocks his companion into the gutter. Down the street he sees rows of tall smoke-begrimed brick buildings hanging black and ominous against the sky. At the end of a street a huge mechanical apparatus lifts cars of coal and dumps them roaring and rattling into the bowels of a ship that lies tied in the river.

The walker throws his cigar away and looks about. A man walks before him in the silent street. He sees the man raise his fist to the sky and notes with a shock the movement of the lips and the hugeness and ugliness of the face in the lamplight.

Again he goes on, hurrying now, around another corner into a street filled with pawn shops, clothing stores and the clamour of voices. In his mind floats a picture. He sees two boys, clad in white rompers, feeding clover to a tame rabbit in a suburban back lawn and wishes he were at home in his own place. In his fancy the two sons are walking under apple trees and laughing and tusseling for a great bundle of newly pulled sweet smelling clover. The strange looking red man with the huge face he has seen in the street is looking at the two children over a garden wall. There is a threat in the look and the threat alarms him. Into his mind comes the notion that the man who looks over the wall wants to destroy the future of his children.

The night advances. Down a stairway beside a clothing store comes a woman with gleaming white teeth who is clad in a black dress. She makes a Peculiar little jerking movement with her head to the walker. A patrol wagon with clanging bells rushes through the street, two blue clad policemen sitting stiffly in the seat. A boy — he can’t be above six — runs along the street pushing soiled newspapers under the noses of idlers on the corners, his shrill childish voice rises above the din of the trolley cars and the clanging notes of the patrol wagon.

The walker throws his cigar into the gutter and climbing the steps of a street car goes back to his hotel. His fine reflective mood is gone. He half wishes that something lovely might come into American life but the wish does not persist. He is only irritated and feels that a pleasant evening has been in some way spoiled. He is wondering if he will be successful in the business that brought him to the city. As he turns out the light in his room and putting his head upon the pillow listens to the noises of the city merged now into a quiet droning roar he thinks of the brick factory on the banks of the river in Ohio and as he falls into sleep the face of the red-haired man lowers at him from the factory door.

 

 

 

When McGregor returned to the city after the burial of his mother he began at once to try to put his idea of the marching men into form. For a long time he did not know how to begin. The idea was vague and shadowy. It belonged to the nights in the hills of his own country and seemed a little absurd when he tried to think of it in the daylight of North State Street in Chicago.

McGregor felt that he had to prepare himself. He believed that he could study books and learn much from men’s ideas expressed in books without being overwhelmed by their thoughts. He became a student and quit the place in the apple-warehouse to the secret relief of the little bright-eyed superintendent who had never been able to get himself up to the point of raging at this big red fellow as he had raged at the German before McGregor’s time. The warehouse man felt that during the meeting on the corner before the saloon on the day McGregor began to work for him something had happened. The miner’s son had unmanned him. “A man ought to be boss in his own place,” he sometimes muttered to himself, as he walked in the passageways among rows of piled apple barrels in the upper part of the warehouse wondering why the presence of McGregor irritated him.

From six o’clock in the evening until two in the morning McGregor now worked as night-cashier in a restaurant on South State Street below Van Buren and from two until seven in the morning he slept in a room whose windows looked down into Michigan Boulevard. On Thursday he was free, his place being taken for the evening by the man who owned the restaurant, a small excitable Irishman by the name of Tom O’Toole.

McGregor got his chance to become a student through the bank account belonging to Edith Carson. The opportunity arose in this way. On a summer evening after his return from Pennsylvania he sat with her in the darkened store back of the closed screen door. McGregor was morose and silent. On the evening before he had tried to talk to several men at the warehouse about the Marching Men and they had not understood. He blamed his inability with words and sat in the half darkness with his face in his hands and looked up the street saying nothing and thinking bitter thoughts.

The idea that had come to him made him half drunk with its possibilities and he knew that he must not let it make him drunk. He wanted to begin forcing men to do the simple thing full of meaning rather than the disorganised ineffective things and he had an ever-present inclination to arise, to stretch himself, to run into the streets and with his great arms see if he could not sweep the people before him, starting them on the long purposeful march that was to be the beginning of the rebirth of the world and that was to fill with meaning the lives of men. Then when he had walked the fever out of his blood and had frightened the people in the streets by the grim look in his face he tried to school himself to sit quietly waiting.

The woman sitting beside him in a low rocking chair began trying to tell him of something that had been in her mind. Her heart jumped and she talked slowly, pausing between sentences to conceal the trembling of her voice. “Would it help you in what you want to do if you could quit at the warehouse and spend your days in study?” she asked.

McGregor looked at her and nodded his head absent-mindedly. He thought of the nights in his room when the hard heavy work of the day in the warehouse seemed to have benumbed his brain.

“Besides the business here I have seventeen hundred dollars in the savings bank,” said Edith, turning aside to conceal the eager hopeful look in her eyes. “I want to invest it. I do not want it lying there doing nothing. I want you to take it and make a lawyer of yourself.”

Edith sat rigid in her chair waiting for his answer. She felt that she had put him to a test. In her mind was a new hope. “If he takes it he will not be walking out at the door some night and never coming back.”

McGregor tried to think. He had not tried to explain to her his new notion of life and did not know how to begin.

“After all why not stick to my plan and be a lawyer?” he asked himself. “That might open the door. I’ll do that,” he said aloud to the woman. “Both you and mother have talked of it so I’ll give it a trial. Yes, I’ll take the money.”

Again he looked at her as she sat before him flushed and eager and was touched by her devotion as he had been touched by the devotion of the undertaker’s daughter in Coal Creek. “I don’t mind being under obligations to you,” he said; “I don’t know any one else I would take it from.”

In the street later the troubled man walked about trying to make new plans for the accomplishment of his purpose. He was annoyed by what he thought to be the dulness of his own brain and he thrust his fist up into the air to look at it in the lamplight. “I’ll get ready to use that intelligently,” he thought; “a man wants trained brains backed up by a big fist in the struggle I’m going into.”

It was then that the man from Ohio walked past with his hands in his pockets and attracted his attention. To McGregor’s nostrils came the odour of rich fragrant tobacco. He turned and stood staring at the intruder on his thoughts. “That’s what I am going to fight,” he growled; “the comfortable well-to-do acceptance of a disorderly world, the smug men who see nothing wrong with a world like this. I would like to frighten them so that they throw their cigars away and run about like ants when you kick over ant hills in the field.”


CHAPTER II
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MCGREGOR BEGAN TO attend some classes at Chicago University and walked about among the massive buildings, erected for the most part through the bounty of one of his country’s leading business men, wondering why the great centre of learning seemed so little a part of the city. To him the University seemed something entirely apart, not in tune with its surrounding. It was like an expensive ornament worn on the soiled hand of a street urchin. He did not stay there long.

One day he got into disfavour with the professor in one of the classes. He sat in a room among other students, his mind busy with thoughts of the future and of how he might get his movement of the marching men under way. In a chair beside him sat a large girl with blue eyes and hair like yellow wheat. She like McGregor was unconscious of what was going on about her and sat with half-closed eyes watching him. In the corners of her eyes lurked a gleam of amusement. She drew sketches of his huge mouth and nose on a pad of Paper.

At McGregor’s left with his legs sprawled into the aisle sat a youth who was thinking of the yellow-haired girl and planning a campaign against her. His father was a manufacturer of berry boxes in a brick building on the West Side and he wished he were in school in another city so that it would not be necessary to live at home. All day he thought of the evening meal and of the coming of his father, nervous and tired, to quarrel with his mother about the management of the servants. Now he was trying to evolve a plan for getting money from his mother with which to enjoy a dinner at a downtown restaurant. With delight he contemplated such an evening with a box of cigarettes on the table and the yellow-haired girl sitting opposite him under red lights. He was a typical American youth of the upper middle class and was in the University only because he was in no hurry to begin his life in the commercial world.

In front of McGregor sat another typical student, a pale nervous young man who drummed with his fingers on the back of a book. He was very serious about acquiring learning and when the professor paused in his talk he threw up his hands and asked a question. When the professor smiled he laughed loudly. He was like an instrument on which the professor struck chords.

The professor, a short man with a bushy black beard, heavy shoulders and large powerful eye-glasses, spoke in a shrill voice surcharged with excitement.

“The world is full of unrest,” he said; “men are struggling like chicks in the shell. In the hinterland of every man’s mind uneasy thoughts stir. I call your attention to what is going on in the Universities of Germany.”

The professor paused and glared about. McGregor was so irritated by what he took to be the wordiness of the man that he could not restrain himself. He felt as he had felt when the socialist orator talked on the streets of Coal Creek. With an oath he arose and kicked out his foot to push his chair away. The pad of paper fell out of the large girl’s lap and scattered its leaves about the floor. A light burned in McGregor’s blue eyes. As he stood in the classroom before the startled class his head, big and red, had something of nobility about it like the head of a fine beast. His voice rumbled out of his throat and the girl looked at him, her mouth standing open.

“We go from room to room hearing talk,” began McGregor. “On the street corners downtown in the evenings and in towns and villages men talk and talk. Books are written, jaws wag. The jaws of men are loose. They wabble about — saying nothing.”

McGregor’s excitement grew. “If there is all this unrest why does it not come to something?” he demanded. “Why do not you who have trained brains strive to find the secret of order in the midst of this disorder? Why is something not done?”

The professor ran up and down on the platform. “I do not know what you mean,” he cried nervously. McGregor turned slowly and stared at the class. He tried to explain. “Why do not men lead their lives like men?” he asked. “They must be taught to march, hundreds of thousands of men. Do you not think so?”

McGregor’s voice rose and his great fist was raised. “The world should become a great camp,” he cried. “The brains of the world should be at the organisation of mankind. Everywhere there is disorder and men chatter like monkeys in a cage. Why should some man not begin the organisation of a new army? If there are men who do not understand what is meant let them be knocked down.”

The professor leaned forward and peered through his spectacles at McGregor. “I understand your kind,” he said, and his voice trembled. “The class is dismissed. We deprecate violence here.”

The professor hurried through a door and down a long hallway with the class chattering at his heels. McGregor sat in his chair in the empty class room and stared at the wall. As the professor hurried away he muttered to himself: “What’s getting in here? What’s getting into our schools?”

 

 

 

Late on the following afternoon McGregor sat in his room thinking of what had happened in the class. He had decided that he would not spend any more time at the University but would devote himself entirely to the study of law. Several young men came in.

Among the students at the University McGregor had seemed very old. Secretly he was much admired and had often been the subject of talk. Those who had now come to see him wanted him to join a Greek Letter Fraternity. They sat about his room, on the window sill and on a trunk by the wall. They smoked pipes and were boyishly eager and enthusiastic. A glow shone in the cheeks of the spokesman — a clean-looking youth with black curly hair and round pink — and — white cheeks, the son of a Presbyterian minister from Iowa.

“You have been picked by our fellows to be one of us,” said the spokesman. “We want you to become an Alpha Beta Pi. It is a grand fraternity with chapters in the best schools in the country. Let me tell you.”

He began reeling off a list of names of statesmen, college professors, business men and well known athletes who belonged to the order.

McGregor sat by the wall looking at his guests and wondering what he would say. He was a little amused and half hurt and felt like a man who has had a Sunday School scholar stop him on the street to ask him about the welfare of his soul. He thought of Edith Carson waiting for him in her store on Monroe Street, of the angry miners standing in the saloon in Coal Creek plotting to break into the restaurant while he sat with the hammer in his hands waiting for battle, of old Mother Misery walking at the heels of the soldiers’ horses through the streets of the mining village, and last of all of the terrible certainty that these bright-eyed boys would be destroyed, swallowed up by the huge commercial city in which they were to live.

“It means a lot to be one of us when a chap gets out into the world,” the curly-haired youth said. “It helps you get on, get in with the right people. You can’t go on without men you know. You ought to get in with the best fellows.” He hesitated and looked at the floor. “I don’t mind telling you,” he said with an outburst of frankness, “that one of our stronger men — Whiteside, the mathematician — wanted us to have you. He said you were worth while. He thought you ought to see us and get to know us and that we ought to see and get to know you.”

McGregor got up and took his hat from a nail on the wall. He felt the utter futility of trying to express what was in his mind and walked down the stairs to the street with the file of boys following in embarrassed silence and stumbling in the darkness of the hallway at his heels. At the street door he stopped and faced them, struggling to put his thoughts into words.

“I can’t do what you ask,” he said. “I like you and like your asking me to come in with you, but I’m going to quit the University.” His voice softened. “I would like to have you for friends,” he added. “You say a man needs to know people after awhile. Well, I would like to know you while you are what you are now. I don’t want to know you after you become what you will become.”

McGregor turned and ran down the remaining steps to the stone sidewalk and went rapidly up the street. A stern hard look was in his face and he knew he would spend a silent night thinking of what had happened. “I hate hitting boys,” he thought as he hurried away to his evening’s work at the restaurant.


CHAPTER III
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WHEN MCGREGOR WAS admitted to the bar and ready to take his place among the thousands of young lawyers scattered over the Chicago loop district he half drew back from beginning the practice of his profession. To spend his life quibbling over trifles with other lawyers was not what he wanted. To have his place in life fixed by his ability in quibbling seemed to him hideous.

Night after night he walked alone in the streets thinking of the matter. He grew angry and swore. Sometimes he was so stirred by the meaninglessness of whatever way of life offered itself that he was tempted to leave the city and become a tramp, one of the hordes of adventurous dissatisfied souls who spend their lives drifting back and forth along the American railroads.

He continued to work in the South State Street restaurant that got its patronage from the underworld. In the evenings from six until twelve trade was quiet and he sat reading books and watching the restless thrashing crowds that passed the window. Sometimes he became so absorbed that one of the guests sidled past and escaped through the door without paying his bill. In State Street the people moved up and down nervously, wandering here and there, going without purpose like cattle confined in a corral. Women in cheap imitations of the gowns worn by their sisters two blocks away in Michigan Avenue and with painted faces leered at the men. In gaudily lighted store-rooms that housed cheap suggestive shows pianos kept up a constant din.

In the eyes of the people who idled away the evenings in South State Street was the vacant purposeless stare of modern life accentuated and made horrible. With the stare went the shuffling walk, the wagging jaw, the saying of words meaning nothing. On the wall of a building opposite the door of the restaurant hung a banner marked “Socialist Headquarters.” There where modern life had found well-nigh perfect expression, where there was no discipline and no order, where men did not move, but drifted like sticks on a sea-washed beach, hung the socialist banner with its promise of the co-operative commonwealth.

McGregor looked at the banner and at the moving people and was lost in meditation. Walking from behind the cashier’s desk he stood in the street by the door and stared about. A fire began to burn in his eyes and the fists that were thrust into his coat pockets were clenched. Again as when he was a boy in Coal Creek he hated the people. The fine love of mankind that had its basis in a dream of mankind galvanised by some great passion into order and meaning was lost.

In the restaurant after midnight trade briskened Waiters and bartenders from fashionable restaurants of the loop district began to drop in to meet friends from among the women of the town. When a woman came in she walked up to one of these young men. “What kind of a night have you had?” they asked each other.

The visiting waiters stood about and talked in low tones. As they talked they absentmindedly practised the art of withholding money from customers, a source of income to them. They played with coins, pitched them into the air, palmed them, made them appear and disappear with marvellous rapidity. Some of them sat on stools along the counter eating pie and drinking cups of hot coffee.

A cook clad in a long dirty apron came into the room from the kitchen and putting a dish on the counter stood eating its contents. He tried to win the admiration of the idlers by boasting. In a blustering voice he called familiarly to women seated at tables along the wall. At some time in his life the cook had worked for a travelling circus and he talked continually of his adventures on the road, striving to make himself a hero in the eyes of his audience.

McGregor read the book that lay before him on the counter and tried to forget the squalid disorder of his surroundings. Again he read of the great figures of history, the soldiers and statesmen who have been leaders of men. When the cook asked him a question or made some remark intended for his ears he looked up, nodded and read again. When a disturbance started in the room he growled out a command and the disturbance subsided. From time to time well dressed middle-aged men, half gone in drink, came and leaned over the counter to whisper to him. He made a motion with his hand to one of the women sitting at the tables along the wall and idly playing with toothpicks. When she came to him he pointed to the man and said, “He wants to buy you a dinner.”

The women of the underworld sat at the tables and talked of McGregor, each secretly wishing he might become her lover. They gossiped like suburban wives, filling their talk with vague reference to things he had said. They commented upon his clothes and his reading. When he looked at them they smiled and stirred uneasily about like timid children.

One of the women of the underworld, a thin woman with hollow red cheeks, sat at a table talking with the other women of the raising of white leghorn chickens. She and her husband, a fat old roan, a waiter in a loop restaurant, had bought a ten-acre farm in the country and she was helping to pay for it with the money made in the streets in the evening. A small black-eyed woman who sat beside the chicken raiser reached up to a raincoat hanging on the wall and taking a piece of white cloth from the pocket began to work out a design in pale blue flowers for the front of a shirtwaist. A youth with unhealthy looking skin sat on a stool by the counter talking to a waiter.

“The reformers have raised hell with business,” the youth boasted as he looked about to be sure of listeners. “I used to have four women working for me here in State Street in World’s Fair year and now I have only one and she crying and sick half the time.”

McGregor stopped reading the book. “In every city there is a vice spot, a place from which diseases go out to poison the people. The best legislative brains in the world have made no progress against this evil,” it said.

He closed the book, threw it away from him and looked at his big fist lying on the counter and at the youth talking boastfully to the waiter. A smile played about the corners of his mouth. He opened and closed his fist reflectively. Then taking a law book from a shelf below the counter he began reading again, moving his lips and resting his head upon his hands.

McGregor’s law office was upstairs over a secondhand clothing store in Van Buren Street. There he sat at his desk reading and waiting and at night he returned to the State Street restaurant. Now and then he went to the Harrison Street police station to hear a police court trial and through the influence of O’Toole was occasionally given a case that netted him a few dollars. He tried to think that the years spent in Chicago were years of training. In his own mind he knew what he wanted to do but did not know how to begin. Instinctively he waited. He saw the march and countermarch of events in the lives of the people tramping on the sidewalks below his office window, saw in his mind the miners of the Pennsylvania village coming down from the hills to disappear below the ground, looked at the girls hurrying through the swinging doors of department stores in the early morning, wondering which of them would presently sit idling with toothpicks in O’Toole’s and waited for the word or the stir on the surface of that sea of humanity that would be a sign to him. To an onlooker he might have seemed but another of the wasted men of modern life, a drifter on the sea of things — but it was not so. The people plunging through the streets afire with earnestness concerning nothing had not succeeded in sucking him into the whirlpool of commercialism in which they struggled and into which year after year the best of America’s youth was drawn.

The idea that had come into his mind as he sat on the hill above the mining town grew and grew. Day and night he dreamed of the actual physical phenomena of the men of labour marching their way into power and of the thunder of a million feet rocking the world and driving the great song of order purpose and discipline into the soul of Americans.

Sometimes it seemed to him that the dream would never be more than a dream. In the dusty little office he sat and tears came into his eyes. At such times he was convinced that mankind would go on forever along the old road, that youth would continue always to grow into manhood, become fat, decay and die with the great swing and rhythm of life a meaningless mystery to them. “They will see the seasons and the planets marching through space but they will not march,” he muttered, and went to stand by the window and stare down into the dirt and disorder of the street below.


CHAPTER IV
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IN THE OFFICE McGregor occupied in Van Buren Street there was another desk besides his own. The desk was owned by a small man with an extraordinary long moustache and with grease spots on the lapel of his coat. In the morning he came in and sat in his chair with his feet on his desk. He smoked long black stogies and read the morning papers. On the glass panel of the door was the inscription, “Henry Hunt, Real Estate Broker.” When he had finished with the morning papers he disappeared, returning tired and dejected late in the afternoon.

The real estate business of Henry Hunt was a myth. Although he bought and sold no property he insisted on the title and had in his desk a pile of letterheads setting forth the kind of property in which he specialised. He had a picture of his daughter, a graduate of the Hyde Park High School, in a glass frame on the wall. When he went out at the door in the morning he paused to look at McGregor and said, “If any one comes in about property tend to them for me. I’ll be gone for a while.”

Henry Hunt was a collector of tithes for the political bosses of the first ward. All day he went from place to place through the ward interviewing women, checking their names off a little red book he carried in his pocket, promising, demanding, making veiled threats. In the evening he sat in his flat overlooking Jackson Park and listened to his daughter play on the piano. With all his heart he hated his place in life and as he rode back and forth to town on the Illinois Central trains he stared at the lake and dreamed of owning a farm and living a free life in the country. In his mind he could see the merchants standing gossiping on the sidewalk before the stores in an Ohio village where he had lived as a boy and in fancy saw himself again a boy, driving cows through the village street in the evening and making a delightful little slap slap with his bare feet in the deep dust.

It was Henry Hunt in his secret office as collector and lieutenant to the “boss” of the first ward who shifted the scenes for McGregor’s appearance as a public character in Chicago.

One night a young man — son of one of the city’s plunging millionaire wheat speculators — was found dead in a little blind alley back of a resort known as Polk Street Mary’s place. He lay crumpled up against a board fence quite dead and with a bruise on the side of his head. A policeman found him and dragged him to the street light at the corner of the alley.

For twenty minutes the policeman had been standing under the light swinging his stick. He had heard nothing. A young man came up, touched him on the arm and whispered to him. When he turned to go down the alley the young man ran away up the street.

 

 

 

The powers that rule the first ward in Chicago were furious when the identity of the dead man became known. The “boss,” a mild-looking blue-eyed little man in a neat grey suit and with a silky moustache, stood in his office opening and closing his fists convulsively. Then he called a young man and sent for Henry Hunt and a well known police official.

For some weeks the newspapers of Chicago had been conducting a campaign against vice. Swarms of reporters had over-run the ward. Daily they issued word pictures of life in the underworld. On the front pages of the papers with senators and governors and millionaires who had divorced their wives, appeared also the names of Ugly Brown Chophouse Sam and Carolina Kate with descriptions of their places, their hours of closing and the class and quantity of their patronage. A drunken man rolled on the floor at the back of a Twenty-second Street saloon and robbed of his pocketbook had his picture on the front page of the morning papers.

Henry Hunt sat in his office on Van Buren Street trembling with fright. He expected to see his name in the paper and his occupation disclosed.

The powers that ruled the First — quiet shrewd men who knew how to make and to take profits, the very flower of commercialism — were frightened. They saw in the prominence of the dead man a real opportunity for their momentary enemies the press. For weeks they had been sitting quietly, weathering the storm of public disapproval. In their minds they thought of the ward as a kingdom in itself, something foreign and apart from the city. Among their followers were men who had not been across the Van Buren Street line into foreign territory for years.

Suddenly through the minds of these men floated a menace. Like the small soft-speaking boss the ward gripped its fist conclusively. Through the streets and alleys ran a cry, a warning. Like birds of prey disturbed in their nesting places they fluttered, uttering cries. Throwing his stogie into the gutter Henry Hunt ran through the ward. From house to house he uttered his cry— “Lay low! Pull off nothing.”

The little boss in his office at the front of his saloon looked from Henry Hunt to the police official. “It is no time for hesitation,” he said. “It will prove a boon if we act quickly. We have got to arrest and try that murderer and do it now. Who is our man? Quick. Let’s have action.”

Henry Hunt lighted a fresh stogie. He played nervously with the ends of his fingers and wished he were out of the ward and safely out of range of the prying eyes of the press. In fancy he could hear his daughter screaming with horror at the sight of his name spread in glaring letters before the world and thought of her with a flush of abhorrence on her young face turning from him forever. In his terror his mind darted here and there. A name sprang to his lips. “It might have been Andy Brown,” he said, puffing at the stogie.

The little boss whirled his chair about. He began picking up the papers scattered about his desk. When he spoke his voice was again soft and mild. “It was Andy Brown,” he said. “Whisper the word about. Let a Tribune man locate Brown for you. Handle this right and you will save your own scalp and get the fool papers off the back of the First.”

 

 

 

The arrest of Brown brought respite to the ward. The prediction of the shrewd little boss made good. The newspapers dropped the clamorous cry for reform and began demanding instead the life of Andrew Brown. Newspaper artists rushed into police headquarters and made hurried sketches to appear an hour later blazoned across the face of extras on the streets. Grave scientific men got their pictures printed at the heads of articles on “Criminal Characteristics of the Head and Face.”

An adept and imaginative writer for an afternoon paper spoke of Brown as a Jekyll and Hyde of the Tenderloin and hinted at other murders by the same hand. From the comparatively quiet life of a not markedly industrious yeggman Brown came out of the upper floor of a State Street lodging house to stand stoically before the world of men — a storm centre about which swirled and eddied the wrath of an aroused city.

The thought that had flashed into the mind of Henry Hunt as he sat in the office of the soft-voiced boss was the making of an opportunity for McGregor. For months he and Andrew Brown had been friends. The yeggman, a strongly built slow talking man, looked like a skilled mechanic of a locomotive engineer. Coming into O’Toole’s in the quiet hours between eight and twelve he sat eating his evening meal and talking in a half bantering humorous vein to the young lawyer. In his eyes lurked a kind of hard cruelty tempered by indolence. It was he who gave McGregor the name that still clings to him in that strange savage land— “Judge Mac, the Big ‘un.”

When he was arrested Brown sent for McGregor and offered to give him charge of his case. When the young lawyer refused he was insistent. In a cell at the county jail they talked it over. By the door stood a guard watching them. McGregor peered into the half darkness and said what he thought should be said. “You are in a hole,” he began. “You don’t want me, you want a big name. They’re all set to hang you over there.” He waved his hand in the direction of the First. “They’re going to hand you over as an answer to a stirred up city. It’s a job for the biggest and best criminal lawyer in town. Name the man and I’ll get him for you and help raise the money to pay him.”

Andrew Brown got up and walked to McGregor. Looking down at him he spoke quickly and determinedly. “You do what I say,” he growled. “You take this case. I didn’t do the job. I was asleep in my room when it was pulled off. Now you take the case. You won’t clear me. It ain’t in the cards. But you get the job just the same.”

He sat down again upon the iron cot at the corner of the cell. His voice became slow and had in it a touch of cynical humour. “Look here, Big ‘un,” he said, “the gang’s picked my number out of the hat. I’m going across but there’s good advertising in the job for some one and you get it.”


CHAPTER V

[image: img26.jpg]

THE TRIAL OF Andrew Brown was both an opportunity and a test for McGregor. For a number of years he had lived a lonely life in Chicago. He had made no friends and his mind had not been confused by the endless babble of small talk on which most of us subsist. Evening after evening he had walked alone through the streets and had stood at the door of the State Street restaurant a solitary figure aloof from life. Now he was to be drawn into the maelstrom. In the past he had been let alone by life. The great blessing of isolation had been his and in his isolation he had dreamed a big dream. Now the quality of the dream and the strength of its hold upon him was to be tested.

McGregor was not to escape the influence of the life of his day. Deep human passion lay asleep in his big body. Before the time of his Marching Men he had yet to stand the most confusing of all the modern tests of men, the beauty of meaningless women and the noisy clamour of success that is equally meaningless.

On the day of his conversation with Andrew Brown in the old Cook County jail on Chicago’s North Side we are therefore to think of McGregor as facing these tests. After the talk with Brown he walked along the street and came to the bridge that led over the river into the loop district. In his heart he knew that he was facing a fight and the thought thrilled him. With a new lift to his shoulders he walked over the bridge. He looked at the people and again let his heart be filled with contempt for them.

He wished that the fight for Brown were a fight with fists. Boarding a west side car he sat looking out through the car window at the passing crowd and imagined himself among them, striking right and left, gripping throats, demanding the truth that would save Brown and set himself up before the eyes of men.

When McGregor got to the Monroe Street millinery store it was evening and Edith was preparing to go out to the evening meal. He stood looking at her. In his voice rang a note of triumph. Out of his contempt for the men and women of the underworld came boastfulness. “They have given me a job they think I can’t do,” he said. “I’m to be Brown’s counsel in the big murder case.” He put his hands on her frail shoulders and pulled her to the light. “I’m going to knock them over and show them,” he boasted. “They think they’re going to hang Brown — the oily snakes. Well they didn’t count on me. Brown doesn’t count on me. I’m going to show them.” He laughed noisily in the empty shop.

At a little restaurant McGregor and Edith talked of the test he was to go through. As he talked she sat in silence and looked at his red hair.

“Find out if your man Brown has a sweetheart,” she said, thinking of herself.

 

 

 

America is the land of murders. Day after day in cities and towns and on lonely country roads violent death creeps upon men. Undisciplined and disorderly in their way of life the citizens can do nothing. After each murder they cry out for new laws which, when they are written into the books of laws, the very lawmaker himself breaks. Harried through life by clamouring demands, their days leave them no time for the quietude in which thoughts grow. After days of meaningless hurry in the city they jump upon trains or street cars and hurry through their favourite paper to the ball game, the comic pictures and the market reports.

And then something happens. The moment arrives. A murder that might have got a single column on an inner page of yesterday’s paper today spreads its terrible details over everything.

Through the streets hurry the restless scurrying newsboys, stirring the crowds with their cries. The men who have passed impatiently the tales of a city’s shame snatch the papers and read eagerly and exhaustively the story of a crime.

And into the midst of such a maelstrom of rumours, hideous impossible stories and well-laid plans to defeat the truth, McGregor hurled himself. Day after day he wandered through the vice district south of Van Buren Street. Prostitutes, pimps, thieves and saloon hangers-on looked at him and smiled knowingly. As the days passed and he made no progress he became desperate. One day an idea came to him. “I’ll go to the good looking woman at the settlement house,” he told himself. “She won’t know who killed the boy but she can find out. I’ll make her find out.”

 

 

 

In Margaret Ormsby McGregor was to know what was to him a new kind of womanhood, something sure, reliant, hedged about and prepared as a good soldier is prepared, to have the best of it in the struggle for existence. Something he had not known was yet to make its cry to the man.

Margaret Ormsby like McGregor himself had not been defeated by life. She was the daughter of David Ormsby, head of the great plough trust with headquarters in Chicago, a man who because of a certain fine assurance in his attitude toward life had been called “Ormsby the Prince” by his associates. Her mother Laura Ormsby was small nervous and intense.

With a self-conscious abandonment, lacking just a shade of utter security, Margaret Ormsby, beautiful in body and beautifully clad, went here and there among the outcasts of the First Ward. She like all women was waiting for an opportunity of which she did not talk even to herself. She was something for the single-minded and primitive McGregor to approach with caution.

Hurrying along a narrow street lined with cheap saloons McGregor went in at the door of the settlement house and sat in a chair at a desk facing Margaret Ormsby. He knew something of her work in the First Ward and that she was beautiful and self-possessed. He was determined that she should help him. Sitting in the chair and looking at her across the flat-top desk he choked back into her throat the terse sentences with which she was wont to greet visitors.

“It is all very well for you to sit there dressed up and telling me what women in your position can do and can’t do,” he said, “but I’ve come here to tell you what you will do if you are of the kind that want to be useful.”

The speech of McGregor was a challenge which Margaret, the modern daughter of one of our modern great men, could not well let pass. Had she not brazened out her timidity to go calmly among prostitutes and sordid muttering drunkards, serene in her consciousness of business-like purpose? “What is it you want?” she asked sharply.

“You have just two things that will help me,” said McGregor; “your beauty and your virginity. These things are a kind of magnet, drawing the women of the street to you. I know. I’ve heard them talk.

“There are women who come in here who know who it was killed that boy in the passageway and why it was done,” McGregor went on. “You’re a fetish with these women. They are children and they come in here to look at you as children peep around curtains at guests sitting in the parlour of their houses.

“Well I want you to call these children into the room and let them tell you family secrets. The whole ward here knows the story of that killing. The air is filled with it. The men and women keep trying to tell me, but they’re afraid. The police have them scared and they half-tell me and then run away like frightened animals.

“I want them to tell you. You don’t count with the police down here. They think you’re too beautiful and too good to touch the real life of these people. None of them — the bosses or the police — are watching you. I’ll keep kicking up dust and you get the information I want. You can do the job if you’re any good.”

After McGregor’s speech the woman sat in silence and looked at him. For the first time she had met a man who overwhelmed her and was in no way diverted by her beauty nor her self-possession. A hot wave, half anger, half admiration, swept over her.

McGregor stared at the woman and waited. “I’ve got to have facts,” he said. “Give me the story and the names of those who know the story and I’ll make them tell. I have some facts now — got them by bullying a girl and by choking a bartender in an alley. Now I want you in your way to put me in the way of getting more facts. You make the women talk and tell you and then you tell me.”

When McGregor had gone Margaret Ormsby got up from her desk in the settlement house and walked across the city toward her father’s office. She was startled and frightened. In a moment and by the speech and manner of this brutal young lawyer she had been made to realise that she was but a child in the hands of the forces that played about her in the First Ward. Her self-possession was shaken. “If they are children — these women of the town — then I am a child, a child swimming with them in a sea of hate and ugliness.”

A new thought came into her mind. “But he is no child — that McGregor. He is a child of nothing. He stands on a rock unshaken.”

She tried to become indignant because of the blunt frankness of the man’s speech. “He talked to me as he would have talked to a woman of the streets,” she thought. “He was not afraid to assume that at bottom we are alike, just playthings in the hands of the man who dares.”

In the street she stopped and looked about. Her body trembled and she realised that the forces about her had become living things ready to pounce upon her. “Anyway, I will do what I can. I will help him. I will have to do that,” she whispered to herself.


CHAPTER VI
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THE CLEARING OF Andrew Brown made a sensation in Chicago. At the trial McGregor was able to introduce one of those breath-taking dramatic climaxes that catch the attention of the mob. At the tense dramatic moment of the trial a frightened hush fell upon the court room and that evening in their houses men turned instinctively from the reading of the papers to look at their beloved sitting about them. A chill of fear ran over the bodies of women. For a moment Beaut McGregor had given them a peep under the crust of civilisation that awoke an age-old trembling in their hearts. In his fervour and impatience McGregor had cried out, not against the incidental enemies of Brown but against all modern society and its formlessness. To the listeners it seemed that he shook mankind by the throat and that by the power and purposefulness of his own solitary figure he revealed the pitiful weakness of his fellows.

In the court room McGregor had sat, grim and silent, letting the State build up its case. In his face was a challenge. His eyes looked out from beneath swollen eyelids. For weeks he had been as tireless as a bloodhound running through the First Ward and building his case. Policemen had seen him emerge from alleyways at three in the morning, the soft spoken boss hearing of his activities had eagerly questioned Henry Hunt, a bartender in a dive on Polk Street had felt the grip of a hand at his throat and a trembling girl of the town had knelt before him in a little dark room begging protection from his wrath. In the court room he sat waiting and watching.

When the special counsel for the State, a man of great name in the courts, had finished his insistent persistent cry for the blood of the silent unemotional Brown, McGregor acted. Springing to his feet he shouted hoarsely across the silent court room to a large woman sitting among the witnesses. “They have tricked you Mary,” he roared. “The tale about the pardon after the excitement dies is a lie. They’re stringing you. They’re going to hang Andy Brown. Get up there and tell the naked truth or his blood be on your hands.”

A furor arose in the crowded court room. Lawyers sprang to their feet, objecting, protesting. Above the noise arose a hoarse accusing voice. “Keep Polk Street Mary and every woman from her place in here,” he shouted. “They know who killed your man. Put them back there on the stand. They’ll tell. Look at them. The truth is coming out of them.”

The clamour in the room subsided. The silent red-haired attorney, the joke of the case, had scored. Walking in the streets at night the words of Edith Carson had come back into his brain, and with the help of Margaret Ormsby he had been able to follow a clue given by her suggestion.

“Find out if your man Brown has a sweetheart.”

In a moment he saw the message the women of the underworld, patrons of O’Toole’s, had been trying to convey to him. Polk Street Mary was the sweetheart of Andy Brown. Now in the silent court room the voice of a woman arose broken with sobs. To the listening crowd in the packed little room came the story of the tragedy in the darkened house before which stood the policeman idly swinging his night stick — the story of a girl from an Illinois village procured and sold to the broker’s son — of the desperate struggle in the little room between the eager lustful man and the frightened brave-hearted girl — of the blow with the chair in the hands of the girl that brought death to the man — of the women of the house trembling on the stairs and the body hastily pitched into the passageway.

“They told me they would get Andy off when this blew over,” wailed the woman.

 

 

 

McGregor went out of the court room into the street. The glow of victory was on him and he strode along with his heart beating high. His way led over a bridge into the North Side and in his wanderings he passed the apple warehouse where he had made his start in the city and where he had fought with the German. When night came he walked in North Clark Street and heard the newsboys shouting of his victory. Before him danced a new vision, a vision of himself as a big figure in the city. Within himself he felt the power to stand forth among men, to outwit them and outfight them, to get for himself power and place in the world.

The miner’s son was half drunk with the new sense of achievement that swept in on him. Out of Clark Street he went and walked east along a residence street to the lake. By the lake he saw a street of great houses surrounded by gardens and the thought came that at some time he might have such a house of his own. The disorderly clatter of modern life seemed very far away. When he came to the lake he stood in the darkness thinking of the useless rowdy of the mining town suddenly become a great lawyer in the city and the blood ran swiftly through his body. “I am to be one of the victors, one of the few who emerge,” he whispered to himself and with a jump of the heart thought also of Margaret Ormsby looking at him with her fine questioning eyes as he stood before the men in the court room and by the force of his personality pushed his way through a fog of lies to victory and truth.


BOOK V
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CHAPTER I
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MARGARET ORMSBY WAS a natural product of her age and of American social life in our times. As an individual she was lovely. Although her father David Ormsby the plough king had come up to his position and his wealth out of obscurity and poverty and had known during his early life what it was to stand face to face with defeat, he had made it his business to see that his daughter had no such experience. The girl had been sent to Vassar, she had been taught to catch the fine distinction between clothes that are quietly and beautifully expensive and clothes that merely look expensive, she knew how to enter a room and how to leave a room and had also a strong well trained body and an active mind. Added to these things she had, without the least knowledge of life, a vigorous and rather high handed confidence in her ability to meet life.

During the years spent in the eastern college Margaret had made up her mind that whatever happened she was not going to let her life be dull or uninteresting. Once when a girl friend from Chicago came to the college to visit her the two went for a day out of doors and sat down upon a hillside to talk things over. “We women have been fools,” Margaret had declared. “If Father and Mother think that I am going to come home and marry some stick of a man they are mistaken. I have learned to smoke cigarettes and have had my share of a bottle of wine. That may not mean anything to you. I do not think it amounts to much either but it expresses something. It fairly makes me ill when I think of how men have always patronised women. They want to keep evil things away from us — Bah! I am sick of that idea and a lot of the other girls here feel the same way. What right have they? I suppose some day some little whiffit of a business man will set himself up to take care of me. He had better not. I tell you there is a new kind of women growing up and I am going to be one of them. I am going to adventure, to taste life strongly and deeply. Father and Mother might as well make up their minds to that.”

The excited girl had walked up and down before her companion, a mild looking young woman with blue eyes, and had raised her hands above her head as though to strike a blow. Her body was like the body of a fine young animal standing alert to meet an enemy and her eyes reflected the intoxication of her mood. “I want all of life,” she cried; “I want the lust and the strength and the evil of it. I want to be one of the new women, the saviours of our sex.”

Between David Ormsby and his daughter there was an unusual bond. Six foot three, blue eyed, broad shouldered, his presence had a strength and dignity which marked him out among men and the daughter sensed his strength. She was right in that. In his way the man was inspired. Under his eye the trivialities of plough-making had become the details of a fine art. In the factory he never lost the air of command which inspires confidence. Foremen running into the office filled with excitement because of a break in the machinery or an accident to a workman returned to do his bidding quietly and efficiently. Salesmen going from village to village to sell ploughs became under his influence filled with the zeal of missionaries carrying the gospel to the unenlightened. Stockholders of the plough company rushing to him with rumours of coming business disaster stayed to write checks for new assessments on their stock. He was a man who gave men back their faith in business and their faith in men.

To David plough-making was an end in life. Like other men of his type he had other interests but they were secondary. In secret he thought of himself as capable of a broader culture than most of his daily associates and without letting it interfere with his efficiency tried to keep in touch with the thoughts and movements of the world by reading. After the longest and hardest day in the office he sometimes spent half the night over a book in his room.

As Margaret Ormsby grew into womanhood she was a constant source of anxiety to her father. To him it seemed that she had passed from an awkward and rather jolly girlhood into a peculiarly determined new kind of womanhood over night. Her adventurous spirit worried him. One day he had sat in his office reading a letter announcing her homecoming. The letter seemed no more than a characteristic outburst from an impulsive girl who had but yesterday fallen asleep at evening in his arms. It confused him to think that an honest ploughmaker should have a letter from his little girl talking of the kind of living that he believed could only lead a woman to destruction.

And then the next day there sat beside him at his table a new and commanding figure demanding his attention. David got up from the table and hurried away to his room. He wanted to readjust his thoughts. On his desk was a photograph brought home by the daughter from school. He had the common experience of being told by the photograph what he had been trying to grasp. Instead of a wife and child there were two women in the house with him.

Margaret had come out of college a thing of beauty in face and figure. Her tall straight well-trained body, her coal-black hair, her soft brown eyes, the air she had of being prepared for life’s challenge caught and held the attention of men. There was in the girl something of her father’s bigness and not a little of the secret blind desires of her mother. To an attentive household on the night of her arrival she announced her intention of living her life fully and vividly. “I am going to know things I can not get from books,” she said. “I am going to touch life at many corners, getting the taste of things in my mouth. You thought me a child when I wrote home saying that I wouldn’t be cooped up in the house and married to a tenor in the church choir or to an empty-headed young business man but now you are going to see. I am going to pay the price if necessary, but I am going to live.”

In Chicago Margaret set about the business of living as though nothing were needed but strength and energy. In a characteristic American way she tried to hustle life. When the men in her own set looked confused and shocked by the opinions she expressed she got out of her set and made the common mistake of supposing that those who do not work and who talk rather glibly of art and of freedom are by that token free men and artists.

Still she loved and respected her father. The strength in him made an appeal to the native strong-thing in her. To a young socialist writer who lived in the settlement house where she presently went to live and who sought her out to sit by her desk berating men of wealth and position she showed the quality of her ideals by pointing to David Ormsby. “My father, the leader of an industrial trust, is a better man than all of the noisy reformers that ever lived,” she declared. “He makes ploughs anyway — makes them well — millions of them. He does not spend his time talking and running his fingers through his hair. He works and his work has lightened the labours of millions while the talkers sit thinking noisy thoughts and getting round-shouldered.”

In truth Margaret Ormsby was puzzled. Had she been allowed by a common fellowship in living to be a real sister to all other women and to know their common heritage of defeat, had she like her father when he was a boy but known what it was to walk utterly broken and beaten in the face of men and then to rise again and again to battle with life she would have been splendid.

She did not know. To her mind any kind of defeat had in it a touch of something like immorality. When she saw all about her only a vast mob of defeated and confused human beings trying to make headway in the midst of a confused social organisation she was beside herself with impatience.

The distraught girl turned to her father and tried to get hold of the keynote of his life; “I want you to tell me things,” she said, but the father not understanding only shook his head. It did not occur to him to talk to her as to a fine man friend and a kind of bantering half serious companionship sprang up between them. The ploughmaker was happy in the thought that the jolly girl he had known before his daughter went to college had come back to live with him.

After Margaret went to the settlement house she lunched with her father almost every day. The hour together in the midst of the din that filled their lives became for them both a treasured privilege. Day after day they sat for an hour in a fashionable down-town eating place renewing and strengthening their comradeship, laughing and talking amid the crowds, delightful in their intimacy. With each other they playfully took on the air of the two men of affairs, each in turn treating the work of the other as something to be passed over lightly. Secretly neither believed as he talked.

In her effort to get hold of and move the sordid human wrecks floating in and out of the door of the settlement house Margaret thought of her father at his desk directing the making of ploughs. “It is clean and important work,” she thought. “He is a big and effective man.”

At his desk in the office of the plough trust David thought of his daughter in the settlement house at the edge of the First Ward. “She is a white shining thing amid dirt and ugliness,” he thought “Her whole life is like the life of her mother during the hours when she once lay bravely facing death for the sake of a new life.”

On the day of her meeting with McGregor, father and daughter sat as usual in the restaurant. Men and women passed up and down the long carpeted aisles and looked at them admiringly. A waiter stood at Ormsby’s shoulder anxious for the generous tip. Into the air that hung over them, the little secret atmosphere of comradeship they cherished so carefully, was thrust the sense of a new personality. Floating in Margaret’s mind beside the quiet noble face of her father, with its stamp of ability and kindliness, was another face — the face of the man who had talked to her in the settlement house, not as Margaret Ormsby daughter of David Ormsby of the plough trust but as a woman who could serve his ends and whom he meant should serve. The vision in her mind haunted her and she listened indifferently to the talk of her father. She felt that the stern face of the young lawyer with its strong mouth and its air of command was as something impending and tried to get back the feeling of dislike she had felt when first he thrust himself in at the settlement house door. She succeeded only in recalling certain firm lines of purpose that offset and tempered the brutality of his face.

Sitting there in the restaurant opposite her father, where day after day they had tried so hard to build a real partnership in existence, Margaret suddenly burst into tears.

“I have met a man who has compelled me to do what I did not want to do,” she explained to the astonished man and then smiled at him through the tears that glistened in her eyes.


CHAPTER II
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IN CHICAGO THE Ormsbys lived in a large stone house in Drexel Boulevard. The house had a history. It was owned by a banker who was a large stockholder and one of the directors of the plough trust. Like all men who knew him well the banker admired and respected the ability and integrity of David Ormsby. When the ploughmaker came to the city from a town in Wisconsin to be the master of the plough trust he offered him the house to use.

The house had come to the banker from his father, a grim determined old money-making merchant of a past generation who had died hated by half Chicago after toiling sixteen hours daily for sixty years. In his old age the merchant had built the house to express the power wealth had given him. It had floors and woodwork cunningly wrought of expensive woods by workmen sent to Chicago by a firm in Brussels. In the long drawing room at the front of the house hung a chandelier that had cost the merchant ten thousand dollars. The stairway leading to the floor above was from the palace of a prince in Venice and had been bought for the merchant and brought over seas to the house in Chicago.

The banker who inherited the house did not want to live in it. Even before the death of his father and after his own unsuccessful marriage he lived at a down town club. In his old age the merchant, retired from business, lived in the house with another old man, an inventor. He could not rest although he had given up business with that end in view. Digging a trench in the lawn at the back of the house he with his friend spent his days trying to reduce the refuse of one of his factories to something having commercial value. Fires burned in the trench and at night the grim old man, hands covered with tar, sat in the house under the chandelier. After the death of the merchant the house stood empty, staring at passers-by in the street, its walks and paths overgrown with weeds and rank grass.

David Ormsby fitted into his house. Walking through the long halls or sitting smoking his cigar in an easy chair on the wide lawn he looked arrayed and environed. The house became a part of him like a well-made and intelligently worn suit of clothes. Into the drawing room under the ten thousand dollar chandelier he moved a billiard table and the click of ivory balls banished the churchliness of the place.

Up and down the stairway moved American girls, friends of Margaret, their skirts rustling and their voices running through the huge rooms. In the evening after dinner David played billiards. The careful calculation of the angles and the English interested him. Playing in the evening with Margaret or with a man friend the fatigue of the day passed and his honest voice and reverberating laugh brought a smile to the lips of people passing in the street. In the evening David brought his friends to sit in talk with him on the wide verandas. At times he went alone to his room at the top of the house and buried himself in books. On Saturday evenings he had a debauch and with a group of friends from town sat at a card table in the long parlour playing poker and drinking highballs.

Laura Ormsby, Margaret’s mother, had never seemed a real part of the life about her. Even as a child the daughter had thought her hopelessly romantic. Life had treated her too well and from every one about her she expected qualities and reactions which in her own person she would not have tried to achieve.

David had already begun to rise when he married her, the slender brown-haired daughter of a village shoemaker, and even in those days the little plough company with its ownership scattered among the merchants and farmers of the vicinity had started under his hand to make progress in the state. People already spoke of its master as a coming man and of Laura as the wife of a coming man.

To Laura this was in some way unsatisfactory. Sitting at home and doing nothing she had still a passionate wish to be known as a character, an individual, a woman of action. On the street as she walked beside her husband, she beamed upon people but when the same people spoke, calling them a handsome couple, a flush rose to her cheeks and a flash of indignation ran through her brain.

Laura Ormsby lay awake in her bed at night thinking of her life. She had a world of fancies in which she at such times lived. In her dream world a thousand stirring adventures came to her. She imagined a letter received through the mail, telling of an intrigue in which David’s name was coupled with that of another woman and lay abed quietly hugging the thought. She looked at the face of the sleeping David tenderly. “Poor hard-pressed boy,” she muttered. “I shall be resigned and cheerful and lead him gently back to his old place in my heart.”

In the morning after a night spent in this dream world Laura looked at David, so cool and efficient, and was irritated by his efficiency. When he playfully dropped his hand upon her shoulder she drew away and sitting opposite him at breakfast watched him reading the morning paper all unconscious of the rebel thoughts in her mind.

Once after she had moved to Chicago and after Margaret’s return from college Laura had the faint suggestion of an adventure. Although it turned out tamely it lingered in her mind and in some way sweetened her thoughts.

She was alone on a sleeping car coming from New York. A young man sat in a seat opposite her and the two fell into talk. As she talked Laura imagined herself eloping with the young man and under her lashes looked sharply at his weak and pleasant face. She kept the talk alive as others in the car crawled away for the night behind the green swaying curtains.

With the young man Laura discussed ideas she had got from reading Ibsen and Shaw. She grew bold and daring in the advancing of opinions and tried to stir the young man to some overt speech or action that might arouse her indignation.

The young man did not understand the middle-aged woman who sat beside him and talked so boldly. He knew of but one prominent man named Shaw and that man had been governor of Iowa and later a member of the cabinet of President McKinley. It startled him to think that a prominent member of the Republican party should have such thoughts or express such opinions. He talked of fishing in Canada and of a comic opera he had seen in New York and at eleven o’clock yawned and disappeared behind the green curtains. As the young man lay in his berth he muttered to himself, “Now what did that woman want?” A thought came into his mind and he reached up to where his trousers swung in a little hammock above the window and looked to see that his watch and pocket-book were still there.

At home Laura Ormsby nursed the thought of the talk with the strange man on the train. In her mind he became something romantic and daring, a streak of light across what she was pleased to think of as her sombre life.

Sitting at dinner she talked of him describing his charms. “He had a wonderful mind and we sat late into the night talking,” she said, watching the face of David.

When she had spoken Margaret looked up and said laughingly, “Have a heart Dad. Here is romance. Do not be blind to it. Mother is trying to scare you about an alleged love affair.”


CHAPTER III
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ONE EVENING THREE weeks after the great murder trial McGregor took a long walk in the streets of Chicago and tried to plan out his life. He was troubled and disconcerted by the event that had crowded in upon the heels of his dramatic success in the court room and more than troubled by the fact that his mind constantly played with the dream of having Margaret Ormsby as his wife. In the city he had become a power and instead of the names and the pictures of criminals and keepers of disorderly houses his name and his picture now appeared on the front pages of newspapers. Andrew Leffingwell, the political representative in Chicago of a rich and successful publisher of sensational newspapers, had visited him in his office and had proposed to make him a political figure in the city. Finley a noted criminal lawyer had offered him a partnership. The lawyer, a small smiling man with white teeth, had not asked McGregor for an immediate decision. In a way he had taken the decision for granted. Smiling genially and rolling a cigar across McGregor’s desk he had spent an hour telling stories of famous court room triumphs.

“One such triumph is enough to make a man,” he declared. “You have no idea how far such a success will carry you. The word of it keeps running through men’s minds. A tradition is built up. The remembrance of it acts upon the minds of jurors. Cases are won for you by the mere connection of your name with the case.”

McGregor walked slowly and heavily through the streets without seeing the people. In Wabash Avenue near Twenty-third Street he stopped in a saloon and drank beer. The saloon was in a room below the level of the sidewalk and the floor was covered with sawdust. Two half drunken labourers stood by the bar quarrelling. One of the labourers who was a socialist continually cursed the army and his words started McGregor to thinking of the dream he had so long held and that now seemed fading. “I was in the army and I know what I am talking about,” declared the socialist. “There is nothing national about the army. It is a privately owned thing. Here it is secretly owned by the capitalists and in Europe by the aristocracy. Don’t tell me — I know. The army is made up of bums. If I’m a bum I became one then. You will see fast enough what fellows are in the army if the country is ever caught and drawn into a great war.”

Becoming excited the socialist raised his voice and pounded on the bar. “Hell, we don’t know ourselves at all,” he cried. “We never have been tested. We call ourselves a great nation because we are rich. We are like a fat boy who has had too much pie. Yes sir — that’s what we are here in America and as far as our army goes it is a fat boy’s plaything. Keep away from it.”

McGregor sat in the corner of the saloon and looked about. Men came in and went out at the door. A child carried a pail down the short flight of steps from the street and ran across the sawdust floor. Her voice, thin and sharp, pierced through the babble of men’s voices. “Ten cents’ worth — give me plenty,” she pleaded, raising the pail above her head and putting it on the bar.

The confident smiling face of Finley the lawyer came back into McGregor’s mind. Like David Ormsby the successful maker of ploughs the lawyer looked upon men as pawns in a great game and like the ploughmaker his intentions were honourable and his purpose clear. He was intent upon making much of his life, being successful. If he played the game on the side of the criminal that was but a chance. Things had fallen out so. In his mind was something else — the expression of his own purpose.

McGregor rose and went out of the saloon. In the street men stood about in groups. At Thirty-ninth Street a crowd of youths scuffling on the sidewalk pushed against the tall muttering man who passed with his hat in his hand. He began to feel that he was in the midst of something too vast to be moved by the efforts of any one man. The pitiful insignificance of the individual was apparent. As in a long procession the figures of the individuals who had tried to rise out of the ruck of American life passed before him. With a shudder he realised that for the most part the men whose names filled the pages of American history meant nothing. The children who read of their deeds were unmoved. Perhaps they had only increased the disorder. Like the men passing in the street they went across the face of things and disappeared into the darkness.

“Perhaps Finley and Ormsby are right,” he whispered. “They get what they can, they have the good sense to know that life runs quickly like a flying bird passing an open window. They know that if a man thinks of anything else he is likely to become another sentimentalist and spend his life being hypnotised by the wagging of his own jaw.”

 

 

 

In his wanderings McGregor came to an out-of-door restaurant and garden far out on the south side. The garden had been built for the amusement of the rich and successful. Upon a little platform a band played. Although the garden was walled about it was open to the sky and above the laughing people seated at the tables shone the stars.

McGregor sat alone at a little table on a balcony beneath a shaded light. Below him along a terrace were other tables occupied by men and women. On a platform in the centre of the garden dancers appeared.

McGregor who had ordered a dinner left it untouched. A tall graceful girl, strongly suggestive of Margaret Ormsby, danced upon the platform. With infinite grace her body gave expression to the movements of the dance and like a thing blown by the wind she moved here and there in the arms of her partner, a slender youth with long black hair. In the figure of the dancing woman there was expressed much of the idealism man has sought to materialise in women and McGregor was thrilled by it. A sensualism so delicate that it did not appear to be sensualism began to invade him. With a new hunger he looked forward to the time when he would again see Margaret.

Upon the platform in the garden appeared other dancers. The lights at the tables were turned low. From the darkness laughter arose. McGregor stared about. The people seated at the tables on the terrace caught and held his attention and he began looking sharply at the faces of the men. How cunning they were, these men who had been successful in life. Were they not after all the wise men? Behind the flesh that had grown so thick upon their bones what cunning eyes. There was a game of life and they had played it. The garden was a part of the game. It was beautiful and did not all that was beautiful in the world end by serving them? The arts of men, the thoughts of men, the impulses toward loveliness that came into the minds of men and women, did not all these things work solely to lighten the hours of the successful? The eyes of the men at the tables as they looked at the women who danced were not too greedy. They were filled with assurance. Was it not for them that the dancers turned here and there revealing their grace? If life was a struggle had they not been successful in the struggle?

McGregor arose from the table and left his food untouched. Near the entrance to the gardens he stopped and leaning against a pillar looked again at the scene before him. Upon the platform appeared a whole troupe of women-dancers. They were dressed in many-coloured garments and danced a folk dance. As McGregor watched a light began to creep back into his eyes. The women who now danced were unlike her who had reminded him of Margaret Ormsby. They were short of stature and there was something rugged in their faces. Back and forth across the platform they moved in masses. By their dancing they were striving to convey a message. A thought came to McGregor. “It is the dance of labour,” he muttered. “Here in this garden it is corrupted but the note of labour is not lost. There is a hint of it left in these figures who toil even as they dance.”

McGregor moved away from the shadows of the pillar and stood, hat in hand, beneath the garden lights waiting as though for a call out of the ranks of the dancers. How furiously they worked. How the bodies twisted and squirmed. Out of sympathy with their efforts sweat appeared on the face of the man who stood watching. “What a storm must be going on just below the surface of labour,” he muttered. “Everywhere dumb brutalised men and women must be waiting for something, not knowing what they want. I will stick to my purpose but I will not give up Margaret,” he said aloud, turning and half running out of the garden and into the street.

In his sleep that night McGregor dreamed of a new world, a world of soft phrases and gentle hands that stilled the rising brute in man. It was a world-old dream, the dream out of which such women as Margaret Ormsby have been created. The long slender hands he had seen lying on the desk in the settlement house now touched his hands. Uneasily he rolled about in bed and desire came to him so that he awakened. On the Boulevard people still passed up and down. McGregor arose and stood in the darkness by the window of his room watching. A theatre had just spat forth its portion of richly dressed men and women and when he had opened the window the voices of the women came clear and sharp to his ears.

The distracted man stared into the darkness and his blue eyes were troubled. The vision of the disordered and disorganised band of miners marching silently in the wake of his mother’s funeral into whose lives he by some supreme effort was to bring order was disturbed and shattered by the more definite and lovely vision that had come to him.


CHAPTER IV
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DURING THE DAYS since she had seen McGregor Margaret had thought of him almost constantly. She weighed and balanced her own inclinations and decided that if the opportunity came she would marry the man whose force and courage had so appealed to her. She was half disappointed that the opposition she had seen in her father’s face when she had told him of McGregor and had betrayed herself by her tears did not become more active. She wanted to fight, to defend the man she had secretly chosen. When nothing was said of the matter she went to her mother and tried to explain. “We will have him here,” the mother said quickly. “I am giving a reception next week. I will make him the chief figure. Let me have his name and address and I will attend to the matter.”

Laura arose and went into the house. A shrewd gleam came into her eyes. “He will act like a fool before our people,” she told herself. “He is a brute and will be made to look like a brute.” She could not restrain her impatience and sought out David. “He is a man to fear,” she said; “he would stop at nothing. You must think of some way to put an end to Margaret’s interest in him. Do you know of a better plan than to have him here where he will look the fool?”

David took the cigar from his lips. He felt annoyed and irritated that an affair concerning Margaret had been brought forward for discussion. In his heart he also feared McGregor. “Let it alone,” he said sharply. “She is a woman grown and has more judgment and good sense than any other woman I know.” He got up and threw the cigar over the veranda into the grass. “Women are not understandable,” he half shouted. “They do inexplicable things, have inexplicable fancies. Why do they not go forward along straight lines like a sane man? I years ago gave up understanding you and now I am being compelled to give up understanding Margaret.”

 

 

 

At Mrs. Ormsby’s reception McGregor appeared arrayed in the black suit he had purchased for his mother’s funeral. His flaming red hair and rude countenance arrested the attention of all. About him on all sides crackled talk and laughter. As Margaret had been alarmed and ill at ease in the crowded court room where a fight for life went on, so he among these people who went about uttering little broken sentences and laughing foolishly at nothing, felt depressed and uncertain. In the midst of the company he occupied much the same position as a new and ferocious animal safely caught and now on caged exhibition. They thought it clever of Mrs. Ormsby to have him and he was, in not quite the accepted sense, the lion of the evening. The rumour that he would be there had induced more than one woman to cut other engagements and come to where she could take the hand of and talk with this hero of the newspapers, and the men shaking his hand, looked at him sharply and wondered what power and what cunning lay in him.

In the newspapers after the murder trial a cry had sprung up about the person of McGregor. Fearing to print in full the substance of his speech on vice, its ownership and its significance, they had filled their columns with talk of the man. The huge Scotch lawyer of the Tenderloin was proclaimed as something new and startling in the grey mass of the city’s population. Then as in the brave days that followed the man caught irresistibly the imagination of writing men, himself dumb in written or spoken words except in the heat of an inspired outburst when he expressed perfectly that pure brute force, the lust for which sleeps in the souls of artists.

Unlike the men the beautifully gowned women at the reception had no fear of McGregor. They saw in him something to be tamed and conquered and they gathered in groups to engage him in talk and return the inquiring stare in his eyes. They thought that with such an unconquered soul about, life might take on new fervour and interest. Like the women who sat playing with toothpicks in O’Toole’s restaurant, more than one of the women at Mrs. Ormsby’s reception had a half unconscious wish that such a man might be her lover.

One after another Margaret brought forward the men and women of her world to couple their names with McGregor’s and try to establish him in the atmosphere of assurance and ease that pervaded the house and the people. He stood by the wall bowing and staring boldly about and thought that the confusion and distraction of mind that had followed his first visit to Margaret at the settlement house was being increased immeasurably with every passing moment. He looked at the glittering chandelier on the ceiling and at the people moving about — the men at ease, comfortable — the women with wonderfully delicate expressive hands and with their round white necks and shoulders showing above their gowns and a feeling of utter helplessness pervaded him. Never before had he been in a company so feminine. He thought of the beautiful women about him, seeing them in his direct crude and forceful way merely as females at work among males, carrying forward some purpose. “With all the softly suggestive sensuality of their dress and their persons they must in some way have sapped the strength and the purpose of these men who move among them so indifferently,” he thought. Within himself he knew of nothing to set up as a defence against what he believed such beauty must become to the man who lived with it. Its power he thought must be something monumental and he looked with admiration at the quiet face of Margaret’s father, moving among his guests.

McGregor went out of the house and stood in the half darkness on the veranda. When Mrs. Ormsby and Margaret followed he looked at the older woman and sensed her antagonism. The old love of battle swept in on him and he turned and stood in silence looking at her. “The fine lady,” he thought, “is no better than the women of the First Ward. She has an idea I will surrender without a fight.”

Out of his mind went the fear of the assurance and stability of Margaret’s people that had almost overcome him in the house. The woman who had all her life thought of herself as one waiting only the opportunity to appear as a commanding figure in affairs made by her presence a failure of the effort to submerge McGregor.

 

 

 

On the veranda stood the three people. McGregor the silent became the talkative. Seized with one of the inspirations that were a part of his nature he threw talk about, sparring and returning thrust for thrust with Mrs. Ormsby. When he thought that the time had come for him to get at the thing that was in his mind he went into the house and presently came out carrying his hat. The quality of harshness that crept into his voice when he was excited or determined startled Laura Ormsby. Looking down at her, he said, “I am going to take your daughter for a walk in the street. I want to talk with her.”

Laura hesitated and smiled uncertainly. She determined to speak out, to be like the man crude and direct. When she had her mind fixed and ready Margaret and McGregor were already half way down the gravel walk to the gate and the opportunity to distinguish herself had passed.

 

 

 

McGregor walked beside Margaret, absorbed in thoughts of her. “I am engaged in a work here,” he said, waving his hand vaguely toward the city. “It is a big work and it takes a lot out of me. I have not come to see you, because I’ve been uncertain. I’ve been afraid you would overcome me and drive thoughts of the work out of my head.”

By the iron gate at the end of the gravel walk they turned and faced each other. McGregor leaned against the brick wall and looked at her. “I want you to marry me,” he said. “I think of you constantly. Thinking of you I can only half do my work. I get to thinking that another man may come and take you and I waste hour after hour being afraid.”

She put a trembling hand upon his arm and he thinking to check an attempt at an answer before he had finished, hurried on.

“There are things to be said and understood between us before I can come to you as a suitor. I did not think I should feel toward a woman as I feel toward you and I have certain adjustments to make. I thought I could get along without your kind of women. I thought you were not for me — with the work I have thought out to do in the world. If you will not marry me I’ll be glad to know now so that I can get my mind straightened out.”

Margaret raised her hand and laid it on his shoulder. The act was a kind of acknowledgment of his right to talk to her so directly. She said nothing. Filled with a thousand messages of love and tenderness she longed to pour into his ear she stood in silence on the gravel path with her hand on his shoulder.

And then an absurd thing happened. The fear that Margaret might come to some quick decision that would affect all of their future together made McGregor frantic. He did not want her to speak and wished his own words unsaid. “Wait. Not now,” he cried and threw up his hand intending to take her hand. His fist struck the arm that lay on his shoulder and it in turn knocked his hat flying into the road. McGregor started to run after it and then stopped. He put his hand to his head and appeared lost in thought. When he turned again to pursue the hat Margaret, unable longer to control herself, shouted with laughter.

Hatless, McGregor walked up Drexel Boulevard in the soft stillness of the summer night. He was annoyed at the outcome of the evening and in his heart half wished that Margaret had sent him away defeated. His arms ached to have her against his breast but his mind kept presenting one after another the objections to marriage with her. “Men are submerged by such women and forget their work,” he told himself. “They sit looking into the soft brown eyes of their beloved, thinking of happiness. A man should go about his work thinking of that. The fire that runs through the veins of his body should light his mind. One wants to take the love of woman as an end in life and the woman accepts that and is made happy by it.” He thought with gratitude of Edith in her shop on Monroe Street. “I do not sit in my room at night dreaming of taking her in my arms and pouring kisses on her lips,” he whispered.

 

 

 

In the door of her house Mrs. Ormsby had stood watching McGregor and Margaret. She had seen them stop at the end of the walk. The figure of the man was lost in shadows and that of Margaret stood alone, outlined against a distant light. She saw Margaret’s hand thrust out — was she clutching his sleeve — and heard the murmur of voices. And then the man precipitating himself into the street. His hat catapulted ahead of him and a quick outburst of half-hysterical laughter broke the stillness.

Laura Ormsby was furious. Although she hated McGregor she could not bear the thought that laughter should break the spell of romance. “She is just like her father,” she muttered. “At least she might show some spirit and not be like a wooden thing, ending her first talk with a lover with a laugh like that.”

As for Margaret she stood in the darkness trembling with happiness. She imagined herself going up the dark stairway to McGregor’s office in Van Buren Street where once she had gone to take him news of the murder case — laying her hand upon his shoulder and saying, “Take me in your arms and kiss me. I am your woman. I want to live with you. I am ready to renounce my people and my world and to live your life for your sake.” Margaret, standing in the darkness before the huge old house in Drexel Boulevard, imagined herself with Beaut McGregor — living with him as his wife in a small apartment over a fish market on a West Side street. Why a fish market she could not have said.


CHAPTER V
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EDITH CARSON WAS six years older than McGregor and lived entirely within herself. Hers was one of those natures that do not express themselves in words. Although at his coming into the shop her heart beat high no colour came to her cheeks and her pale eyes did not flash back into his a message. Day after day she sat in her shop at work, quiet, strong in her own kind of faith, ready to give her money, her reputation, and if need be her life to the working out of her own dream of womanhood. She did not see in McGregor the making of a man of genius as did Margaret and did not hope to express through him a secret desire for power. She was a working woman and to her he represented all men. In her secret heart she thought of him merely as the man — her man.

And to McGregor Edith was companion and friend. He saw her sitting year after year in her shop, putting money into the savings bank, keeping a cheerful front before the world, never assertive, kindly, in her own way sure of herself. “We could go on forever as we are now and she be none the less pleased,” he told himself.

One afternoon after a particularly hard week of work he went out to her place to sit in her little workroom and think out the matter of marrying Margaret Ormsby. It was a quiet season in Edith’s trade and she was alone in the shop serving a customer. McGregor lay down upon the little couch in the workroom. For a week he had been speaking to gatherings of workmen night after night and later had sat in his own room thinking of Margaret. Now on the couch with the murmur of voices in his ears he fell asleep.

When he awoke it was late in the night and on the floor by the side of the couch sat Edith with her fingers in his hair.

McGregor opened his eyes quietly and looked at her. He could see a tear running down her cheek. She was staring straight ahead at the wall of the room and by the dim light that came through a window he could see the drawn cords of her little neck and the knot of mouse coloured hair on her head.

McGregor closed his eyes quickly. He felt like one who has been aroused out of sleep by a dash of cold water across his breast. It came over him with a rush that Edith Carson had been expecting something from him — something he was not prepared to give.

She got up after a time and crept quietly away into the shop and with a great clatter and bustle he arose also and began calling loudly. He demanded the time and complained about a missed appointment. Turning up the gas, Edith walked with him to the door. On her face sat the old placid smile. McGregor hurried away into the darkness and spent the rest of the night walking in the streets.

The next day he went to Margaret Ormsby at the settlement house. With her he used no art. Driving straight to the point he told her of the undertaker’s daughter sitting beside him on the eminence above Coal Creek, of the barber and his talk of women on the park bench and how that had led him to that other woman kneeling on the floor in the little frame house, his fists in her hair and of Edith Carson whose companionship had saved him from all of these.

“If you can’t hear all of this and still want life with me,” he said, “there is no future for us together. I want you. I’m afraid of you and afraid of my love for you but still I want you. I’ve been seeing your face floating above the audiences in the halls where I’ve been at work. I’ve looked at babies in the arms of workingmen’s wives and wanted to see my babe in your arms. I care more for what I am doing than I do for you but I love you.”

McGregor arose and stood over her. “I love you with my arms aching to close about you, with my brain planning the triumph of the workers, with all of the old perplexing human love that I had almost thought I would never want.

“I can’t bear this waiting. I can’t bear this not knowing so that I can tell Edith. I can’t have my mind filled with the need of you just as men are beginning to catch the infection of an idea and are looking to me for clear-headed leadership. Take me or let me go and live my life.”

Margaret Ormsby looked at McGregor. When she spoke her voice was as quiet as the voice of her father telling a workman in the shop what to do with a broken machine.

“I am going to marry you,” she said simply. “I am full of the thought of it. I want you, want you so blindly that I think you can’t understand.”

She stood up facing him and looked into his eyes.

“You must wait,” she said. “I must see Edith, I myself must do that. All these years she has served you — she has had that privilege.”

McGregor looked across the table into the beautiful eyes of the woman he loved.

“You belong to me even if I do belong to Edith,” he said.

“I will see Edith,” Margaret answered again.


CHAPTER VI
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MCGREGOR LEFT THE telling of the story of his love to Margaret. Edith Carson who knew defeat so well and who had in her the courage of defeat was to meet defeat at his hands through the undefeated woman and he let himself forget the whole matter. For a month he had been trying to get workingmen to take up the idea of the Marching Men without success and after the talk with Margaret he kept doggedly at the work.

And then one evening something happened that aroused him. The Marching Men idea that had become more than half intellectualised became again a burning passion and the matter of his life with women got itself cleared up swiftly and finally.

It was night and McGregor stood upon the platform of the Elevated Railroad at State and Van Buren Streets. He had been feeling guilty concerning Edith and had been intending to go out to her place but the scene in the street below fascinated him and he remained standing, looking along the lighted thoroughfare.

For a week there had been a strike of teamsters in the city and that afternoon there had been a riot. Windows had been smashed and several men injured. Now the evening crowds gathered and speakers climbed upon boxes to talk. Everywhere there was a great wagging of jaws and waving of arms. McGregor grew reminiscent. Into his mind came the little mining town and he saw himself again a boy sitting in the darkness on the steps before his mother’s bake shop and trying to think. Again in fancy he saw the disorganised miners tumbling out of the saloon to stand on the street swearing and threatening and again he was filled with contempt for them.

And then in the heart of the great western city the same thing happened that had happened when he was a boy in Pennsylvania. The officials of the city, having decided to startle the striking teamsters by a display of force, sent a regiment of state troops marching through the streets. The soldiers were dressed in brown uniforms. They were silent. As McGregor looked down they turned out of Polk Street and came with swinging measured tread up State Street past the disorderly mobs on the sidewalk and the equally disorderly speakers on the curb.

McGregor’s heart beat so that he nearly choked. The men in the uniforms, each in himself meaning nothing, had become by their marching together all alive with meaning. Again he wanted to shout, to run down into the street and embrace them. The strength in them seemed to kiss, as with the kiss of a lover, the strength within himself and when they had passed and the disorderly jangle of voices broke out again he got on a car and went out to Edith’s with his heart afire with resolution.

Edith Carson’s millinery shop was in the hands of a new owner. She had sold out and fled. McGregor stood in the show room looking about him at the cases filled with their feathery finery and at the hats along the wall. The light from a street lamp that came in at the window started millions of tiny motes dancing before his eyes.

Out of the room at the back of the shop — the room where he had seen the tears of suffering in Edith’s eyes — came a woman who told him of Edith’s having sold the business. She was excited by the message she had to deliver and walked past the waiting man, going to the screen door to stand with her back to him and look up the street.

Out of the corners of her eyes the woman looked at him. She was a small black-haired woman with two gleaming gold teeth and with glasses on her nose. “There has been a lovers’ quarrel here,” she told herself.

“I have bought the store,” she said aloud. “She told me to tell you that she had gone.”

McGregor did not wait for more but hurried past the woman into the street. In his heart was a feeling of dumb aching loss. On an impulse he turned and ran back.

Standing in the street by the screen door he shouted hoarsely. “Where did she go?” he demanded.

The woman laughed merrily. She felt that she was getting with the shop a flavour of romance and adventure very attractive to her. Then she walked to the door and smiled through the screen. “She has only just left,” she said. “She went to the Burlington station. I think she has gone West. I heard her tell the man about her trunk. She has been around here for two days since I bought the shop. I think she has been waiting for you to come. You did not come and now she has gone and perhaps you won’t find her. She did not look like one who would quarrel with a lover.”

The woman in the shop laughed softly as McGregor hurried away. “Now who would think that quiet little woman would have such a lover?” she asked herself.

Down the street ran McGregor and raising his hand stopped a passing automobile. The woman saw him seated in the automobile talking to a grey-haired man at the wheel and then the machine turned and disappeared up the street at a law-breaking pace.

McGregor had again a new light on the character of Edith Carson. “I can see her doing it,” he told himself— “cheerfully telling Margaret that it didn’t matter and all the time planning this in the back of her head. Here all of these years she has been leading a life of her own. The secret longings, the desires and the old human hunger for love and happiness and expression have been going on under her placid exterior as they have under my own.”

McGregor thought of the busy days behind him and realised with shame how little Edith had seen of him. It was in the days when his big movement of The Marching Men was just coming into the light and on the night before he had been in a conference of labour men who had wanted him to make a public demonstration of the power he had secretly been building up. Every day his office was filled with newspaper men who asked questions and demanded explanations. And in the meantime Edith had been selling her shop to that woman and getting ready to disappear.

In the railroad station McGregor found Edith sitting in a corner with her face buried in the crook of her arm. Gone was the placid exterior. Her shoulders seemed narrower. Her hand, hanging over the back of the seat in front of her, was white and lifeless.

McGregor said nothing but snatched up the brown leather bag that sat beside her on the floor and taking her by the arm led her up a flight of stone steps to the street.


CHAPTER VII
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IN THE ORMSBY household father and daughter sat in the darkness on the veranda. After Laura Ormsby’s encounter with McGregor there had been another talk between her and David. Now she had gone on a visit to her home-town in Wisconsin and father and daughter sat together.

To his wife David had talked pointedly of Margaret’s affair. “It is not a matter of good sense,” he had said; “one can not pretend there is a prospect of happiness in such an affair. The man is no fool and may some day be a big man but it will not be the kind of bigness that will bring either happiness or contentment to a woman like Margaret. He may end his life in jail.”

 

 

 

McGregor and Edith walked up the gravel walk and stood by the front door of the Ormsby house. From the darkness on the veranda came the hearty voice of David. “Come and sit out here,” he said.

McGregor stood silently waiting. Edith clung to his arm. Margaret got up and coming forward stood looking at them. With a jump at her heart she sensed the crisis suggested by the presence of these two people. Her voice trembled with alarm. “Come in,” she said, turning and leading the way into the house.

The man and woman followed Margaret. At the door McGregor stopped and called to David. “We want you in here with us,” he said harshly.

In the drawing room the four people waited. The great chandelier threw its light down upon them. In her chair Edith sat and looked at the floor.

“I’ve made a mistake,” said McGregor. “I’ve been going on and on making a mistake.” He turned to Margaret. “We didn’t count on something here. There is Edith. She isn’t what we thought.”

Edith said nothing. The weary stoop stayed in her shoulders. She felt that if McGregor had brought her to the house and to this woman he loved to seal their parting she would sit quietly until that was over and then go on to the loneliness she believed must be her portion.

To Margaret the coming of the man and woman was a portent of evil. She also was silent, expecting a shock. When her lover spoke she also looked at the floor. To herself she was saying, “He is going to take himself away and marry this other woman. I must be prepared to hear him say that.” In the doorway stood David. “He is going to give me back Margaret,” he thought, and his heart danced with happiness.

McGregor walked across the room and stood looking at the two women. His blue eyes were cold and filled with intense curiosity concerning them and himself. He wanted to test them and to test himself. “If I am clear-headed now I shall go on with the dream,” he thought. “If I fail in this I shall fail in everything.” Turning he took hold of the sleeve of David’s coat and pulled him across the room so that the two men stood together. Then he looked hard at Margaret. As he talked to her he continued to stand thus with his hand on her father’s arm. The action caught David’s fancy and a thrill of admiration ran through him. “Here is a man,” he told himself.

“You thought Edith was ready to see us get married. Well she was. She is now and you see what it has done to her,” said McGregor.

The daughter of the ploughmaker started to speak. Her face was chalky white. McGregor threw up his hands.

“Wait,” he said, “a man and woman can’t live together for years and then part like two men friends. Something gets into them to prevent. They find they love each other. I’ve found out that though I want you, I love Edith. She loves me. Look at her.”

Margaret half arose from her chair. McGregor went on. Into his voice came the harsh quality that made men fear and follow him. “Oh, we’ll be married, Margaret and I,” he said; “her beauty has won me. I follow beauty. I want beautiful children. That is my right.”

He turned to Edith and stood staring at her.

“You and I could never have the feeling Margaret and I had when we looked into each other’s eyes. We ached with it — each wanting the other. You are made to endure. You would get over anything and be cheerful after a while. You know that — don’t you?”

The eyes of Edith came up level with his own.

“Yes I know,” she said.

Margaret Ormsby jumped up from her chair, her eyes swimming.

“Stop,” she cried. “I do not want you. I would never marry you now. You belong to her. You are Edith’s.”

McGregor’s voice became soft and quiet.

“Oh, I know,” he said; “I know! I know! But I want children. Look at Edith. Do you think she could bear children to me?”

A change came over Edith Carson. Her eyes hardened and her shoulders straightened.

“That’s for me to say,” she cried, springing forward and clutching his arm. “That is between me and God. If you intend to marry me come now and do it. I was not afraid to give you up and I’m not afraid that I shall die bearing children.”

Dropping McGregor’s arm Edith ran across the room and stood before Margaret. “How do you know you are more beautiful or can bear more beautiful children?” she demanded. “What do you mean by beauty anyway? I deny your beauty.” She turned to McGregor. “Look,” she cried, “she does not stand the test.”

Pride swept over the woman that had come to life within the body of the little milliner. With calm eyes she stared at the people in the room and when she looked again toward Margaret there was a challenge in her voice.

“Beauty has to endure,” she said swiftly. “It has to be daring. It has to outlive long years of life and many defeats.” A hard look came into her eyes as she challenged the daughter of wealth. “I had the courage to be defeated and I have the courage to take what I want,” she said. “Have you that courage? If you have take this man. You want him and so do I. Take his arm and walk away with him. Do it now, here before my eyes.”

Margaret shook her head. Her body trembled and her eyes looked wildly about. She turned to David Ormsby. “I did not know that life could be like this,” she said. “Why didn’t you tell me? She is right. I am afraid.”

A light came into McGregor’s eyes and he turned quickly about. “I see,” he said, looking sharply at Edith, “you have also your purpose.” Turning again he looked into the eyes of David.

“There is something to be decided here. It is perhaps the supreme test of a man’s life. One struggles to keep a thought in mind, to be impersonal, to see that life has a purpose outside his own purpose. You have perhaps made that struggle. You see I’m making it now. I’m going to take Edith and go back to work.”

At the door McGregor stopped and put out his hand to David who took it and looked at the big lawyer respectfully.

“I’m glad to see you go,” said the ploughmaker briefly.

“I’m glad to be going,” said McGregor, understanding that there was nothing but relief and honest antagonism in the voice and in the mind of David Ormsby.


BOOK VI
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CHAPTER I
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THE MARCHING MEN Movement was never a thing to intellectualise. For years McGregor tried to get it under way by talking. He did not succeed. The rhythm and swing that was at the heart of the movement hung fire. The man passed through long periods of depression and had to drive himself forward. And then after the scene with Margaret and Edith in the Ormsby house came action.

There was a man named Mosby about whose figure the action for a time revolved. He was bartender for Neil Hunt, a notorious character of South State Street, and had once been a lieutenant in the army. Mosby was what in modern society is called a rascal. After West Point and a few years at some isolated army post he began to drink and one night during a debauch and when half crazed by the dullness of his life he shot a private through the shoulder. He was arrested and put on his honour not to escape but did escape. For years he drifted about the world a haggard cynical figure who got drunk whenever money came his way and who would do anything to break the monotony of existence.

Mosby was enthusiastic about the Marching Men idea. He saw in it an opportunity to worry and alarm his fellow men. He talked a union of bartenders and waiters to which he belonged into giving the idea a trial and in the morning they began to march up and down in the strip of parkland that faced the lake at the edge of the First Ward. “Keep your mouths shut,” commanded Mosby. “We can worry the officials of this town like the devil if we work this right. When you are asked questions say nothing. If the police try to arrest us we will swear we are only doing it for the sake of exercise.”

Mosby’s plan worked. Within a week crowds began to gather in the morning to watch the Marching Men and the police started to make inquiry. Mosby was delighted. He threw up his job as bartender and recruited a motley company of young roughs whom he induced to practise the march step during the afternoons. When he was arrested and dragged into court McGregor acted as his lawyer and he was discharged. “I want to get these men out into the open,” Mosby declared, looking very innocent and guileless. “You can see for yourself that waiters and bartenders get pale and stoop-shouldered at their work and as for these young roughs isn’t it better for society to have them out there marching about than idling in bar rooms and planning God knows what mischief?”

A grin appeared over the face of the First Ward. McGregor and Mosby organised another company of marchers and a young man who had been a sergeant in a company of regulars was induced to help with the drilling. To the men themselves it was all a joke, a game that appealed to the mischievous boy in them. Everybody was curious and that gave the thing tang. They grinned as they marched up and down. For a while they exchanged gibes with the spectators but McGregor put a stop to that. “Be silent,” he said, going about among the men during the rest periods. “That’s the best thing to do. Be silent and attend to business and your marching will be ten times as effective.”

The Marching Men Movement grew. A young Jewish newspaper man, half rascal, half poet, wrote a scare-head story for one of the Sunday papers announcing the birth of the Republic of Labour. The story was illustrated by a drawing showing McGregor leading a vast horde of men across an open plain toward a city whose tall chimneys belched forth clouds of smoke. Beside McGregor in the picture and arrayed in a gaudy uniform was Mosby the ex-army officer. In the article he was called the war lord of “The secret republic growing up within a great capitalistic empire.”

It had begun to take form — the movement of the Marching Men. Rumours began to run here and there. There was a question in men’s eyes. Slowly at first it began to rumble through their minds. There was the tap of feet clicking sharply on pavements. Groups formed, men laughed, the groups disappeared only to again reappear. In the sun before factory doors men stood talking, half understanding, beginning to sense the fact that there was something big in the wind.

At first the movement did not get anywhere with the ranks of labour. There would be a meeting, perhaps a series of meetings in one of the little halls where labourers gather to attend to the affairs of their unions. McGregor would speak. His voice harsh and commanding could be heard in the streets below. Merchants came out of the stores and stood in the doorways listening. Young fellows who smoked cigarettes stopped looking at passing girls and gathered in crowds below the open windows. The slow working brain of labour was being aroused.

After a time a few young men, fellows who worked at the saws in a box factory and others who ran machines in a factory where bicycles were made, volunteered to follow the lead of the men of the First Ward. On summer evenings they gathered in vacant lots and marched back and forth looking at their feet and laughing.

McGregor insisted upon the training. He never had any intention of letting his Marching Men Movement become merely a disorganised band of walkers such as we have all seen in many a labour parade. He meant that they should learn to march rhythmically, swinging along like veterans. He was determined that the thresh of feet should come finally to sing a great song, carrying the message of a powerful brotherhood into the hearts and brains of the marchers.

McGregor gave all of his time to the movement. He made a scant living by the practice of his profession but gave it no thought. The murder case had brought him other cases and he had taken a partner, a ferret-eyed little man who worked out the details of what cases came to the firm and collected the fees, half of which he gave to the partner who was intent upon something else. Day after day, week after week, month after month, McGregor went up and down the city, talking to workers, learning to talk, striving to make his idea understood.

One evening in September he stood in the shadow of a factory wall watching a group of men who marched in a vacant lot. The movement had become by that time really big. A flame burned in his heart at the thought of what it might become. It was growing dark and the clouds of dust raised by the feet of the men swept across the face of the departing sun. In the field before him marched some two hundred men, the largest company he had been able to get together. For a week they had stayed at the marching evening after evening and were beginning a little to understand the spirit of it. Their leader on the field, a tall square shouldered man, had once been a captain in the State Militia and now worked as engineer in a factory where soap was made. His commands rang out sharp and crisp on the evening air. “Fours right into line,” he cried. The words were barked forth. The men straightened their shoulders and swung out vigorously. They had begun to enjoy the marching.

In the shadow of the factory wall McGregor moved uneasily about. He felt that this was the beginning, the real birth of his movement, that these men had really come out of the ranks of labour and that in the breasts of the marching figures there in the open space understanding was growing.

He muttered and walked back and forth. A young man, a reporter on one of the city’s great daily papers, leaped from a passing street car and came to stand near him. “What’s up here? What’s this going on? What’s it all about? You better tell me,” he said.

In the dim light McGregor raised his fists above his head and talked aloud. “It’s creeping in among them,” he said. “The thing that can’t be put into words is getting itself expressed. Something is being done here in this field. A new force is coming into the world.”

Half beside himself McGregor ran up and down swinging his arms. Again turning to the reporter who stood by a factory wall — a rather dandified figure he was with a tiny moustache — he shouted:

“Don’t you see?” he cried. His voice was harsh. “See how they march! They are finding out what I mean. They have caught the spirit of it!”

McGregor began to explain. He talked hurriedly, his words coming forth in short broken sentences. “For ages there has been talk of brotherhood. Always men have babbled of brotherhood. The words have meant nothing. The words and the talking have but bred a loose-jawed race. The jaws of men wabble about but the legs of these men do not wabble.”

He again walked up and down, dragging the half-frightened man along the deepening shadow of the factory wall.

“You see it begins — now in this field it begins. The legs and the feet of men, hundreds of legs and feet make a kind of music. Presently there will be thousands, hundreds of thousands. For a time men will cease to be individuals. They will become a mass, a moving all-powerful mass. They will not put their thoughts into words but nevertheless there will be a thought growing up in them. They will of a sudden begin to realise that they are a part of something vast and mighty, a thing that moves, that is seeking new expression. They have been told of the power of labour but now, you see, they will become the power of labour.”

Swept along by his own words and perhaps by something rhythmical in the moving mass of men McGregor became feverishly anxious that the dapper young man should understand. “Do you remember — when you were a boy — some man who had been a soldier telling you that the men who marched had to break step and go in a disorderly mob across a bridge because their orderly stride would have shaken the bridge to pieces?”

A shiver ran over the body of the young man. In his off hours he was a writer of plays and stories and his trained dramatic sense caught quickly the import of McGregor’s words. Into his mind came a scene on a village street of his own place in Ohio. In fancy he saw the village fife and drum corps marching past. His mind recalled the swing and the cadence of the tune and again as when he was a boy his legs ached to run out among the men and go marching away.

Filled with excitement he began also to talk. “I see,” he cried; “you think there is a thought in that, a big thought that men have not understood?”

On the field the men, becoming bolder as they became less self-conscious, came sweeping by, their bodies falling into a long swinging stride.

The young man pondered. “I see. I see. Every one who stood watching as I did when the fife and drum corps went past felt what I felt. They were hiding behind a mask. Their legs also tingled and the same wild militant thumping went on in their hearts. You have found that out, eh? You mean to lead labour that way?”

With open mouth the young man stared at the field and at the moving mass of men. He became oratorical in his thoughts. “Here is a big man,” he muttered. “Here is a Napoleon, a Caesar of labour come to Chicago. He is not like the little leaders. His mind is not sicklied over with the pale cast of thought. He does not think that the big natural impulses of men are foolish and absurd. He has got hold of something here that will work. The world had better watch this man.”

Half beside himself he walked up and down at the edge of the field, his body trembling.

Out of the ranks of the marching men came a workman. In the field words arose. A petulant quality came into the voice of the captain who gave commands. The newspaper man listened anxiously. “That’s what will spoil everything. The men will begin to lose heart and will quit,” he thought, leaning forward and waiting.

“I’ve worked all day and I can’t march up and down here all night,” complained the voice of the workman.

Past the shoulder of the young man went a shadow. Before his eyes on the field, fronting the waiting ranks of men, stood McGregor. His fist shot out and the complaining workman crumpled to the ground.

“This is no time for words,” said the harsh voice. “Get back in there. This is not a game. It’s the beginning of men’s realisation of themselves. Get in there and say nothing. If you can’t march with us get out. The movement we have started can pay no attention to whimperers.”

Among the ranks of men a cheer arose. By the factory wall the excited newspaper man danced up and down. At a word of command from the captain the line of marching men again swept down the field and he watched them with tears standing in his eyes. “It’s going to work,” he cried. “It’s bound to work. At last a man has come to lead the men of labor.”


CHAPTER II
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JOHN VAN MOORE a young Chicago advertising man went one afternoon to the offices of the Wheelright Bicycle Company. The company had both its factory and offices far out on the west side. The factory was a huge brick affair fronted by a broad cement sidewalk and a narrow green lawn spotted with flower beds. The building used for offices was smaller and had a veranda facing the street. Up the sides of the office building vines grew.

Like the reporter who had watched the Marching Men in the field by the factory wall John Van Moore was a dapper young man with a moustache. In his leisure hours he played a clarinet. “It gives a man something to cling to,” he explained to his friends. “One sees life going past and feels that he is not a mere drifting log in the stream of things. Although as a musician I amount to nothing, it at least makes me dream.”

Among the men in the advertising office where he worked Van Moore was known as something of a fool, redeemed by his ability to string words together. He wore a heavy black braided watch chain and carried a cane and he had a wife who after marriage had studied medicine and with whom he did not live. Sometimes on a Saturday evening the two met at some restaurant and sat for hours drinking and laughing. When the wife had gone to her own place the advertising man continued the fun, going from saloon to saloon and making long speeches setting forth his philosophy of life. “I am an individualist,” he declared, strutting up and down and swinging the cane about. “I am a dabbler, an experimenter if you will. Before I die it is my dream that I will discover a new quality in existence.”

For the bicycle company the advertising man was to write a booklet telling in romantic and readable form the history of the company. When finished the booklet would be sent out to those who had answered advertisements put into magazines and newspapers. The company had a process of manufacture peculiar to Wheelright bicycles and in the booklet this was to be much emphasised.

The manufacturing process in regard to which John Van Moore was to wax eloquent had been conceived in the brain of a workman and was responsible for the company’s success. Now the workman was dead and the president of the company had decided that he would take credit for the idea. He had thought a good deal of the matter and had decided that in truth the notion must have been more than a little his own. “It must have been so,” he told himself, “otherwise it would not have worked out so well.”

In the offices of the bicycle company the president, a grey gross man with tiny eyes, walked up and down a long room heavily carpeted. In reply to questions asked by the advertising man, who sat at a table with a pad of paper before him, he raised himself on his toes, put a thumb in the armhole of his vest and told a long rambling tale of which he was the hero.

The tale concerned a purely imaginary young workman who spent all of the earlier years of his life labouring terribly. At evening he ran quickly from the shop where he was employed and going without sleep toiled for long hours in a little garret. When the workman had discovered the secret that made successful the Wheelright bicycle he opened a shop and began to reap the reward of his efforts.

“That was me. I was that fellow,” cried the fat man who in reality had bought his interest in the bicycle company after the age of forty. Tapping himself on the breast he paused as though overcome with feeling. Tears came into his eyes. The young workman had become a reality to him. “All day I ran about the little shop crying ‘Quality! Quality!’ I do that now. It is a fetish with me. I do not make bicycles for money but because I am a workman with pride in my work. You may put that in the book. You may quote me as saying that. A big point should be made of my pride in my work.” The advertising man nodded his head and scribbled upon the pad of paper. Almost he could have written the story without the visit to the factory. When the fat man was not looking he turned his face to one side and listened attentively. With a whole heart he wished the president would go away and leave him alone to wander in the factory.

On the evening before, John Van Moore had taken part in an adventure. With a companion, a fellow who drew cartoons for the daily papers, he had gone into a saloon and there had met another man of the newspapers.

In the saloon the three men had sat until late into the night drinking and talking. The second newspaper man — that same dapper fellow who had watched the marchers by the factory wall — had told over and over the story of McGregor and his Marchers. “I tell you there is something growing up here,” he had said. “I have seen this McGregor and I know. You may believe me or not but the fact is that he has found out something. There is an element in men that up to now has not been understood — there is a thought hidden away within the breast of labour, a big unspoken thought — it is a part of men’s bodies as well as their minds. Suppose this fellow has figured that out and understands it, eh!”

Becoming more and more excited as he continued to drink the newspaper man had been half wild in his conjectures as to what was to happen in the world. Thumping with his fist upon a table wet with beer he had addressed the writer of advertisements. “There are things that animals know that have not been understood by men,” he cried. “Consider the bees. Have you thought that man has not tried to work out a collective intellect? Why should man not try to work that out?”

The newspaper man’s voice became low and tense. “When you go into a factory I want you to keep your eyes and your ears open,” he said. “Go into one of the great rooms where many men are at work. Stand perfectly still. Don’t try to think. Wait.”

Jumping out of his seat the excited man had walked up and down before his companions. A group of men standing before the bar listened, their glasses held half way to their lips.

“I tell you there is already a song of labour. It has not got itself expressed and understood but it is in every shop, in every field where men work. In a dim way the men who work are conscious of the song although if you talk of the matter they only laugh. The song is low harsh rhythmical. I tell you it comes out of the very soul of labour. It is akin to the thing that artists understand and that is called form. This McGregor understands something of that. He is the first leader of labour that has understood. The world shall hear from him. One of these days the world shall ring with his name.”

In the bicycle factory John Van Moore looked at the pad of paper before him and thought of the words of the half drunken man in the saloon. In the great shop at his back there was the steady grinding roar of many machines. The fat man, hypnotised by his own words, continued to walk up and down telling of the hardship that had once confronted the imaginary young workman and above which he had risen triumphant. “We hear much of the power of labour but there has been a mistake made,” he said. “Such men as myself — we are the power. Do you see we have come out of the mass? We stand forth.”

Stopping before the advertising man and looking down the fat man winked. “You do not need to say that in the book. There is no need of quoting me there. Our bicycles are being bought by workingmen and it would be foolish to offend them but what I say is nevertheless true. Do not such men as I, with our cunning brains and our power of patience build these great modern organisations?”

The fat man waved his arm toward the shops from which the roar of machinery came. The advertising man absentmindedly nodded his head. He was trying to hear the song of labour talked of by the drunken man. It was quitting time and there was the sound of many feet moving about the floor of the factory. The roar of the machinery stopped.

Again the fat man walked up and down talking of the career of the labourer who had come forth from the ranks of labour. From the factory the men began filing out into the open. There was the sound of feet scuffling along the wide cement sidewalk past the flowerbeds.

Of a sudden the fat man stopped. The advertising man sat with pencil suspended above the paper. From the walk below sharp commands rang out. Again the sound of men moving about came in through the windows.

The president of the bicycle company and the advertising man ran to the window. There on the cement sidewalk stood the men of the company formed into columns of fours and separated into companies. At the head of each company stood a captain. The captains swung the men about. “Forward! March!” they shouted.

The fat man stood with his mouth open and looked at the men. “What’s going on down there? What do you mean? Quit that!” he bawled.

A derisive laugh floated up through the window.

“Attention! Forward, guide right!” shouted a captain.

The men went swinging down the broad cement sidewalk past the window and the advertising man. In their faces was something determined and grim. A sickly smile flitted across the face of the grey-haired man and then faded. The advertising man, without knowing just what was going on felt that the older man was afraid. He sensed the terror in his face. In his heart he was glad to see it.

The manufacturer began to talk excitedly. “Now what’s this?” he demanded. “What’s going on? What kind of a volcano are we men of affairs walking over? Haven’t we had enough trouble with labour? What are they doing now?” Again he walked up and down past the table where the advertising man sat looking at him. “We’ll let the book go,” he said. “Come to-morrow. Come any time. I want to look into this. I want to find out what’s going on.”

Leaving the office of the bicycle company John Van Moore ran along the street past stores and houses. He did not try to follow the Marching Men but ran forward blindly, filled with excitement. He remembered the words of the newspaper man about the song of labour, and was drunk with the thought that he had caught the swing of it. A hundred times he had seen men pouring out of factory doors at the end of the day. Always before they had been just a mass of individuals. Each had been thinking of his own affairs and each man had shuffled off into his own street and had been lost in the dim alleyways between the tall grimy buildings. Now all of this was changed. The men did not shuffle off alone but marched along the street shoulder to shoulder.

A lump came also into the throat of this man and he like that other by the factory wall began to say words. “The song of labour is here. It has begun to get itself sung!” he cried.

John Van Moore was beside himself. The face of the fat man pale with terror came back into his mind. On the sidewalk before a grocery store he stopped and shouted with delight. Then he began dancing wildly about, startling a group of children who with fingers in their mouths stood with staring eyes watching.


CHAPTER III
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ALL THROUGH THE early months of that year in Chicago, rumours of a new and not understandable movement among labourers ran about among men of affairs. In a way the labourers understood the undercurrent of terror their marching together had inspired and like the advertising man dancing on the sidewalk before the grocery were made happy by it. Grim satisfaction dwelt in their hearts. Remembering their boyhoods and the creeping terror that invaded their fathers’ houses in times of depression they were glad to spread terror among the homes of the rich and the well-to-do. For years they had been going through life blindly, striving to forget age and poverty. Now they felt that life had a purpose, that they were marching toward some end. When in the past they had been told that power dwelt in them they had not believed. “He is not to be trusted,” thought the man at the machine looking at the man at work at the next machine. “I have heard him talk and at bottom he is a fool.”

Now the man at the machine did not think of his brother at the next machine. In his dreams at night he was beginning to have a new vision. Power had breathed its message into his brain. Of a sudden he saw himself as a part of a giant walking in the world. “I am like a drop of blood running through the veins of labour,” he whispered to himself. “In my own way I am adding strength to the heart and the brain of labour. I have become a part of this thing that has begun to move. I will not talk but will wait. If this marching is the thing then I will march. Though I am weary at the end of the day that shall not stop me. Many times I have been weary and was alone. Now I am a part of something vast. This I know, that a consciousness of power has crept into my brain and although I be persecuted I shall not surrender what I have gained.”

In the offices of the plough trust a meeting of men of affairs was called. The purpose of the meeting was to discuss the movement going on among the workers. At the plough works it had broken out. No more at evening did the men shuffle along, like a disorderly mob but marched in companies along the brick-paved street that ran by the factory door.

At the meeting David Ormsby had been as always quiet and self-possessed. A halo of kindly intent hung over him and when a banker, one of the directors of the company, had finished a speech he arose and walked up and down, his hands thrust into his trousers pockets. The banker was a fat man with thin brown hair and delicate hands. As he talked he held a pair of yellow gloves and beat with them on a long table at the centre of the room. The soft thump of the gloves upon the table made a chorus to the things he had to say. David motioned for him to be seated. “I will myself go to see this McGregor,” he said, walking across the room and putting an arm about the shoulder of the banker. “Perhaps there is as you say a new and terrible danger here but I do not think so. For thousands, no doubt for millions of years, the world has gone on its way and I do not think it is to be stopped now.

“It has been my fortune to see and to know this McGregor,” added David smiling at the others in the room. “He is a man and not a Joshua to make the sun stand still.”

In the office in Van Buren Street, David, the grey and confident, stood before the desk at which sat McGregor. “We will get out of here if you do not mind,” he said. “I want to talk to you and I would not like being interrupted. I have a fancy that we talk out of doors.”

The two men went in a street car to Jackson Park and, forgetting to dine, walked for an hour along the paths under the trees. The wind from the lake had chilled the air and the park was deserted.

They went to stand on a pier that ran out into the lake. On the pier David tried to begin the talk that was the object of their being together but felt that the wind and the water that beat against the piling of the pier made talk too difficult. Although he could not have told why, he was relieved by the necessity of delay. Into the park they went again and found a seat upon a bench facing a lagoon.

In the presence of the silent McGregor David felt suddenly embarrassed and awkward. “By what right do I question him?” he asked himself and in his mind could find no answer. A half dozen times he started to say what he had come to say but stopped and his talk ran off into trivialities. “There are men in the world you have not taken into consideration,” he said finally, forcing himself to begin. With a laugh he went on, relieved that the silence had been broken. “You see the very inner secret of strong men has been missed by you and others.”

David Ormsby looked sharply at McGregor. “I do not believe that you believe we are after money, we men of affairs. I trust you see beyond that. We have our purpose and we keep to our purpose quietly and doggedly.”

Again David looked at the silent figure sitting in the dim light and again his mind ran out, striving to penetrate the silence. “I am not a fool and perhaps I know that the movement you have started among the workers is something new. There is power in it as in all great ideas. Perhaps I think there is power in you. Why else should I be here?”

Again David laughed uncertainly. “In a way I am in sympathy with you,” he said. “Although all through my life I have served money I have not been owned by it. You are not to suppose that men like me have not something beyond money in mind.”

The old plough maker looked away over McGregor’s shoulder to where the leaves of the trees shook in the wind from the lake. “There have been men and great leaders who have understood the silent competent servants of wealth,” he said half petulantly. “I want you to understand these men. I should like to see you become such a one yourself — not for the wealth it would bring but because in the end you would thus serve all men. You would get at truth thus. The power that is in you would be conserved and used more intelligently.”

“To be sure, history has taken little or no account of the men of whom I speak. They have passed through life unnoticed, doing great work quietly.”

The plough maker paused. Although McGregor had said nothing the older man felt that the interview was not going as it should. “I should like to know what you have in mind, what in the end you hope to gain for yourself or for these men,” he said somewhat sharply. “There is after all no point to our beating about the bush.”

McGregor said nothing. Arising from the bench he began again to walk along the path with Ormsby at his side.

“The really strong men of the world have had no place in history,” declared Ormsby bitterly. “They have not asked that. They were in Rome and in Germany in the time of Martin Luther but nothing is said of them. Although they do not mind the silence of history they would like other strong men to understand. The march of the world is a greater thing than the dust raised by the heels of some few workers walking through the streets and these men are responsible for the march of the world. You are making a mistake. I invite you to become one of us. If you plan to upset things you may get yourself into history but you will not really count. What you are trying to do will not work. You will come to a bad end.”

When the two men emerged from the park the older man had again the feeling that the interview had not been a success. He was sorry. The evening he felt had marked for him a failure and he was not accustomed to failures. “There is a wall here that I cannot penetrate,” he thought.

Along the front of the park beneath a grove of trees they walked in silence. McGregor seemed not to have heard the words addressed to him. When they came to where a long row of vacant lots faced the park he stopped and stood leaning against a tree to look away into the park, lost in thought.

David Ormsby also became silent. He thought of his youth in the little village plough factory, of his efforts to get on in the world, of the long evenings spent reading books and trying to understand the movements of men.

“Is there an element in nature and in youth that we do not understand or that we lose sight of?” he asked. “Are the efforts of the patient workers of the world always to be abortive? Can some new phase of life arise suddenly upsetting all of our plans? Do you, can you, think of men like me as but part of a vast whole? Do you deny to us individuality, the right to stand forth, the right to work things out and to control?”

The ploughmaker looked at the huge figure standing beside the tree. Again he was irritated and kept lighting cigars which after two or three puffs he threw away. In the bushes at the back of the bench insects began to sing. The wind coming now in gentle gusts swayed slowly the branches of the trees overhead.

“Is there an eternal youth in the world, a state out of which men pass unknowingly, a youth that forever destroys, tearing down what has been built?” he asked. “Are the mature lives of strong men of so little account? Have you like the empty fields that bask in the sun in the summer the right to remain silent in the presence of men who have had thoughts and have tried to put their thoughts into deeds?”

Still saying nothing McGregor pointed with his finger along the road that faced the park. From a side street a body of men swung about a corner, coming with long strides toward the two. As they passed beneath a street lamp that swung gently in the wind their faces flashing in and out of the light seemed to be mocking David Ormsby. For a moment anger burned in him and then something, perhaps the rhythm of the moving mass of men, brought a gentler mood. The men swinging past turned another corner and disappeared beneath the structure of an elevated railroad.

The ploughmaker walked away from McGregor. Something in the interview, terminating thus with, the presence of the marching figures had he felt unmanned him. “After all there is youth and the hope of youth. What he has in mind may work,” he thought as he climbed aboard a street car.

In the car David put his head out at the window and looked at the long line of apartment buildings that lined the streets. He thought again of his own youth and of the evenings in the Wisconsin village when, himself a youth, he went with other young men singing and marching in the moonlight.

In a vacant lot he again saw a body of the Marching Men moving back and forth and responding quickly to the commands given by a slender young man who stood on the sidewalk beneath a street lamp and held a stick in his hand.

In the car the grey-haired man of affairs put his head down upon the back of the seat in front. Half unconscious of his own thoughts his mind began to dwell upon the figure of his daughter. “Had I been Margaret I should not have let him go. No matter what the cost I should have clung to the man,” he muttered.


CHAPTER IV

[image: img26.jpg]

IT IS DIFFICULT not to be of two minds about the manifestation now called, and perhaps rightly, “The Madness of the Marching Men.” In one mood it comes back to the mind as something unspeakably big and inspiring. We go each of us through the treadmill of our lives caught and caged like little animals in some vast menagerie. In turn we love, marry, breed children, have our moments of blind futile passion and then something happens. All unconsciously a change creeps over us. Youth passes. We become shrewd, careful, submerged in little things. Life, art, great passions, dreams, all of these pass. Under the night sky the suburbanite stands in the moonlight. He is hoeing his radishes and worrying because the laundry has torn one of his white collars. The railroad is to put on an extra morning train. He remembers that fact heard at the store. For him the night becomes more beautiful. For ten minutes longer he can stay with the radishes each morning. There is much of man’s life in the figure of the suburbanite standing absorbed in his own thoughts in the midst of his radishes.

And so about the business of our lives we go and then of a sudden there comes again the feeling that crept over us all in the year of the Marching Men. In a moment we are again a part of the moving mass. The old religious exaltation, strange emanation from the man McGregor, returns. In fancy we feel the earth tremble under the feet of the men — the marchers. With a conscious straining of the mind we strive to grasp the processes of the mind of the leader during that year when men sensed his meaning, when they saw as he saw the workers — saw them massed and moving through the world.

My own mind, striving feebly to follow that greater and simpler mind, gropes about. I remember sharply the words of a writer who said that men make their own gods and realise that I myself saw something of the birth of such a god. For he was near to being a god then — our McGregor. The thing he did rumbles in the minds of men yet. His long shadow will fall across men’s thoughts for ages. The tantalising effort to understand his meaning will tempt us always into endless speculation.

Only last week I met a man — he was a steward in a club and lingered talking to me by a cigar case in an empty billiard-room — who suddenly turned away to conceal from me two large tears that had jumped into his eyes because of a kind of tenderness in my voice at the mention of the Marching Men.

Another mood comes. It may be the right mood. I see sparrows jumping about in an ordinary roadway as I walk to my office. From the maple trees the little winged seeds come fluttering down before my eyes. A boy goes past sitting in a grocery wagon and over-driving a rather bony horse. As I walk I overtake two workmen shuffling along. They remind me of those other workers and I say to myself that thus men have always shuffled, that never did they swing forward into that world-wide rhythmical march of the workers.

“You were drunk with youth and a kind of world madness,” says my normal self as I go forward again, striving to think things out.

Chicago is still here — Chicago after McGregor and the Marching Men. The elevated trains still clatter over the frogs at the turning into Wabash Avenue; the surface cars clang their bells; the crowds pour up in the morning from the runway leading to the Illinois Central trains; life goes on. And men in their offices sit in their chairs and say that the thing that happened was abortive, a brain storm, a wild outbreak of the rebellious the disorderly and the hunger in the minds of men.

What begging of the question. The very soul of the Marching Men was a sense of order. That was the message of it, the thing that the world has not come up to yet. Men have not learned that we must come to understand the impulse toward order, have that burned into our consciousness, before we move on to other things. There is in us this madness for individual expression. For each of us the little moment of running forward and lifting our thin childish voices in the midst of the great silence. We have not learned that out of us all, walking shoulder to shoulder, there might arise a greater voice, something to make the waters of the very seas to tremble.

McGregor knew. He had a mind not sick with much thinking of trifles. When he had a great idea he thought it would work and he meant to see that it did work.

Mightily was he equipped. I have seen the man in halls talking, his huge body swaying back and forth, his great fists in the air, his voice harsh, persistent, insistent — with something of the quality of the drums in it — beating down into the upturned faces of the men crowded into the stuffy little places.

I remember that newspaper men used to sit in their little holes and write saying of him that the times made McGregor. I do not know about that. The city caught fire from the man at the time of that terrible speech of his in the court room when Polk Street Mary grew afraid and told the truth. There he stood, the raw untried red-haired miner from the mines and the Tenderloin, facing an angry court and a swarm of protesting lawyers and uttering that city-shaking philippic against the old rotten first ward and the creeping cowardice in men that lets vice and disease go on and pervade all modern life. It was in a way another “J’Accuse!” from the lips of another Zola. Men who heard it have told me that when he had finished in the whole court no man spoke and no man dared feel guiltless. “For the moment something — a section, a cell, a figment, of men’s brains opened — and in that terrible illuminating instant they saw themselves as they were and what they had let life become.”

They saw something else, or thought they did, saw McGregor a new force for Chicago to reckon with. After the trial one young newspaper man returned to his office and running from desk to desk yelled in the faces of his brother reporters: “Hell’s out for noon. We’ve got a big red-haired Scotch lawyer up here on Van Buren Street that is a kind of a new scourge of the world. Watch the First Ward get it.”

But McGregor never looked at the First Ward. That wasn’t bothering him. From the court room he went to march with men in a new field.

Followed the time of waiting and of patient quiet work. In the evenings McGregor worked at the law cases in the bare room in Van Buren Street. That queer bird Henry Hunt still stayed with him, collecting tithes for the gang and going to his respectable home at night — a strange triumph of the small that had escaped the tongue of McGregor on that day in court when so many men had their names bruited to the world in McGregor’s roll call — the roll call of the men who were but merchants, brothers of vice, the men who should have been masters in the city.

And then the movement of the Marching Men began to come to the surface. It got into the blood of men. That harsh drumming voice began to shake their hearts and their legs.

Everywhere men began to see and hear of the Marchers. From lip to lip ran the question, “What’s going on?”

“What’s going on?” How that cry ran over Chicago. Every newspaper man in town got assignments on the story. The papers were loaded with it every day. All over the city they appeared, everywhere — the Marching Men.

There were leaders enough! The Cuban War and the State Militia had taught too many men the swing of the march step for there not to be at least two or three competent drill masters in every little company of men.

And there was the marching song the Russian wrote for McGregor. Who could forget it? Its high pitched harsh feminine strain rang in the brain. How it went pitching and tumbling along in that wailing calling endless high note. It had strange breaks and intervals in the rendering. The men did not sing it. They chanted it. There was in it just the weird haunting something the Russians know how to put into their songs and into the books they write. It isn’t the quality of the soil. Some of our own music has that. But in this Russian song there was something else, something world-wide and religious — a soul, a spirit. Perhaps it is just the spirit that broods over that strange land and people. There was something of Russia in McGregor himself.

Anyway the marching song was the most persistently penetrating thing Americans had ever heard. It was in the streets, the shops, the offices, the alleys and in the air overhead — the wail — half shout. No noise could drown it. It swung and pitched and rioted through the air.

And there was the fellow who wrote the music down for McGregor. He was the real thing and he bore the marks of the shackles on his legs. He had remembered the march from hearing the men sing it as they went over the Steppes to Siberia, the men who were going up out of misery to more misery. “It would come out of the air,” he explained. “The guards would run down the line of men to shout and strike out with their short whips. ‘Stop it!’ they cried. And still it went on for hours, defying everything, there on the cold cheerless plains.”

And he had brought it to America and put it to music for McGregor’s marchers.

Of course the police tried to stop the marchers. Into a street they would run crying “Disperse!” The men did disperse only to appear again on some vacant lot working away at the perfection of the marching. Once an excited squad of police captured a company of them. The same men were back in line the next evening. The police could not arrest a hundred thousand men because they marched shoulder to shoulder along the streets and chanted a weird march song as they went.

The whole thing was not an outbreak of labour. It was something different from anything that had come into the world before. The unions were in it but besides the unions there were the Poles, the Russian Jews, the Hunks from the stockyards and the steel works in South Chicago. They had their own leaders, speaking their own languages. And how they could throw their legs into the march! The armies of the old world had for years been training men for the strange demonstration that had broken out in Chicago.

The thing was hypnotic. It was big. It is absurd to sit writing of it now in such majestic terms but you have to go back to the newspapers of that day to realise how the imagination of men was caught and held.

Every train brought writers tumbling into Chicago. In the evening fifty of them would gather in the back room at Weingardner’s restaurant where such men congregate.

And then the thing broke out all over the country, in steel towns like Pittsburgh and Johnstown and Lorain and McKeesport and men working in little independent factories in towns down in Indiana began drilling and chanting the march song on summer evenings on the village baseball ground.

How the people, the comfortable well-fed middle class people were afraid! It swept over the country like a religious revival, the creeping dread.

The writing men got to McGregor, the brain back of it all, fast enough. Everywhere his influence appeared. In the afternoon there would be a hundred newspaper men standing on the stairway leading up to the big bare office in Van Buren Street. At his desk he sat, big and red and silent. He looked like a man half asleep. I suppose the thing that was in their minds had something to do with the way men looked at him but in any case the crowd in Weingardner’s agreed that there was in the man something of the same fear-inspiring bigness there was in the movement he had started and was guiding.

It seems absurdly simple now. There he sat at his desk. The police might have walked in and arrested him. But if you begin figuring that way the whole thing was absurd. What differs it if men march coming from work, swinging along shoulder to shoulder or shuffle aimlessly along, and what harm can come out of the singing of a song?

You see McGregor understood something that all of us had not counted on. He knew that every one has an imagination. He was at war with men’s minds. He challenged something in us that we hardly realised was there. He had been sitting there for years thinking it out. He had watched Dr. Dowie and Mrs. Eddy. He knew what he was doing.

A crowd of newspaper men went one night to hear McGregor at a big outdoor meeting up on the North Side. Dr. Cowell was with them — the big English statesman and writer who later was drowned on the Titanic. He was a big man, physically and mentally, and was in Chicago to see McGregor and try to understand what he was doing.

And McGregor got him as he had all men. Out there under the sky the men stood silent, Cowell’s head sticking up above the sea of faces, and McGregor talked. The newspaper men declared he could not talk. They were wrong about that. McGregor had a way of throwing up his arms and straining and shouting out his sentences, that got to the souls of men.

He was a kind of crude artist drawing pictures on the mind.

That night he talked about labour as always — labour personified — huge crude old Labour. How he made the men before him see and feel the blind giant who has lived in the world since time began and who still goes stumbling blindly about, rubbing his eyes and lying down to sleep away centuries in the dust of the fields and the factories.

A man arose in the audience and climbed upon the platform beside McGregor. It was a daring thing to do and men’s knees trembled. While the man was crawling up to the platform shouts arose. One has in mind a picture of a bustling little fellow going into the house and into the upper room where Jesus and his followers were having the last supper together, going in there to wrangle about the price to be paid for the wine.

The man who got on the platform with McGregor was a socialist. He wanted to argue.

But McGregor did not argue with him. He sprang forward, it was a quick tiger-like movement, and spun the socialist about, making him stand small and blinking and comical before the crowd.

Then McGregor began to talk. He made of the little stuttering arguing socialist a figure representing all labour, made him the personification of the old weary struggle of the world. And the socialist who went to argue stood with tears in his eyes, proud of his position in men’s eyes.

All over the city McGregor talked of old Labour and how he was to be built up and put before men’s eyes by the movement of the Marching Men. How our legs tingled to fall in step and go marching away with him.

Out of the crowds there came the note of that wailing march. Some one always started that.

That night on the North Side Doctor Cowell got hold of the shoulder of a newspaper man and led him to a car. He who knew Bismarck and who had sat in council with kings went walking and babbling half the night through the empty streets.

It is amusing now to think of the things men said under the influence of McGregor. Like old Doctor Johnson and his friend Savage they walked half drunk through the streets swearing that whatever happened they would stick to the movement. Doctor Cowell himself said things just as absurd as that.

And all over the country men were getting the idea — the Marching Men — old Labour in one mass marching before the eyes of men — old Labour that was going to make the world see — see and feel its bigness at last. Men were to come to the end of strife — men united — Marching! Marching! Marching!


CHAPTER V

[image: img26.jpg]

IN ALL OF the time of The Marching Men there was but one bit of written matter from the leader McGregor. It had a circulation running into the millions and was printed in every tongue spoken in America. A copy of the little circular lies before me now.

THE MARCHERS

    “They ask us what we mean.

    Well, here is our answer.

    We mean to go on marching.

    We mean to march in the morning and in the evening when the sun

 goes down.

    On Sundays they may sit on their porches or shout at men playing

 ball in a field

    But we will march.

    On the hard cobblestones of the city streets and through the dust

 of country roads we will march.

    Our legs may be weary and our throats hot and dry,

    But still we will march, shoulder to shoulder.

    We will march until the ground shakes and tall buildings tremble.

    Shoulder to shoulder we will go — all of us — 

    On and on forever.

    We will not talk nor listen to talk.

    We will march and we will teach our sons and our daughters to

 march.

    Their minds are troubled. Our minds are clear.

    We do not think and banter words.

    We march.

    Our faces are coarse and there is dust in our hair and beards.

    See, the inner parts of our hands are rough.

    And still we march — we the workers.”


CHAPTER VI
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WHO WILL EVER forget that Labour Day in Chicago? How they marched! — thousands and thousands and more thousands! They filled the streets. The cars stopped. Men trembled with the import of the impending hour.

Here they come! How the ground trembles! The chant chant chant of that song! It must have been thus that Grant felt at the great review of the veterans in Washington when all day long they marched past him, the men of the Civil War, the whites of their eyes showing in the tan of their faces. McGregor stood on the stone curbing above the tracks in Grant Park. As the men marched they massed in there about him, thousands of them, steel workers and iron workers and great red-necked butchers and teamsters.

And in the air wailed the marching song of the workers.

All of the world that was not marching jammed into the buildings facing Michigan Boulevard and waited. Margaret Ormsby was there. She sat with her father in a carriage near where Van Buren Street ends at the Boulevard. As the men kept crowding in about them she clutched nervously at the sleeve of David Ormsby’s coat. “He is going to speak,” she whispered and pointed. Her tense air of expectancy expressed much of the feeling of the crowd. “See, listen, he is going to speak out.”

It must have been five in the afternoon when the men got through marching. They were massed in there clear down to the Twelfth Street Station of the Illinois Central. McGregor lifted his hands. In the hush his harsh voice carried far. “We are at the beginning,” he shouted and silence fell upon the people. In the stillness one standing near her might have heard Margaret Ormsby weeping softly. There was the gentle murmur that always prevails where many people stand at attention. The weeping of the woman was scarcely audible but it persisted like the sound of little waves on a beach at the end of the day.


BOOK VII
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CHAPTER I
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THE IDEA PREVALENT among men that the woman to be beautiful must be hedged about and protected from the facts of life has done something more than produce a race of women not physically vigorous. It has made them deficient in strength of soul also. After the evening when she stood facing Edith and when she had been unable to arise to the challenge flung at her by the little milliner Margaret Ormsby was forced to stand facing her own soul and there was no strength in her for the test. Her mind insisted on justifying her failure. A woman of the people placed in such a position would have been able to face it calmly. She would have gone soberly and steadily about her work and after a few months of pulling weeds in a field, trimming hats in a shop or instructing children in a schoolroom would have been ready to thrust out again, making another trial at life. Having met many defeats she would have been armed and ready for defeat. Like a little animal in a forest inhabited by other and larger animals she would have known the effectiveness of lying perfectly still for a long period, making her patience a part of her equipment for living.

Margaret had decided that she hated McGregor. After the scene in her house she gave up her work in the settlement house and for a long time went about nursing her hatred. In the street as she walked about her mind kept bringing accusations against him and in her room at night she sat by the window looking at the stars and said strong words. “He is a brute,” she declared hotly, “a mere animal untouched by the culture that makes for gentleness. There is something animal-like and horrible in my nature that has made me care for him. I shall pluck it out. In the future I shall make it my business to forget the man and all of the dreadful lower strata of life that he represents.”

Filled with this idea Margaret went about among her own people and tried to become interested in the men and women she met at dinners and receptions. It did not work and when, after a few evenings spent in the company of men absorbed in the getting of money, she found them only dull creatures whose mouths were filled with meaningless words, her irritation grew and she blamed McGregor for that also. “He had no right to come into my consciousness and then take himself off,” she declared bitterly. “The man is more of a brute than I thought. He no doubt preys upon everyone as he has preyed upon me. He is without tenderness, knows nothing of the meaning of tenderness. The colourless creature he has married will serve his body. That is what he wants. He does not want beauty. He is a coward who dare not stand up to beauty and is afraid of me.”

When the Marching Men Movement began to make a stir in Chicago Margaret went on a visit to New York. For a month she lived with two women friends at a big hotel near the sea and then hurried home. “I will see the man and hear him talk,” she told herself. “I cannot cure myself of the consciousness of him by running away. Perhaps I am myself a coward. I shall go into his presence. When I hear his brutal words and see again the hard gleam that sometimes comes into his eyes I shall be cured.”

Margaret went to hear McGregor talk to a gathering of workingmen in a West Side hall and came away more alive to him than ever. In the hall she sat concealed in deep shadows by the door and waited with trembling eagerness.

On all sides of her were men crowded together. Their faces were washed but the grime of the shops was not quite effaced. Men from the steel mills with the cooked look that follows long exposure to intense artificial heat, men of the building trades with their broad hands, big men and small men, misshapen and straight, labouring men, all sat at attention, waiting.

Margaret noticed that as McGregor talked the lips of the working men moved. Fists were clenched. Applause came quick and sharp like the report of guns.

In the shadows at the further side of the hall the black coats of the workers made a blot out of which intense faces looked and across which the flickering gas jets in the centre of the hall threw dancing lights.

The words of the speaker were shot forth. The sentences seemed broken and disconnected. As he talked giant pictures flashed through the minds of the hearers. Men felt themselves big and exalted. A little steel worker sitting near Margaret, who earlier in the evening had been abused by his wife because he wanted to come to the meeting instead of helping with the dishes at home, stared fiercely about. He thought he would like to fight hand in hand with a wild animal in a forest.

Standing on the narrow stage McGregor seemed a giant seeking expression. His mouth worked, the sweat stood upon his forehead and he moved restlessly up and down. At times, with his hands advanced and with the eager forward crouch of his body, he was like a wrestler waiting to grapple with an opponent.

Margaret was deeply moved. Her years of training and of refinement were stripped off and she felt that, like the women of the French Revolution, she would like to go out into the streets and march screaming and fighting in feminine rage for the things of this man’s mind.

McGregor had scarcely begun to talk. His personality, the big eager something in him, had caught and held this audience as it had caught and held other audiences in other halls and was to hold them night after night for months.

McGregor was something the men to whom he talked understood. He was themselves become expressive and he moved them as no other leader had ever moved them before. His very lack of glibness, the things in him wanting expression and not getting expressed, made him seem like one of them. He did not confuse their minds but drew for them great scrawling pictures and to them he cried, “March!” and for marching he promised them realisation of themselves.

“I have heard men in colleges and speakers in halls talk of the brotherhood of man,” he cried. “They do not want such a brotherhood. They would flee before it. But we will make by our marching such a brotherhood that they will tremble and say to one another, ‘See, Old Labour is awake. He has found his strength.’ They will hide themselves and eat their words of brotherhood.

“A clamour of voices will arise, many voices, crying out, ‘Disperse! Cease marching! I am afraid!’

“This talk of brotherhood. The words mean nothing. Man cannot love man. We do not know what they mean by such love. They hurt us and underpay us. Sometimes one of us gets an arm torn off. Are we to lie in our beds loving the man who gets rich from the iron machine that ripped the arm from the shoulder?

“On our knees and in our arms we have borne their children. On the streets we see them — the petted children of our madness. See we have let them run about misbehaving. We have given them automobiles and wives with soft clinging dresses. When they have cried we have cared for them.

“And they being children with the minds of children are confused. The noise of affairs alarms them. They run about shaking their fingers and commanding. They speak with pity of us — Labour — their father.

“And now we will show them their father in his might. The little machines they have in their factories are toys we have given them and that for the time we leave in their hands. We do not think of the toys nor the soft-bodied women. We make of ourselves a mighty army, a marching army going along shoulder to shoulder. We can love that.

“When they see us, hundreds of thousands of us, marching into their minds and into their consciousness, then will they be afraid. And at the little meetings they have when three or four of them sit talking, daring to decide what things we shall have from life, there will be in their minds a picture. We will stamp it there.

“They have forgotten our power. Let us reawaken it. See, I shake Old Labour by the shoulder. He arouses. He sits up. He thrusts his huge form up from where he was asleep in the dust and the smoke of the mills. They look at him and are afraid. See, they tremble and run away, falling over each other. The did not know Old Labour was so big.

“But you workers are not afraid. You are the arms and the legs and the hands and the eyes of Labour. You have thought yourself small. You have not got yourself into one mass so that I could shake and arouse you.

“You must get that way. You must march shoulder to shoulder. You must march so that you yourselves shall come to know what a giant you are. If one of your number whines or complains or stands upon a box throwing words about knock him down and keep marching.

“When you have marched until you are one giant body then will happen a miracle. A brain will grow in the giant you have made.

“Will you march with me?”

Like a volley from a battery of guns came the sharp reply from the eager upturned faces of the audience. “We will! Let us march!” they shouted.

Margaret Ormsby went out at the door and into the crowds on Madison Street. As she walked in the press she lifted her head in pride that a man possessed of such a brain and of the simple courage to try to express such magnificent ideas through human beings had ever shown favour toward her. Humbleness swept over her and she blamed herself for the petty thoughts concerning him that had been in her mind. “It does not matter,” she whispered to herself. “Now I know that nothing matters, nothing but his success. He must do this thing he has set out to do. He must not be denied. I would give the blood out of my body or expose my body to shame if that could bring him success.”

Margaret became exalted in her humbleness. When her carriage had taken her to her house she ran quickly upstairs to her own room and knelt by her bed. She started to pray but presently stopped and sprang to her feet. Running to the window she looked off across the city. “He must succeed,” she cried again. “I shall myself be one of his marchers. I will do anything for him. He is tearing the veil from my eyes, from all men’s eyes. We are children in the hands of this giant and he must not meet defeat at the hands of children.”


CHAPTER II
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ON THE DAY of the great demonstration, when McGregor’s power over the minds and the bodies of the men of labour sent hundreds of thousands marching and singing in the streets, there was one man who was untouched by the song of labour expressed in the threshing of feet. David Ormsby had in his quiet way thought things out. He expected that the new impetus given to solidity in the ranks of labour would make trouble for him and his kind, that it would express itself finally in strikes and in wide-spread industrial disturbance. He was not worried. In the end he thought that the silent patient power of money would bring his people the victory. On that day he did not go to his office but in the morning stayed in his own room thinking of McGregor and of his daughter. Laura Ormsby was out of the city but Margaret was at home. David believed he had measured accurately the power of McGregor over her mind but occasional doubts came to him. “Well the time has come to have it out with her,” he decided. “I must reassert my ascendency over her mind. The thing that is going on here is really a struggle of minds. McGregor differs from other leaders of labour as I differ from most leaders of the forces of money. He has brains. Very well. I shall meet him on that level. Then, when I have made Margaret think as I think, she will return to me.”

 

 

 

When he was still a small manufacturer in the Wisconsin town David had been in the habit of driving out in the evening with his daughter. During the drives he had been almost a lover in his attentions to the child and now when he thought of the forces at work within her he was convinced that she was still a child. Early in the afternoon he had a carriage brought to the door and drove off with her to the city. “She will want to see the man in the height of his power. If I am right in thinking that she is still under the influence of his personality there will be a romantic desire for that.

“I will give her the chance,” he thought proudly. “In this struggle I ask no quarter from him and shall not make the common mistake of parents in such cases. She is fascinated by the figure he has made of himself. Showy men who stand out from the crowd have that power. She is still under his influence. Why else her constant distraction and her want of interest in other things? Now I will be with her when the man is most powerful, when he shows to the greatest advantage, and then I will make my fight for her. I will point out to her another road, the road along which the real victors in life must learn to travel.”

Together David the quiet efficient representative of wealth and his woman child sat in the carriage on the day of McGregor’s triumph. For the moment an impassable gulf seemed to separate them and with intense eyes each watched the hordes of men who massed themselves about the labour leader. At the moment McGregor seemed to have caught all men in the sweep of his movement. Business men had closed their desks, labour was exultant, writers and men given to speculation in thought walked about dreaming of the realisation of the brotherhood of man. In the long narrow treeless park the music made by the steady never-ending thresh of feet arose to something vast and rhythmical. It was like a mighty chorus come up out of the hearts of men. David was unmoved. Occasionally he spoke to the horses and looked from the faces of the men massed about him to his daughter’s face. In the coarse faces of the men he thought he saw only a crude sort of intoxication, the result of a new kind of emotionalism. “It will not outlast thirty days of ordinary living in their squalid surroundings,” he thought grimly. “It is not the kind of exaltation for Margaret. I can sing her a more wonderful song. I must get myself ready for that.”

When McGregor arose to speak Margaret was overcome with emotions. Dropping to her knees in the carriage she put her head down upon her father’s arm. For days she had been telling herself that in the future of the man she loved there was no place for failure. Now again she whispered to herself that this great sturdy figure must not be denied the fulfilment of its purpose. When in the hush that followed the massing of the labourers about him the harsh booming voice floated over the heads of the people her body shook as with a chill. Extravagant fancies invaded her mind and she wished it were possible for her to do something heroic, something that would make her live again in the mind of McGregor. She wanted to serve him, to give him something out of herself, and thought wildly that there might yet come a time and a way by which the beauty of her body could be laid like a gift before him. The half mythical figure of Mary the lover of Jesus came into her mind and she aspired to be such another. With her body shaken with emotions she pulled at the sleeve of her father’s coat. “Listen! It is going to come now,” she murmured. “The brain of labour is going to express the dream of labour. An impulse sweet and lasting is going to come into the world.”

 

 

 

David Ormsby said nothing. When McGregor had begun to speak he touched the horses with the whip and drove slowly along Van Buren Street past the silent attentive ranks of men. When he had got into one of the streets near the river a vast cheer arose. It seemed to shake the city and the horses reared and leaped forward over the rough cobblestones. With one hand David quieted them while with the other he gripped the hand of his daughter. They drove over a bridge and into the West Side and as they went the marching song of the workers rising up out of thousands of throats rang in their ears. For a time the air seemed to pulsate with it but as they went westward it grew continually less and less distinct. At last when they had turned into a street lined by tall factories it died out altogether. “That is the end of him for me and mine,” thought David and again set himself for the task he had to perform.

Through street after street David let the horses wander while he clung to his daughter’s hand and thought of what he wanted to say. Not all of the streets were lined with factories. Some, and these in the evening light were the most hideous, were bordered by the homes of workers. The houses of the workers, jammed closely together and black with grime, were filled with noisy life. Women sat in the doorways and children ran screaming and shouting in the road. Dogs barked and howled. Everywhere was dirt and disorder, the terrible evidence of men’s failure in the difficult and delicate art of living. In one of the streets a little girl child who sat on the post of a fence made a ludicrous figure. As David and Margaret drove past she beat with her heels against the sides of the post and screamed. Tears ran down her cheeks and her dishevelled hair was black with dirt. “I want a banana! I want a banana!” she howled, staring at the blank walls of one of the houses. In spite of herself Margaret was touched and her mind left the figure of McGregor. By an odd chance the child on the post was the daughter of that socialist orator who one night on the North Side had climbed upon a platform to confront McGregor with the propaganda of the Socialist Party.

David turned the horses into a wide boulevard that ran south through the factory district of the west. As they came out into the boulevard they saw sitting on the sidewalk before a saloon a drunkard with a drum in his hand. The drunkard beat upon the drum and tried to sing the marching song of the workers but succeeded only in making a queer grunting noise like a distressed animal. The sight brought a smile to David’s lips. “Already it has begun to disintegrate,” he muttered. “I brought you into this part of town on purpose,” he said to Margaret. “I wanted you to see with your own eyes how much the world needs the thing he is trying to do. The man is terribly right about the need for discipline and order. He is a big man doing a big thing and I admire his courage. He would be a really big man had he the greater courage.”

On the boulevard into which they had turned all was quiet. The summer sun was setting and over the roofs of buildings the west was ablaze with light. They passed a factory surrounded by little patches of garden. Some employer of labour had tried thus feebly to bring beauty into the neighbourhood of the place where his men worked. David pointed with the whip. “Life is a husk,” he said, “and we men of affairs who take ourselves so seriously because the fates have been good to us have odd silly little fancies. See what this fellow has been at, patching away, striving to create beauty on the shell of things. He is like McGregor you see. I wonder if the man has made himself beautiful, if either he or McGregor has seen to it that there is something lovely inside the husk he wears around and that he calls his body, if he has seen through life to the spirit of life. I do not believe in patching nor do I believe in disturbing the shell of things as McGregor has dared to do. I have my own beliefs and they are the beliefs of my kind. This man here, this maker of little gardens, is like McGregor. He might better let men find their own beauty. That is my way. I have, I want to think, kept myself for the sweeter and more daring effort.”

David turned and looked hard at Margaret who had begun to be influenced by his mood. She waited, looking with averted face at the sky over the roofs of buildings. David began to talk of himself in relation to her and her mother. A note of impatience came into his voice.

“How far you have been carried away, haven’t you?” he said sharply. “Listen. I am not talking to you now as your father nor as Laura’s daughter. Let us be clear about that I love you and am in a contest to win your love. I am McGregor’s rival. I accept the handicap of fatherhood. I love you. You see I have let something within myself alight upon you. McGregor has not done that. He refused what you had to offer but I do not. I have centred my life upon you and have done it quite knowingly and after much thought. The feeling I have is something quite special. I am an individualist but believe in the oneness of man and woman. I would dare venture into but one other life beyond my own and that the life of a woman. I have chosen to ask you to let me venture so into your life. We will talk of it.”

Margaret turned and looked at her father. Later she thought that some strange phenomena must have happened at the moment Something like a film was torn from her eyes and she saw the man David, not as a shrewd and calculating man of affairs, but as something magnificently young. Not only was he strong and solid but in his face there was at the moment the deep lines of thought and suffering she had seen on the countenance of McGregor. “It is strange,” she thought. “They are so unlike and yet the two men are both beautiful.”

“I married your mother when I was a child as you are a child now,” David went on. “To be sure I had a passion for her and she had one for me. It passed but it was beautiful enough while it lasted. It did not have depth or meaning. I want to tell you why. Then I am going to make you understand McGregor so that you may take your measure of the man. I am coming to that. I have to begin at the beginning.

“My factory began to grow and as an employer of labour I became concerned in the lives of a good many men.”

His voice again became sharp. “I have been impatient with you,” he said. “Do you think this McGregor is the only man who has seen and thought of other men in the mass? I have done that and have been tempted. I also might have become sentimental and destroyed myself. I did not. Loving a woman saved me. Laura did that for me although when it came to the real test of our love, understanding, she failed. I am nevertheless grateful to her that she was once the object of my love. I believe in the beauty of that.”

Again David paused and began to tell his story in a new way. The figure of McGregor came back into Margaret’s mind and her father began to feel that to take it entirely away would be an accomplishment full of significance. “If I can take her from him, I and my kind can take the world from him also,” he thought. “It will be another victory for the aristocracy in the never-ending battle with the mob.”

“I came to a turning point,” he said aloud. “All men come to that point. To be sure the great mass of people drift quite stupidly but we are not now talking of people in general. There is you and me and there is the thing McGregor might be. We are each in our way something special. We come, people like us, to a place where there are two roads to take. I took one and McGregor has taken another. I know why and perhaps he knows why. I concede to him knowledge of what he has done. But now it is time for you to decide which road you will take. You have seen the crowds moving along the broad way he has chosen and now you will set out on your own way. I want you to look down my road with me.”

They came to a bridge over a canal and David stopped the horses. A body of McGregor’s marchers passed and Margaret’s pulse began to beat high again. When she looked at her father however he was unmoved and she was a little ashamed of her emotions. For a moment David waited, as though for inspiration, and when the horses started on again he began to talk. “A labour leader came to my factory, a miniature McGregor with a crooked twist to him. He was a rascal but the things he said to my men were all true enough. I was making money for my investors, a lot of it. They might have won in a fight with me. One evening I went out into the country to walk alone under the trees and think it over.”

David’s voice became harsh and Margaret thought it had become strangely like the voice of McGregor talking to workingmen. “I bought the man off,” David said. “I used the cruel weapon men like me have to use. I gave him money and told him to get out, to let me alone. I did it because I had to win. My kind of men always have to win. During the walk I took alone I got hold of my dream, my belief. I have the same dream now. It means more to me than the welfare of a million men. For it I would crush whatever opposed me. I am going to tell you of the dream.

“It is too bad one has to talk. Talk kills dreams and talk will also kill all such men as McGregor. Now that he has begun to talk we will get the best of him. I do not worry about McGregor. Time and talk will bring about his destruction.”

David’s mind ran off in a new direction. “I do not think a man’s life is of much importance,” he said. “No man is big enough to grasp all of life. That is the foolish fancy of children. The grown man knows he cannot see life at one great sweep. It cannot be comprehended so. One has to realise that he lives in a patchwork of many lives and many impulses.

“The man must strike at beauty. That is the realisation maturity brings and that is where the woman conies in. That is what McGregor was not wise enough to understand. He is a child you see in a land of excitable children.”

The quality of David’s voice changed. Putting his arm about his daughter he drew her face down beside his own. Night descended upon them. The woman who was tired from much thinking began to feel grateful for the touch of the strong hand on her shoulder. David had accomplished his purpose. He had for the moment made his daughter forget that she was his daughter. There was something hypnotic in the quiet strength of his mood.

“I come now to women, to your part,” he said. “We will talk of the thing I want to make you understand. Laura failed as the woman. She never saw the point. As I grew she did not grow with me. Because I did not talk of love she did not understand me as a lover, did not know what I wanted, what I demanded of her.

“I wanted to fit my love down upon her figure as one puts a glove on his hand. You see I was the adventurer, the man mussed and moiled by life and its problems. The struggle to exist, to get money, could not be avoided. I had to make that struggle. She did not. Why could she not understand that I did not want to come into her presence to rest or to say empty words. I wanted her to help me create beauty. We should have been partners in that. Together we should have undertaken the most delicate and difficult of all struggles, the struggle for living beauty in our everyday affairs.”

Bitterness swept over the old ploughmaker and he used strong words. “The whole point is in what I am now saying. That was my cry to the woman. It came out of my soul. It was the only cry to another I have ever made. Laura was a little fool. Her mind flitted away to little things. I do not know what she wanted me to be and now I do not care. Perhaps she wanted me to be a poet, a stringer together of words, one to write shrill little songs about her eyes and lips. It does not matter now what she wanted.

“But you matter.”

David’s voice cut through the fog of new thoughts that were confusing his daughter’s mind and she could feel his body stiffen. A thrill ran through her own body and she forgot McGregor. With all the strength of her spirit she was absorbed in what David was saying. In the challenge that was coming from the lips of her father she began to feel there would be born in her own life a definite purpose.

“Women want to push out into life, to share with men the disorder and mussiness of little things. What a desire! Let them try it if they wish. They will sicken of the attempt. They lose sight of something bigger they might undertake. They have forgotten the old things, Ruth in the corn and Mary with the jar of precious ointment, they have forgotten the beauty they were meant to help men create.

“Let them share only in man’s attempt to create beauty. That is the big, the delicate task to which they should consecrate themselves. Why attempt instead the cheaper, the secondary task? They are like this McGregor.”

The ploughmaker became silent. Taking up the whip he drove the horses rapidly along. He thought that his point was made and was satisfied to let the imagination of his daughter do the rest. They turned off the boulevard and passed through a street of small stores. Before a saloon a troop of street urchins led by a drunken man without a hat gave a grotesque imitation of McGregor’s Marchers before a crowd of laughing idlers. With a sinking heart Margaret realised that even at the height of his power the forces that would eventually destroy the impulses back of McGregor’s Marchers were at work. She crept closer to David. “I love you,” she said. “Some day I may have a lover but always I shall love you. I shall try to be what you want of me.”

It was past two o’clock that night when David arose from the chair where he had been for several hours quietly reading. With a smile on his face he went to a window facing north toward the city. All through the evening groups of men had been passing the house. Some had gone scuffling along, a mere disorderly mob, some had gone shoulder to shoulder chanting the marching song of the workers and a few, under the influence of drink, had stopped before the house to roar out threats. Now all was quiet. David lighted a cigar and stood for a long time looking out over the city. He was thinking of McGregor and wondering what excited dream of power the day had brought into the man’s head. Then he thought of his daughter and of her escape. A soft light came into his eyes. He was happy but when he had partially undressed a new mood came and he turned out the lights in the room and went again to the window. In the room above Margaret had been unable to sleep and had also crept to the window. She was thinking again of McGregor and was ashamed of her thoughts. By chance both father and daughter began at the same moment to doubt the truth of what David had said during the drive along the boulevard. Margaret could not express her doubts in words but tears came into her eyes.

As for David, he put his hand on the sill of the window and for just a moment his body trembled as with age and weariness. “I wonder,” he muttered— “if I had youth — perhaps McGregor knew he would fail and yet had the courage of failure, I wonder if both Margaret and myself lack the greater courage, if that evening long ago when I walked under the trees I made a mistake? What if after all this McGregor and his woman knew both roads. What if they, after looking deliberately along the road toward success in life, went without regret along the road to failure? What if McGregor and not myself knew the road to beauty?”

END
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Published in 1920, Poor White was Anderson’s most successful novel to date, following in the wake of his highly popular short story collection Winesburg, Ohio (1919). It is the story of an inventor, Hugh McVey, who rises from poverty on the bank of the Mississippi River. The novel shows the influence of industrialism on the rural heartland of America.
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TO

TENNESSEE MITCHELL ANDERSON


BOOK ONE


CHAPTER I

[image: img29.jpg]

HUGH MCVEY WAS born in a little hole of a town stuck on a mud bank on the western shore of the Mississippi River in the State of Missouri. It was a miserable place in which to be born. With the exception of a narrow strip of black mud along the river, the land for ten miles back from the town — called in derision by river men “Mudcat Landing” — was almost entirely worthless and unproductive. The soil, yellow, shallow and stony, was tilled, in Hugh’s time, by a race of long gaunt men who seemed as exhausted and no-account as the land on which they lived. They were chronically discouraged, and the merchants and artisans of the town were in the same state. The merchants, who ran their stores — poor tumble-down ramshackle affairs — on the credit system, could not get pay for the goods they handed out over their counters and the artisans, the shoemakers, carpenters and harnessmakers, could not get pay for the work they did. Only the town’s two saloons prospered. The saloon keepers sold their wares for cash and, as the men of the town and the farmers who drove into town felt that without drink life was unbearable, cash always could be found for the purpose of getting drunk.

Hugh McVey’s father, John McVey, had been a farm hand in his youth but before Hugh was born had moved into town to find employment in a tannery. The tannery ran for a year or two and then failed, but John McVey stayed in town. He also became a drunkard. It was the easy obvious thing for him to do. During the time of his employment in the tannery he had been married and his son had been born. Then his wife died and the idle workman took his child and went to live in a tiny fishing shack by the river. How the boy lived through the next few years no one ever knew. John McVey loitered in the streets and on the river bank and only awakened out of his habitual stupor when, driven by hunger or the craving for drink, he went for a day’s work in some farmer’s field at harvest time or joined a number of other idlers for an adventurous trip down river on a lumber raft. The baby was left shut up in the shack by the river or carried about wrapped in a soiled blanket. Soon after he was old enough to walk he was compelled to find work in order that he might eat. The boy of ten went listlessly about town at the heels of his father. The two found work, which the boy did while the man lay sleeping in the sun. They cleaned cisterns, swept out stores and saloons and at night went with a wheelbarrow and a box to remove and dump in the river the contents of out-houses. At fourteen Hugh was as tall as his father and almost without education. He could read a little and could write his own name, had picked up these accomplishments from other boys who came to fish with him in the river, but he had never been to school. For days sometimes he did nothing but lie half asleep in the shade of a bush on the river bank. The fish he caught on his more industrious days he sold for a few cents to some housewife, and thus got money to buy food for his big growing indolent body. Like an animal that has come to its maturity he turned away from his father, not because of resentment for his hard youth, but because he thought it time to begin to go his own way.

In his fourteenth year and when the boy was on the point of sinking into the sort of animal-like stupor in which his father had lived, something happened to him. A railroad pushed its way down along the river to his town and he got a job as man of all work for the station master. He swept out the station, put trunks on trains, mowed the grass in the station yard and helped in a hundred odd ways the man who held the combined jobs of ticket seller, baggage master and telegraph operator at the little out-of-the-way place.

Hugh began a little to awaken. He lived with his employer, Henry Shepard, and his wife, Sarah Shepard, and for the first time in his life sat down regularly at table. His life, lying on the river bank through long summer afternoons or sitting perfectly still for endless hours in a boat, had bred in him a dreamy detached outlook on life. He found it hard to be definite and to do definite things, but for all his stupidity the boy had a great store of patience, a heritage perhaps from his mother. In his new place the station master’s wife, Sarah Shepard, a sharp-tongued, good-natured woman, who hated the town and the people among whom fate had thrown her, scolded at him all day long. She treated him like a child of six, told him how to sit at table, how to hold his fork when he ate, how to address people who came to the house or to the station. The mother in her was aroused by Hugh’s helplessness and, having no children of her own, she began to take the tall awkward boy to her heart. She was a small woman and when she stood in the house scolding the great stupid boy who stared down at her with his small perplexed eyes, the two made a picture that afforded endless amusement to her husband, a short fat bald-headed man who went about clad in blue overalls and a blue cotton shirt. Coming to the back door of his house, that was within a stone’s throw of the station, Henry Shepard stood with his hand on the door-jamb and watched the woman and the boy. Above the scolding voice of the woman his own voice arose. “Look out, Hugh,” he called. “Be on the jump, lad! Perk yourself up. She’ll be biting you if you don’t go mighty careful in there.”

Hugh got little money for his work at the railroad station but for the first time in his life he began to fare well. Henry Shepard bought the boy clothes, and his wife, Sarah, who was a master of the art of cooking, loaded the table with good things to eat. Hugh ate until both the man and woman declared he would burst if he did not stop. Then when they were not looking he went into the station yard and crawling under a bush went to sleep. The station master came to look for him. He cut a switch from the bush and began to beat the boy’s bare feet. Hugh awoke and was overcome with confusion. He got to his feet and stood trembling, half afraid he was to be driven away from his new home. The man and the confused blushing boy confronted each other for a moment and then the man adopted the method of his wife and began to scold. He was annoyed at what he thought the boy’s indolence and found a hundred little tasks for him to do. He devoted himself to finding tasks for Hugh, and when he could think of no new ones, invented them. “We will have to keep the big lazy fellow on the jump. That’s the secret of things,” he said to his wife.

The boy learned to keep his naturally indolent body moving and his clouded sleepy mind fixed on definite things. For hours he plodded straight ahead, doing over and over some appointed task. He forgot the purpose of the job he had been given to do and did it because it was a job and would keep him awake. One morning he was told to sweep the station platform and as his employer had gone away without giving him additional tasks and as he was afraid that if he sat down he would fall into the odd detached kind of stupor in which he had spent so large a part of his life, he continued to sweep for two or three hours. The station platform was built of rough boards and Hugh’s arms were very powerful. The broom he was using began to go to pieces. Bits of it flew about and after an hour’s work the platform looked more uncleanly than when he began. Sarah Shepard came to the door of her house and stood watching. She was about to call to him and to scold him again for his stupidity when a new impulse came to her. She saw the serious determined look on the boy’s long gaunt face and a flash of understanding came to her. Tears came into her eyes and her arms ached to take the great boy and hold him tightly against her breast. With all her mother’s soul she wanted to protect Hugh from a world she was sure would treat him always as a beast of burden and would take no account of what she thought of as the handicap of his birth. Her morning’s work was done and without saying anything to Hugh, who continued to go up and down the platform laboriously sweeping, she went out at the front door of the house and to one of the town stores. There she bought a half dozen books, a geography, an arithmetic, a speller and two or three readers. She had made up her mind to become Hugh McVey’s school teacher and with characteristic energy did not put the matter off, but went about it at once. When she got back to her house and saw the boy still going doggedly up and down the platform, she did not scold but spoke to him with a new gentleness in her manner. “Well, my boy, you may put the broom away now and come to the house,” she suggested. “I’ve made up my mind to take you for my own boy and I don’t want to be ashamed of you. If you’re going to live with me I can’t have you growing up to be a lazy good-for-nothing like your father and the other men in this hole of a place. You’ll have to learn things and I suppose I’ll have to be your teacher.

“Come on over to the house at once,” she added sharply, making a quick motion with her hand to the boy who with the broom in his hands stood stupidly staring. “When a job is to be done there’s no use putting it off. It’s going to be hard work to make an educated man of you, but it has to be done. We might as well begin on your lessons at once.”

 

 

 

Hugh McVey lived with Henry Shepard and his wife until he became a grown man. After Sarah Shepard became his school teacher things began to go better for him. The scolding of the New England woman, that had but accentuated his awkwardness and stupidity, came to an end and life in his adopted home became so quiet and peaceful that the boy thought of himself as one who had come into a kind of paradise. For a time the two older people talked of sending him to the town school, but the woman objected. She had begun to feel so close to Hugh that he seemed a part of her own flesh and blood and the thought of him, so huge and ungainly, sitting in a school room with the children of the town, annoyed and irritated her. In imagination she saw him being laughed at by other boys and could not bear the thought. She did not like the people of the town and did not want Hugh to associate with them.

Sarah Shepard had come from a people and a country quite different in its aspect from that in which she now lived. Her own people, frugal New Englanders, had come West in the year after the Civil War to take up cut-over timber land in the southern end of the state of Michigan. The daughter was a grown girl when her father and mother took up the westward journey, and after they arrived at the new home, had worked with her father in the fields. The land was covered with huge stumps and was difficult to farm but the New Englanders were accustomed to difficulties and were not discouraged. The land was deep and rich and the people who had settled upon it were poor but hopeful. They felt that every day of hard work done in clearing the land was like laying up treasure against the future. In New England they had fought against a hard climate and had managed to find a living on stony unproductive soil. The milder climate and the rich deep soil of Michigan was, they felt, full of promise. Sarah’s father like most of his neighbors had gone into debt for his land and for tools with which to clear and work it and every year spent most of his earnings in paying interest on a mortgage held by a banker in a nearby town, but that did not discourage him. He whistled as he went about his work and spoke often of a future of ease and plenty. “In a few years and when the land is cleared we’ll make money hand over fist,” he declared.

When Sarah grew into young womanhood and went about among the young people in the new country, she heard much talk of mortgages and of the difficulty of making ends meet, but every one spoke of the hard conditions as temporary. In every mind the future was bright with promise. Throughout the whole Mid-American country, in Ohio, Northern Indiana and Illinois, Wisconsin and Iowa a hopeful spirit prevailed. In every breast hope fought a successful war with poverty and discouragement. Optimism got into the blood of the children and later led to the same kind of hopeful courageous development of the whole western country. The sons and daughters of these hardy people no doubt had their minds too steadily fixed on the problem of the paying off of mortgages and getting on in the world, but there was courage in them. If they, with the frugal and sometimes niggardly New Englanders from whom they were sprung, have given modern American life a too material flavor, they have at least created a land in which a less determinedly materialistic people may in their turn live in comfort.

In the midst of the little hopeless community of beaten men and yellow defeated women on the bank of the Mississippi River, the woman who had become Hugh McVey’s second mother and in whose veins flowed the blood of the pioneers, felt herself undefeated and unbeatable. She and her husband would, she felt, stay in the Missouri town for a while and then move on to a larger town and a better position in life. They would move on and up until the little fat man was a railroad president or a millionaire. It was the way things were done. She had no doubt of the future. “Do everything well,” she said to her husband, who was perfectly satisfied with his position in life and had no exalted notions as to his future. “Remember to make your reports out neatly and clearly. Show them you can do perfectly the task given you to do, and you will be given a chance at a larger task. Some day when you least expect it something will happen. You will be called up into a position of power. We won’t be compelled to stay in this hole of a place very long.”

The ambitious energetic little woman, who had taken the son of the indolent farm hand to her heart, constantly talked to him of her own people. Every afternoon when her housework was done she took the boy into the front room of the house and spent hours laboring with him over his lessons. She worked upon the problem of rooting the stupidity and dullness out of his mind as her father had worked at the problem of rooting the stumps out of the Michigan land. After the lesson for the day had been gone over and over until Hugh was in a stupor of mental weariness, she put the books aside and talked to him. With glowing fervor she made for him a picture of her own youth and the people and places where she had lived. In the picture she represented the New Englanders of the Michigan farming community as a strong god-like race, always honest, always frugal, and always pushing ahead. His own people she utterly condemned. She pitied him for the blood in his veins. The boy had then and all his life certain physical difficulties she could never understand. The blood did not flow freely through his long body. His feet and hands were always cold and there was for him an almost sensual satisfaction to be had from just lying perfectly still in the station yard and letting the hot sun beat down on him.

Sarah Shepard looked upon what she called Hugh’s laziness as a thing of the spirit. “You have got to get over it,” she declared. “Look at your own people — poor white trash — how lazy and shiftless they are. You can’t be like them. It’s a sin to be so dreamy and worthless.”

Swept along by the energetic spirit of the woman, Hugh fought to overcome his inclination to give himself up to vaporous dreams. He became convinced that his own people were really of inferior stock, that they were to be kept away from and not to be taken into account. During the first year after he came to live with the Shepards, he sometimes gave way to a desire to return to his old lazy life with his father in the shack by the river. People got off steamboats at the town and took the train to other towns lying back from the river. He earned a little money by carrying trunks filled with clothes or traveling men’s samples up an incline from the steamboat landing to the railroad station. Even at fourteen the strength in his long gaunt body was so great that he could out-lift any man in town, and he put one of the trunks on his shoulder and walked slowly and stolidly away with it as a farm horse might have walked along a country road with a boy of six perched on his back.

The money earned in this way Hugh for a time gave to his father, and when the man had become stupid with drink he grew quarrelsome and demanded that the boy return to live with him. Hugh had not the spirit to refuse and sometimes did not want to refuse. When neither the station master nor his wife was about he slipped away and went with his father to sit for a half day with his back against the wall of the fishing shack, his soul at peace. In the sunlight he sat and stretched forth his long legs. His small sleepy eyes stared out over the river. A delicious feeling crept over him and for the moment he thought of himself as completely happy and made up his mind that he did not want to return again to the railroad station and to the woman who was so determined to arouse him and make of him a man of her own people.

Hugh looked at his father asleep and snoring in the long grass on the river bank. An odd feeling of disloyalty crept over him and he became uncomfortable. The man’s mouth was open and he snored lustily. From his greasy and threadbare clothing arose the smell of fish. Flies gathered in swarms and alighted on his face. Disgust took possession of Hugh. A flickering but ever recurring light came into his eyes. With all the strength of his awakening soul he struggled against the desire to give way to the inclination to stretch himself out beside the man and sleep. The words of the New England woman, who was, he knew, striving to lift him out of slothfulness and ugliness into some brighter and better way of life, echoed dimly in his mind. When he arose and went back along the street to the station master’s house and when the woman there looked at him reproachfully and muttered words about the poor white trash of the town, he was ashamed and looked at the floor.

Hugh began to hate his own father and his own people. He connected the man who had bred him with the dreaded inclination toward sloth in himself. When the farmhand came to the station and demanded the money he had earned by carrying trunks, he turned away and went across a dusty road to the Shepard’s house. After a year or two he paid no more attention to the dissolute farmhand who came occasionally to the station to mutter and swear at him; and, when he had earned a little money, gave it to the woman to keep for him. “Well,” he said, speaking slowly and with the hesitating drawl characteristic of his people, “if you give me time I’ll learn. I want to be what you want me to be. If you stick to me I’ll try to make a man of myself.”

 

 

 

Hugh McVey lived in the Missouri town under the tutelage of Sarah Shepard until he was nineteen years old. Then the station master gave up railroading and went back to Michigan. Sarah Shepard’s father had died after having cleared one hundred and twenty acres of the cut-over timber land and it had been left to her. The dream that had for years lurked in the back of the little woman’s mind and in which she saw bald-headed, good-natured Henry Shepard become a power in the railroad world had begun to fade. In newspapers and magazines she read constantly of other men who, starting from a humble position in the railroad service, soon became rich and powerful, but nothing of the kind seemed likely to happen to her husband. Under her watchful eye he did his work well and carefully but nothing came of it. Officials of the railroad sometimes passed through the town riding in private cars hitched to the end of one of the through trains, but the trains did not stop and the officials did not alight and, calling Henry out of the station, reward his faithfulness by piling new responsibilities upon him, as railroad officials did in such cases in the stories she read. When her father died and she saw a chance to again turn her face eastward and to live again among her own people, she told her husband to resign his position with the air of one accepting an undeserved defeat. The station master managed to get Hugh appointed in his place, and the two people went away one gray morning in October, leaving the tall ungainly young man in charge of affairs. He had books to keep, freight waybills to make out, messages to receive, dozens of definite things to do. Early in the morning before the train that was to take her away, came to the station, Sarah Shepard called the young man to her and repeated the instructions she had so often given her husband. “Do everything neatly and carefully,” she said. “Show yourself worthy of the trust that has been given you.”

The New England woman wanted to assure the boy, as she had so often assured her husband, that if he would but work hard and faithfully promotion would inevitably come; but in the face of the fact that Henry Shepard had for years done without criticism the work Hugh was to do and had received neither praise nor blame from those above him, she found it impossible to say the words that arose to her lips. The woman and the son of the people among whom she had lived for five years and had so often condemned, stood beside each other in embarrassed silence. Stripped of her assurance as to the purpose of life and unable to repeat her accustomed formula, Sarah Shepard had nothing to say. Hugh’s tall figure, leaning against the post that supported the roof of the front porch of the little house where she had taught him his lessons day after day, seemed to her suddenly old and she thought his long solemn face suggested a wisdom older and more mature than her own. An odd revulsion of feeling swept over her. For the moment she began to doubt the advisability of trying to be smart and to get on in life. If Hugh had been somewhat smaller of frame so that her mind could have taken hold of the fact of his youth and immaturity, she would no doubt have taken him into her arms and said words regarding her doubts. Instead she also became silent and the minutes slipped away as the two people stood before each other and stared at the floor of the porch. When the train on which she was to leave blew a warning whistle, and Henry Shepard called to her from the station platform, she put a hand on the lapel of Hugh’s coat and drawing his face down, for the first time kissed him on the cheek. Tears came into her eyes and into the eyes of the young man. When he stepped across the porch to get her bag Hugh stumbled awkwardly against a chair. “Well, you do the best you can here,” Sarah Shepard said quickly and then out of long habit and half unconsciously did repeat her formula. “Do little things well and big opportunities are bound to come,” she declared as she walked briskly along beside Hugh across the narrow road and to the station and the train that was to bear her away.

After the departure of Sarah and Henry Shepard Hugh continued to struggle with his inclination to give way to dreams. It seemed to him a struggle it was necessary to win in order that he might show his respect and appreciation of the woman who had spent so many long hours laboring with him. Although, under her tutelage, he had received a better education than any other young man of the river town, he had lost none of his physical desire to sit in the sun and do nothing. When he worked, every task had to be consciously carried on from minute to minute. After the woman left, there were days when he sat in the chair in the telegraph office and fought a desperate battle with himself. A queer determined light shone in his small gray eyes. He arose from the chair and walked up and down the station platform. Each time as he lifted one of his long feet and set it slowly down a special little effort had to be made. To move about at all was a painful performance, something he did not want to do. All physical acts were to him dull but necessary parts of his training for a vague and glorious future that was to come to him some day in a brighter and more beautiful land that lay in the direction thought of rather indefinitely as the East. “If I do not move and keep moving I’ll become like father, like all of the people about here,” Hugh said to himself. He thought of the man who had bred him and whom he occasionally saw drifting aimlessly along Main Street or sleeping away a drunken stupor on the river bank. He was disgusted with him and had come to share the opinion the station master’s wife had always held concerning the people of the Missouri village. “They’re a lot of miserable lazy louts,” she had declared a thousand times, and Hugh, agreed with her, but sometimes wondered if in the end he might not also become a lazy lout. That possibility he knew was in him and for the sake of the woman as well as for his own sake he was determined it should not be so.

The truth is that the people of Mudcat Landing were totally unlike any of the people Sarah Shepard had ever known and unlike the people Hugh was to know during his mature life. He who had come from a people not smart was to live among smart energetic men and women and be called a big man by them without in the least understanding what they were talking about.

Practically all of the people of Hugh’s home town were of Southern origin. Living originally in a land where all physical labor was performed by slaves, they had come to have a deep aversion to physical labor. In the South their fathers, having no money to buy slaves of their own and being unwilling to compete with slave labor, had tried to live without labor. For the most part they lived in the mountains and the hill country of Kentucky and Tennessee, on land too poor and unproductive to be thought worth cultivating by their rich slave-owning neighbors of the valleys and plains. Their food was meager and of an enervating sameness and their bodies degenerate. Children grew up long and gaunt and yellow like badly nourished plants. Vague indefinite hungers took hold of them and they gave themselves over to dreams. The more energetic among them, sensing dimly the unfairness of their position in life, became vicious and dangerous. Feuds started among them and they killed each other to express their hatred of life. When, in the years preceding the Civil War, a few of them pushed north along the rivers and settled in Southern Indiana and Illinois and in Eastern Missouri and Arkansas, they seemed to have exhausted their energy in making the voyage and slipped quickly back into their old slothful way of life. Their impulse to emigrate did not carry them far and but a few of them ever reached the rich corn lands of central Indiana, Illinois or Iowa or the equally rich land back from the river in Missouri or Arkansas. In Southern Indiana and Illinois they were merged into the life about them and with the infusion of new blood they a little awoke. They have tempered the quality of the peoples of those regions, made them perhaps less harshly energetic than their forefathers, the pioneers. In many of the Missouri and Arkansas river towns they have changed but little. A visitor to these parts may see them there to-day, long, gaunt, and lazy, sleeping their lives away and awakening out of their stupor only at long intervals and at the call of hunger.

As for Hugh McVey, he stayed in his home town and among his own people for a year after the departure of the man and woman who had been father and mother to him, and then he also departed. All through the year he worked constantly to cure himself of the curse of indolence. When he awoke in the morning he did not dare lie in bed for a moment for fear indolence would overcome him and he would not be able to arise at all. Getting out of bed at once he dressed and went to the station. During the day there was not much work to be done and he walked for hours up and down the station platform. When he sat down he at once took up a book and put his mind to work. When the pages of the book became indistinct before his eyes and he felt within him the inclination to drift off into dreams, he again arose and walked up and down the platform. Having accepted the New England woman’s opinion of his own people and not wanting to associate with them, his life became utterly lonely and his loneliness also drove him to labor.

Something happened to him. Although his body would not and never did become active, his mind began suddenly to work with feverish eagerness. The vague thoughts and feelings that had always been a part of him but that had been indefinite, ill-defined things, like clouds floating far away in a hazy sky, began to grow definite. In the evening after his work was done and he had locked the station for the night, he did not go to the town hotel where he had taken a room and where he ate his meals, but wandered about town and along the road that ran south beside the great mysterious river. A hundred new and definite desires and hungers awoke in him. He began to want to talk with people, to know men and most of all to know women, but the disgust for his fellows in the town, engendered in him by Sarah Shepard’s words and most of all by the things in his nature that were like their natures, made him draw back. When in the fall at the end of the year after the Shepards had left and he began living alone, his father was killed in a senseless quarrel with a drunken river man over the ownership of a dog, a sudden, and what seemed to him at the moment heroic resolution came to him. He went early one morning to one of the town’s two saloon keepers, a man who had been his father’s’ nearest approach to a friend and companion, and gave him money to bury the dead man. Then he wired to the headquarters of the railroad company telling them to send a man to Mudcat Landing to take his place. On the afternoon of the day on which his father was buried, he bought himself a handbag and packed his few belongings. Then he sat down alone on the steps of the railroad station to wait for the evening train that would bring the man who was to replace him and that would at the same time take him away. He did not know where he intended to go, but knew that he wanted to push out into a new land and get among new people. He thought he would go east and north. He remembered the long summer evenings in the river town when the station master slept and his wife talked. The boy who listened had wanted to sleep also, but with the eyes of Sarah Shepard fixed on him, had not dared to do so. The woman had talked of a land dotted with towns where the houses were all painted in bright colors, where young girls dressed in white dresses went about in the evening, walking under trees beside streets paved with bricks, where there was no dust or mud, where stores were gay bright places filled with beautiful wares that the people had money to buy in abundance and where every one was alive and doing things worth while and none was slothful and lazy. The boy who had now become a man wanted to go to such a place. His work in the railroad station had given him some idea of the geography of the country and, although he could not have told whether the woman who had talked so enticingly had in mind her childhood in New England or her girlhood in Michigan, he knew in a general way that to reach the land and the people who were to show him by their lives the better way to form his own life, he must go east. He decided that the further east he went the more beautiful life would become, and that he had better not try going too far in the beginning. “I’ll go into the northern part of Indiana or Ohio,” he told himself. “There must be beautiful towns in those places.”

Hugh was boyishly eager to get on his way and to become at once a part of the life in a new place. The gradual awakening of his mind had given him courage, and he thought of himself as armed and ready for association with men. He wanted to become acquainted with and be the friend of people whose lives were beautifully lived and who were themselves beautiful and full of significance. As he sat on the steps of the railroad station in the poor little Missouri town with his bag beside him, and thought of all the things he wanted to do in life, his mind became so eager and restless that some of its restlessness was transmitted to his body. For perhaps the first time in his life he arose without conscious effort and walked up and down the station platform out of an excess of energy. He thought he could not bear to wait until the train came and brought the man who was to take his place. “Well, I’m going away, I’m going away to be a man among men,” he said to himself over and over. The saying became a kind of refrain and he said it unconsciously. As he repeated the words his heart beat high in anticipation of the future he thought lay before him.


CHAPTER II
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HUGH MCVEY LEFT the town of Mudcat Landing in early September of the year eighteen eighty-six. He was then twenty years old and was six feet and four inches tall. The whole upper part of his body was immensely strong but his long legs were ungainly and lifeless. He secured a pass from the railroad company that had employed him, and rode north along the river in the night train until he came to a large town named Burlington in the State of Iowa. There a bridge went over the river, and the railroad tracks joined those of a trunk line and ran eastward toward Chicago; but Hugh did not continue his journey on that night. Getting off the train he went to a nearby hotel and took a room for the night.

It was a cool clear evening and Hugh was restless. The town of Burlington, a prosperous place in the midst of a rich farming country, overwhelmed him with its stir and bustle. For the first time he saw brick-paved streets and streets lighted with lamps. Although it was nearly ten o’clock at night when he arrived, people still walked about in the streets and many stores were open.

The hotel where he had taken a room faced the railroad tracks and stood at the corner of a brightly lighted street. When he had been shown to his room Hugh sat for a half hour by an open window, and then as he could not sleep, decided to go for a walk. For a time he walked in the streets where the people stood about before the doors of the stores but, as his tall figure attracted attention and he felt people staring at him, he went presently into a side street.

In a few minutes he became utterly lost. He went through what seemed to him miles of streets lined with frame and brick houses, and occasionally passed people, but was too timid and embarrassed to ask his way. The street climbed upward and after a time he got into open country and followed a road that ran along a cliff overlooking the Mississippi River. The night was clear and the sky brilliant with stars. In the open, away from the multitude of houses, he no longer felt awkward and afraid, and went cheerfully along. After a time he stopped and stood facing the river. Standing on a high cliff and with a grove of trees at his back, the stars seemed to have all gathered in the eastern sky. Below him the water of the river reflected the stars. They seemed to be making a pathway for him into the East.

The tall Missouri countryman sat down on a log near the edge of the cliff and tried to see the water in the river below. Nothing was visible but a bed of stars that danced and twinkled in the darkness. He had made his way to a place far above the railroad bridge, but presently a through passenger train from the West passed over it and the lights of the train looked also like stars, stars that moved and beckoned and that seemed to fly like flocks of birds out of the West into the East.

For several hours Hugh sat on the log in the darkness. He decided that it was hopeless for him to find his way back to the hotel, and was glad of the excuse for staying abroad. His body for the first time in his life felt light and strong and his mind was feverishly awake. A buggy in which sat a young man and woman went along the road at his back, and after the voices had died away silence came, broken only at long intervals during the hours when he sat thinking of his future by the barking of a dog in some distant house or the churning of the paddle-wheels of a passing river boat.

All of the early formative years of Hugh McVey’s life had been spent within sound of the lapping of the waters of the Mississippi River. He had seen it in the hot summer when the water receded and the mud lay baked and cracked along the edge of the water; in the spring when the floods raged and the water went whirling past, bearing tree logs and even parts of houses; in the winter when the water looked deathly cold and ice floated past; and in the fall when it was quiet and still and lovely, and seemed to have sucked an almost human quality of warmth out of the red trees that lined its shores. Hugh had spent hours and days sitting or lying in the grass beside the river. The fishing shack in which he had lived with his father until he was fourteen years old was within a half dozen long strides of the river’s edge, and the boy had often been left there alone for a week at a time. When his father had gone for a trip on a lumber raft or to work for a few days on some farm in the country back from the river, the boy, left often without money and with but a few loaves of bread, went fishing when he was hungry and when he was not did nothing but idle the days away in the grass on the river bank. Boys from the town came sometimes to spend an hour with him, but in their presence he was embarrassed and a little annoyed. He wanted to be left alone with his dreams. One of the boys, a sickly, pale, undeveloped lad of ten, often stayed with him through an entire summer afternoon. He was the son of a merchant in the town and grew quickly tired when he tried to follow other boys about. On the river bank he lay beside Hugh in silence. The two got into Hugh’s boat and went fishing and the merchant’s son grew animated and talked. He taught Hugh to write his own name and to read a few words. The shyness that kept them apart had begun to break down, when the merchant’s son caught some childhood disease and died.

In the darkness above the cliff that night in Burlington Hugh remembered things concerning his boyhood that had not come back to his mind in years. The very thoughts that had passed through his mind during those long days of idling on the river bank came streaming back.

After his fourteenth year when he went to work at the railroad station Hugh had stayed away from the river. With his work at the station, and in the garden back of Sarah Shepard’s house, and the lessons in the afternoons, he had little idle time. On Sundays however things were different. Sarah Shepard did not go to church after she came to Mudcat Landing, but she would have no work done on Sundays. On Sunday afternoons in the summer she and her husband sat in chairs beneath a tree beside the house and went to sleep. Hugh got into the habit of going off by himself. He wanted to sleep also, but did not dare. He went along the river bank by the road that ran south from the town, and when he had followed it two or three miles, turned into a grove of trees and lay down in the shade.

The long summer Sunday afternoons had been delightful times for Hugh, so delightful that he finally gave them up, fearing they might lead him to take up again his old sleepy way of life. Now as he sat in the darkness above the same river he had gazed on through the long Sunday afternoons, a spasm of something like loneliness swept over him. For the first time he thought about leaving the river country and going into a new land with a keen feeling of regret.

On the Sunday afternoons in the woods south of Mudcat Landing Hugh had lain perfectly still in the grass for hours. The smell of dead fish that had always been present about the shack where he spent his boyhood, was gone and there were no swarms of flies. Above his head a breeze played through the branches of the trees, and insects sang in the grass. Everything about him was clean. A lovely stillness pervaded the river and the woods. He lay on his belly and gazed down over the river out of sleep-heavy eyes into hazy distances. Half formed thoughts passed like visions through his mind. He dreamed, but his dreams were unformed and vaporous. For hours the half dead, half alive state into which he had got, persisted. He did not sleep but lay in a land between sleeping and waking. Pictures formed in his mind. The clouds that floated in the sky above the river took on strange, grotesque shapes. They began to move. One of the clouds separated itself from the others. It moved swiftly away into the dim distance and then returned. It became a half human thing and seemed to be marshaling the other clouds. Under its influence they became agitated and moved restlessly about. Out of the body of the most active of the clouds long vaporous arms were extended. They pulled and hauled at the other clouds making them also restless and agitated.

Hugh’s mind, as he sat in the darkness on the cliff above the river that night in Burlington, was deeply stirred. Again he was a boy lying in the woods above his river, and the visions that had come to him there returned with startling clearness. He got off the log and lying in the wet grass, closed his eyes. His body became warm.

Hugh thought his mind had gone out of his body and up into the sky to join the clouds and the stars, to play with them. From the sky he thought he looked down on the earth and saw rolling fields, hills and forests. He had no part in the lives of the men and women of the earth, but was torn away from them, left to stand by himself. From his place in the sky above the earth he saw the great river going majestically along. For a time it was quiet and contemplative as the sky had been when he was a boy down below lying on his belly in the wood. He saw men pass in boats and could hear their voices dimly. A great quiet prevailed and he looked abroad beyond the wide expanse of the river and saw fields and towns. They were all hushed and still. An air of waiting hung over them. And then the river was whipped into action by some strange unknown force, something that had come out of a distant place, out of the place to which the cloud had gone and from which it had returned to stir and agitate the other clouds.

The river now went tearing along. It overflowed its banks and swept over the land, uprooting trees and forests and towns. The white faces of drowned men and children, borne along by the flood, looked up into the mind’s eye of the man Hugh, who, in the moment of his setting out into the definite world of struggle and defeat, had let himself slip back into the vaporous dreams of his boyhood.

As he lay in the wet grass in the darkness on the cliff Hugh tried to force his way back to consciousness, but for a long time was unsuccessful. He rolled and writhed about and his lips muttered words. It was useless. His mind also was swept away. The clouds of which he felt himself a part flew across the face of the sky. They blotted out the sun from the earth, and darkness descended on the land, on the troubled towns, on the hills that were torn open, on the forests that were destroyed, on the peace and quiet of all places. In the country stretching away from the river where all had been peace and quiet, all was now agitation and unrest. Houses were destroyed and instantly rebuilt. People gathered in whirling crowds.

The dreaming man felt himself a part of something significant and terrible that was happening to the earth and to the peoples of the earth. Again he struggled to awake, to force himself back out of the dream world into consciousness. When he did awake, day was breaking and he sat on the very edge of the cliff that looked down upon the Mississippi River, gray now in the dim morning light.

 

 

 

The towns in which Hugh lived during the first three years after he began his eastward journey were all small places containing a few hundred people, and were scattered through Illinois, Indiana and western Ohio. All of the people among whom he worked and lived during that time were farmers and laborers. In the spring of the first year of his wandering he passed through the city of Chicago and spent two hours there, going in and out at the same railroad station.

He was not tempted to become a city man. The huge commercial city at the foot of Lake Michigan, because of its commanding position in the very center of a vast farming empire, had already become gigantic. He never forgot the two hours he spent standing in the station in the heart of the city and walking in the street adjoining the station. It was evening when he came into the roaring, clanging place. On the long wide plains west of the city he saw farmers at work with their spring plowing as the train went flying along. Presently the farms grew small and the whole prairie dotted with towns. In these the train did not stop but ran into a crowded network of streets filled with multitudes of people. When he got into the big dark station Hugh saw thousands of people rushing about like disturbed insects. Unnumbered thousands of people were going out of the city at the end of their day of work and trains waited to take them to towns on the prairies. They came in droves, hurrying along like distraught cattle, over a bridge and into the station. The in-bound crowds that had alighted from through trains coming from cities of the East and West climbed up a stairway to the street, and those that were out-bound tried to descend by the same stairway and at the same time. The result was a whirling churning mass of humanity. Every one pushed and crowded his way along. Men swore, women grew angry, and children cried. Near the doorway that opened into the street a long line of cab drivers shouted and roared.

Hugh looked at the people who were whirled along past him, and shivered with the nameless fear of multitudes, common to country boys in the city. When the rush of people had a little subsided he went out of the station and, walking across a narrow street, stood by a brick store building. Presently the rush of people began again, and again men, women, and boys came hurrying across the bridge and ran wildly in at the doorway leading into the station. They came in waves as water washes along a beach during a storm. Hugh had a feeling that if he were by some chance to get caught in the crowd he would be swept away into some unknown and terrible place. Waiting until the rush had a little subsided, he went across the street and on to the bridge to look at the river that flowed past the station. It was narrow and filled with ships, and the water looked gray and dirty. A pall of black smoke covered the sky. From all sides of him and even in the air above his head a great clatter and roar of bells and whistles went on.

With the air of a child venturing into a dark forest Hugh went a little way into one of the streets that led westward from the station. Again he stopped and stood by a building. Near at hand a group of young city roughs stood smoking and talking before a saloon. Out of a nearby building came a young girl who approached and spoke to one of them. The man began to swear furiously. “You tell her I’ll come in there in a minute and smash her face,” he said, and, paying no more attention to the girl, turned to stare at Hugh. All of the young men lounging before the saloon turned to stare at the tall countryman. They began to laugh and one of them walked quickly toward him.

Hugh ran along the street and into the station followed by the shouts of the young roughs. He did not venture out again, and when his train was ready, got aboard and went gladly out of the great complex dwelling-place of modern Americans.

Hugh went from town to town always working his way eastward, always seeking the place where happiness was to come to him and where he was to achieve companionship with men and women. He cut fence posts in a forest on a large farm in Indiana, worked in the fields, and in one place was a section hand on the railroad.

On a farm in Indiana, some forty miles east of Indianapolis, he was for the first time powerfully touched by the presence of a woman. She was the daughter of the farmer who was Hugh’s employer, and was an alert, handsome woman of twenty-four who had been a school teacher but had given up the work because she was about to be married. Hugh thought the man who was to marry her the most fortunate being in the world. He lived in Indianapolis and came by train to spend the week-ends at the farm. The woman prepared for his coming by putting on a white dress and fastening a rose in her hair. The two people walked about in an orchard beside the house or went for a ride along the country roads. The young man, who, Hugh had been told, worked in a bank, wore stiff white collars, a black suit and a black derby hat.

On the farm Hugh worked in the field with the farmer and ate at table with his family, but did not get acquainted with them. On Sunday when the young man came he took the day off and went into a nearby town. The courtship became a matter very close to him and he lived through the excitement of the weekly visits as though he had been one of the principals. The daughter of the house, sensing the fact that the silent farm hand was stirred by her presence, became interested in him. Sometimes in the evening as he sat on a little porch before the house, she came to join him, and sat looking at him with a peculiarly detached and interested air. She tried to make talk, but Hugh answered all her advances so briefly and with such a half frightened manner that she gave up the attempt. One Saturday evening when her sweetheart had come she took him for a ride in the family carriage, and Hugh concealed himself in the hay loft of the barn to wait for their return.

Hugh had never seen or heard a man express in any way his affection for a woman. It seemed to him a terrifically heroic thing to do and he hoped by concealing himself in the barn to see it done. It was a bright moonlight night and he waited until nearly eleven o’clock before the lovers returned. In the hayloft there was an opening high up under the roof. Because of his great height he could reach and pull himself up, and when he had done so, found a footing on one of the beams that formed the framework of the barn. The lovers stood unhitching the horse in the barnyard below. When the city man had led the horse into the stable he hurried quickly out again and went with the farmer’s daughter along a path toward the house. The two people laughed and pulled at each other like children. They grew silent and when they had come near the house, stopped by a tree to embrace. Hugh saw the man take the woman into his arms and hold her tightly against his body. He was so excited that he nearly fell off the beam. His imagination was inflamed and he tried to picture himself in the position of the young city man. His fingers gripped the boards to which he clung and his body trembled. The two figures standing in the dim light by the tree became one. For a long time they clung tightly to each other and then drew apart. They went into the house and Hugh climbed down from his place on the beam and lay in the hay. His body shook as with a chill and he was half ill of jealousy, anger, and an overpowering sense of defeat. It did not seem to him at the moment that it was worth while for him to go further east or to try to find a place where he would be able to mingle freely with men and women, or where such a wonderful thing as had happened to the man in the barnyard below might happen to him.

Hugh spent the night in the hayloft and at daylight crept out and went into a nearby town. He returned to the farmhouse late on Monday when he was sure the city man had gone away. In spite of the protest of the farmer he packed his clothes at once and declared his intention of leaving. He did not wait for the evening meal but hurried out of the house. When he got into the road and had started to walk away, he looked back and saw the daughter of the house standing at an open door and looking at him. Shame for what he had done on the night before swept over him. For a moment he stared at the woman who, with an intense, interested air stared back at him, and then putting down his head he hurried away. The woman watched him out of sight and later, when her father stormed about the house, blaming Hugh for leaving so suddenly and declaring the tall Missourian was no doubt a drunkard who wanted to go off on a drunk, she had nothing to say. In her own heart she knew what was the matter with her father’s farm hand and was sorry he had gone before she had more completely exercised her power over him.

 

 

 

None of the towns Hugh visited during his three years of wandering approached realization of the sort of life Sarah Shepard had talked to him about. They were all very much alike. There was a main street with a dozen stores on each side, a blacksmith shop, and perhaps an elevator for the storage of grain. All day the town was deserted, but in the evening the citizens gathered on Main Street. On the sidewalks before the stores young farm hands and clerks sat on store boxes or on the curbing. They did not pay any attention to Hugh who, when he went to stand near them, remained silent and kept himself in the background. The farm hands talked of their work and boasted of the number of bushels of corn they could pick in a day, or of their skill in plowing. The clerks were intent upon playing practical jokes which pleased the farm hands immensely. While one of them talked loudly of his skill in his work a clerk crept out at the door of one of the stores and approached him. He held a pin in his hand and with it jabbed the talker in the back. The crowd yelled and shouted with delight. If the victim became angry a quarrel started, but this did not often happen. Other men came to join the party and the joke was told to them. “Well, you should have seen the look on his face. I thought I would die,” one of the bystanders declared.

Hugh got a job with a carpenter who specialized in the building of barns and stayed with him all through one fall. Later he went to work as a section hand on a railroad. Nothing happened to him. He was like one compelled to walk through life with a bandage over his eyes. On all sides of him, in the towns and on the farms, an undercurrent of life went on that did not touch him. In even the smallest of the towns, inhabited only by farm laborers, a quaint interesting civilization was being developed. Men worked hard but were much in the open air and had time to think. Their minds reached out toward the solution of the mystery of existence. The schoolmaster and the country lawyer read Tom Paine’s “Age of Reason” and Bellamy’s “Looking Backward.” They discussed these books with their fellows. There was a feeling, ill expressed, that America had something real and spiritual to offer to the rest of the world. Workmen talked to each other of the new tricks of their trades, and after hours of discussion of some new way to cultivate corn, shape a horseshoe or build a barn, spoke of God and his intent concerning man. Long drawn out discussions of religious beliefs and the political destiny of America were carried on.

And across the background of these discussions ran tales of action in a sphere outside the little world in which the inhabitants of the towns lived. Men who had been in the Civil War and who had climbed fighting over hills and in the terror of defeat had swum wide rivers, told the tale of their adventures.

In the evening, after his day of work in the field or on the railroad with the section hands, Hugh did not know what to do with himself. That he did not go to bed immediately after the evening meal was due to the fact that he looked upon his tendency to sleep and to dream as an enemy to his development; and a peculiarly persistent determination to make something alive and worth while out of himself — the result of the five years of constant talking on the subject by the New England woman — had taken possession of him. “I’ll find the right place and the right people and then I’ll begin,” he continually said to himself.

And then, worn out with weariness and loneliness, he went to bed in one of the little hotels or boarding houses where he lived during those years, and his dreams returned. The dream that had come that night as he lay on the cliff above the Mississippi River near the town of Burlington, came back time after time. He sat upright in bed in the darkness of his room and after he had driven the cloudy, vague sensation out of his brain, was afraid to go to sleep again. He did not want to disturb the people of the house and so got up and dressed and without putting on his shoes walked up and down in the room. Sometimes the room he occupied had a low ceiling and he was compelled to stoop. He crept out of the house carrying his shoes in his hand and sat down on the sidewalk to put them on. In all the towns he visited, people saw him walking alone through the streets late at night or in the early hours of the morning. Whispers concerning the matter ran about. The story of what was spoken of as his queerness came to the men with whom he worked, and they found themselves unable to talk freely and naturally in his presence. At the noon hour when the men ate the lunch they had carried to work, when the boss was gone and it was customary among the workers to talk of their own affairs, they went off by themselves. Hugh followed them about. They went to sit under a tree, and when Hugh came to stand nearby, they became silent or the more vulgar and shallow among them began to show off. While he worked with a half dozen other men as a section hand on the railroad, two men did all the talking. Whenever the boss went away an old man who had a reputation as a wit told stories concerning his relations with women. A young man with red hair took the cue from him. The two men talked loudly and kept looking at Hugh. The younger of the two wits turned to another workman who had a weak, timid face. “Well, you,” he cried, “what about your old woman? What about her? Who is the father of your son? Do you dare tell?”

In the towns Hugh walked about in the evening and tried always to keep his mind fixed on definite things. He felt that humanity was for some unknown reason drawing itself away from him, and his mind turned back to the figure of Sarah Shepard. He remembered that she had never been without things to do. She scrubbed her kitchen floor and prepared food for cooking; she washed, ironed, kneaded dough for bread, and mended clothes. In the evening, when she made the boy read to her out of one of the school books or do sums on a slate, she kept her hands busy knitting socks for him or for her husband. Except when something had crossed her so that she scolded and her face grew red, she was always cheerful. When the boy had nothing to do at the station and had been sent by the station master to work about the house, to draw water from the cistern for a family washing, or pull weeds in the garden, he heard the woman singing as she went about the doing of her innumerable petty tasks. Hugh decided that he also must do small tasks, fix his mind upon definite things. In the town where he was employed as a section hand, the cloud dream in which the world became a whirling, agitated center of disaster came to him almost every night. Winter came on and he walked through the streets at night in the darkness and through the deep snow. He was almost frozen; but as the whole lower part of his body was habitually cold he did not much mind the added discomfort, and so great was the reserve of strength in his big frame that the loss of sleep did not affect his ability to labor all day without effort.

Hugh went into one of the residence streets of the town and counted the pickets in the fences before the houses. He returned to the hotel and made a calculation as to the number of pickets in all the fences in town. Then he got a rule at the hardware store and carefully measured the pickets. He tried to estimate the number of pickets that could be cut out of certain sized trees and that gave his mind another opening. He counted the number of trees in every street in town. He learned to tell at a glance and with relative accuracy how much lumber could be cut out of a tree. He built imaginary houses with lumber cut from the trees that lined the streets. He even tried to figure out a way to utilize the small limbs cut from the tops of the trees, and one Sunday went into the wood back of the town and cut a great armful of twigs, which he carried to his room and later with great patience wove into the form of a basket.


BOOK TWO
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CHAPTER III
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BIDWELL, OHIO, WAS an old town as the ages of towns go in the Central West, long before Hugh McVey, in his search for a place where he could penetrate the wall that shut him off from humanity, went there to live and to try to work out his problem. It is a busy manufacturing town now and has a population of nearly a hundred thousand people; but the time for the telling of the story of its sudden and surprising growth has not yet come.

From the beginning Bidwell has been a prosperous place. The town lies in the valley of a deep, rapid-flowing river that spreads out just above the town, becomes for the time wide and shallow, and goes singing swiftly along over stones. South of the town the river not only spreads out, but the hills recede. A wide flat valley stretches away to the north. In the days before the factories came the land immediately about town was cut up into small farms devoted to fruit and berry raising, and beyond the area of small farms lay larger tracts that were immensely productive and that raised huge crops of wheat, corn, and cabbage.

When Hugh was a boy sleeping away his days in the grass beside his father’s fishing shack by the Mississippi River, Bidwell had already emerged out of the hardships of pioneer days. On the farms that lay in the wide valley to the north the timber had been cut away and the stumps had all been rooted out of the ground by a generation of men that had passed. The soil was easy to cultivate and had lost little of its virgin fertility. Two railroads, the Lake Shore and Michigan Central — later a part of the great New York Central System — and a less important coal-carrying road, called the Wheeling and Lake Erie, ran through the town. Twenty-five hundred people lived then in Bidwell. They were for the most part descendants of the pioneers who had come into the country by boat through the Great Lakes or by wagon roads over the mountains from the States of New York and Pennsylvania.

The town stood on a sloping incline running up from the river, and the Lake Shore and Michigan Central Railroad had its station on the river bank at the foot of Main Street. The Wheeling Station was a mile away to the north. It was to be reached by going over a bridge and along a piked road that even then had begun to take on the semblance of a street. A dozen houses had been built facing Turner’s Pike and between these were berry fields and an occasional orchard planted to cherry, peach or apple trees. A hard path went down to the distant station beside the road, and in the evening this path, wandering along under the branches of the fruit trees that extended out over the farm fences, was a favorite walking place for lovers.

The small farms lying close about the town of Bidwell raised berries that brought top prices in the two cities, Cleveland and Pittsburgh, reached by its two railroads, and all of the people of the town who were not engaged in one of the trades — in shoe making, carpentry, horse shoeing, house painting or the like — or who did not belong to the small merchant and professional classes, worked in summer on the land. On summer mornings, men, women and children went into the fields. In the early spring when planting went on and all through late May, June and early July when berries and fruit began to ripen, every one was rushed with work and the streets of the town were deserted. Every one went to the fields. Great hay wagons loaded with children, laughing girls, and sedate women set out from Main Street at dawn. Beside them walked tall boys, who pelted the girls with green apples and cherries from the trees along the road, and men who went along behind smoking their morning pipes and talking of the prevailing prices of the products of their fields. In the town after they had gone a Sabbath quiet prevailed. The merchants and clerks loitered in the shade of the awnings before the doors of the stores, and only their wives and the wives of the two or three rich men in town came to buy and to disturb their discussions of horse racing, politics and religion.

In the evening when the wagons came home, Bidwell awoke. The tired berry pickers walked home from the fields in the dust of the roads swinging their dinner pails. The wagons creaked at their heels, piled high with boxes of berries ready for shipment. In the stores after the evening meal crowds gathered. Old men lit their pipes and sat gossiping along the curbing at the edge of the sidewalks on Main Street; women with baskets on their arms did the marketing for the next day’s living; the young men put on stiff white collars and their Sunday clothes, and girls, who all day had been crawling over the fields between the rows of berries or pushing their way among the tangled masses of raspberry bushes, put on white dresses and walked up and down before the men. Friendships begun between boys and girls in the fields ripened into love. Couples walked along residence streets under the trees and talked with subdued voices. They became silent and embarrassed. The bolder ones kissed. The end of the berry picking season brought each year a new outbreak of marriages to the town of Bidwell.

In all the towns of mid-western America it was a time of waiting. The country having been cleared and the Indians driven away into a vast distant place spoken of vaguely as the West, the Civil War having been fought and won, and there being no great national problems that touched closely their lives, the minds of men were turned in upon themselves. The soul and its destiny was spoken of openly on the streets. Robert Ingersoll came to Bidwell to speak in Terry’s Hall, and after he had gone the question of the divinity of Christ for months occupied the minds of the citizens. The ministers preached sermons on the subject and in the evening it was talked about in the stores. Every one had something to say. Even Charley Mook, who dug ditches, who stuttered so that not a half dozen people in town could understand him, expressed his opinion.

In all the great Mississippi Valley each town came to have a character of its own, and the people who lived in the towns were to each other like members of a great family. The individual idiosyncrasies of each member of the great family stood forth. A kind of invisible roof beneath which every one lived spread itself over each town. Beneath the roof boys and girls were born, grew up, quarreled, fought, and formed friendships with their fellows, were introduced into the mysteries of love, married, and became the fathers and mothers of children, grew old, sickened, and died.

Within the invisible circle and under the great roof every one knew his neighbor and was known to him. Strangers did not come and go swiftly and mysteriously and there was no constant and confusing roar of machinery and of new projects afoot. For the moment mankind seemed about to take time to try to understand itself.

In Bidwell there was a man named Peter White who was a tailor and worked hard at his trade, but who once or twice a year got drunk and beat his wife. He was arrested each time and had to pay a fine, but there was a general understanding of the impulse that led to the beating. Most of the women knowing the wife sympathized with Peter. “She is a noisy thing and her jaw is never still,” the wife of Henry Teeters, the grocer, said to her husband. “If he gets drunk it’s only to forget he’s married to her. Then he goes home to sleep it off and she begins jawing at him. He stands it as long as he can. It takes a fist to shut up that woman. If he strikes her it’s the only thing he can do.”

Allie Mulberry the half-wit was one of the highlights of life in the town. He lived with his mother in a tumble-down house at the edge of town on Medina Road. Beside being a half-wit he had something the matter with his legs. They were trembling and weak and he could only move them with great difficulty. On summer afternoons when the streets were deserted, he hobbled along Main Street with his lower jaw hanging down. Allie carried a large club, partly for the support of his weak legs and partly to scare off dogs and mischievous boys. He liked to sit in the shade with his back against a building and whittle, and he liked to be near people and have his talent as a whittler appreciated. He made fans out of pieces of pine, long chains of wooden beads, and he once achieved a singular mechanical triumph that won him wide renown. He made a ship that would float in a beer bottle half filled with water and laid on its side. The ship had sails and three tiny wooden sailors who stood at attention with their hands to their caps in salute. After it was constructed and put into the bottle it was too large to be taken out through the neck. How Allie got it in no one ever knew. The clerks and merchants who crowded about to watch him at work discussed the matter for days. It became a never-ending wonder among them. In the evening they spoke of the matter to the berry pickers who came into the stores, and in the eyes of the people of Bidwell Allie Mulberry became a hero. The bottle, half-filled with water and securely corked, was laid on a cushion in the window of Hunter’s Jewelry Store. As it floated about on its own little ocean crowds gathered to look at it. Over the bottle was a sign with the words— “Carved by Allie Mulberry of Bidwell” — prominently displayed. Below these words a query had been printed. “How Did He Get It Into The Bottle?” was the question asked. The bottle stayed in the window for months and merchants took the traveling men who visited them, to see it. Then they escorted their guests to where Allie, with his back against the wall of a building and his club beside him, was at work on some new creation of the whittler’s art. The travelers were impressed and told the tale abroad. Allie’s fame spread to other towns. “He has a good brain,” the citizen of Bidwell said, shaking his head. “He don’t appear to know very much, but look what he does! He must be carrying all sorts of notions around inside of his head.”

Jane Orange, widow of a lawyer, and with the single exception of Thomas Butterworth, a farmer who owned over a thousand acres of land and lived with his daughter on a farm a mile south of town, the richest person in town, was known to every one in Bidwell, but was not liked. She was called stingy and it was said that she and her husband had cheated every one with whom they had dealings in order to get their start in life. The town ached for the privilege of doing what they called “bringing them down a peg.” Jane’s husband had once been the Bidwell town attorney and later had charge of the settlement of an estate belonging to Ed Lucas, a farmer who died leaving two hundred acres of land and two daughters. The farmer’s daughters, every one said, “came out at the small end of the horn,” and John Orange began to grow rich. It was said he was worth fifty thousand dollars. All during the latter part of his life the lawyer went to the city of Cleveland on business every week, and when he was at home and even in the hottest weather he went about dressed in a long black coat. When she went to the stores to buy supplies for her house Jane Orange was watched closely by the merchants. She was suspected of carrying away small articles that could be slipped into the pockets of her dress. One afternoon in Toddmore’s grocery, when she thought no one was looking, she took a half dozen eggs out of a basket and looking quickly around to be sure she was unobserved, put them into her dress pocket. Harry Toddmore, the grocer’s son who had seen the theft, said nothing, but went unobserved out at the back door. He got three or four clerks from other stores and they waited for Jane Orange at a corner. When she came along they hurried out and Harry Toddmore fell against her. Throwing out his hand he struck the pocket containing the eggs a quick, sharp blow. Jane Orange turned and hurried away toward home, but as she half ran through Main Street clerks and merchants came out of the stores, and from the assembled crowd a voice called attention to the fact that the contents of the stolen eggs having run down the inside of her dress and over her stockings began to make a stream on the sidewalk. A pack of town dogs excited by the shouts of the crowd ran at her heels, barking and sniffing at the yellow stream that dripped from her shoes.

An old man with a long white beard came to Bidwell to live. He had been a carpet-bag Governor of a southern state in the reconstruction days after the Civil War and had made money. He bought a house on Turner’s Pike close beside the river and spent his days puttering about in a small garden. In the evening he came across the bridge into Main Street and went to loaf in Birdie Spink’s drug store. He talked with great frankness and candor of his life in the South during the terrible time when the country was trying to emerge from the black gloom of defeat, and brought to the Bidwell men a new point of view on their old enemies, the “Rebs.”

The old man — the name by which he had introduced himself in Bidwell was that of Judge Horace Hanby — believed in the manliness and honesty of purpose of the men he had for a time governed and who had fought a long grim war with the North, with the New Englanders and sons of New Englanders from the West and Northwest. “They’re all right,” he said with a grin. “I cheated them and made some money, but I liked them. Once a crowd of them came to my house and threatened to kill me and I told them that I did not blame them very much, so they let me alone.” The judge, an ex-politician from the city of New York who had been involved in some affair that made it uncomfortable for him to return to live in that city, grew prophetic and philosophic after he came to live in Bidwell. In spite of the doubt every one felt concerning his past, he was something of a scholar and a reader of books, and won respect by his apparent wisdom. “Well, there’s going to be a new war here,” he said. “It won’t be like the Civil War, just shooting off guns and killing peoples’ bodies. At first it’s going to be a war between individuals to see to what class a man must belong; then it is going to be a long, silent war between classes, between those who have and those who can’t get. It’ll be the worst war of all.”

The talk of Judge Hanby, carried along and elaborated almost every evening before a silent, attentive group in the drug store, began to have an influence on the minds of Bidwell young men. At his suggestion several of the town boys, Cliff Bacon, Albert Small, Ed Prawl, and two or three others, began to save money for the purpose of going east to college. Also at his suggestion Tom Butterworth the rich farmer sent his daughter away to school. The old man made many prophecies concerning what would happen in America. “I tell you, the country isn’t going to stay as it is,” he said earnestly. “In eastern towns the change has already come. Factories are being built and every one is going to work in the factories. It takes an old man like me to see how that changes their lives. Some of the men stand at one bench and do one thing not only for hours but for days and years. There are signs hung up saying they mustn’t talk. Some of them make more money than they did before the factories came, but I tell you it’s like being in prison. What would you say if I told you all America, all you fellows who talk so big about freedom, are going to be put in a prison, eh?

“And there’s something else. In New York there are already a dozen men who are worth a million dollars. Yes, sir, I tell you it’s true, a million dollars. What do you think of that, eh?”

Judge Hanby grew excited and, inspired by the absorbed attention of his audience, talked of the sweep of events. In England, he explained, the cities were constantly growing larger, and already almost every one either worked in a factory or owned stock in a factory. “In New England it is getting the same way fast,” he explained. “The same thing’ll happen here. Farming’ll be done with tools. Almost everything now done by hand’ll be done by machinery. Some’ll grow rich and some poor. The thing is to get educated, yes, sir, that’s the thing, to get ready for what’s coming. It’s the only way. The younger generation has got to be sharper and shrewder.”

The words of the old man, who had been in many places and had seen men and cities, were repeated in the streets of Bidwell. The blacksmith and the wheelwright repeated his words when they stopped to exchange news of their affairs before the post-office. Ben Peeler, the carpenter, who had been saving money to buy a house and a small farm to which he could retire when he became too old to climb about on the framework of buildings, used the money instead to send his son to Cleveland to a new technical school. Steve Hunter, the son of Abraham Hunter the Bidwell jeweler, declared that he was going to get up with the times, and when he went into a factory, would go into the office, not into the shop. He went to Buffalo, New York, to attend a business college.

The air of Bidwell began to stir with talk of new times. The evil things said of the new life coming were soon forgotten. The youth and optimistic spirit of the country led it to take hold of the hand of the giant, industrialism, and lead him laughing into the land. The cry, “get on in the world,” that ran all over America at that period and that still echoes in the pages of American newspapers and magazines, rang in the streets of Bidwell.

In the harness shop belonging to Joseph Wainsworth it one day struck a new note. The harness maker was a tradesman of the old school and was vastly independent. He had learned his trade after five years’ service as apprentice, and had spent an additional five years in going from place to place as a journeyman workman, and felt that he knew his business. Also he owned his shop and his home and had twelve hundred dollars in the bank. At noon one day when he was alone in the shop, Tom Butterworth came in and told him he had ordered four sets of farm work harness from a factory in Philadelphia. “I came in to ask if you’ll repair them if they get out of order,” he said.

Joe Wainsworth began to fumble with the tools on his bench. Then he turned to look the farmer in the eye and to do what he later spoke of to his cronies as “laying down the law.” “When the cheap things begin to go to pieces take them somewhere else to have them repaired,” he said sharply. He grew furiously angry. “Take the damn things to Philadelphia where you got ’em,” he shouted at the back of the farmer who had turned to go out of the shop.

Joe Wainsworth was upset and thought about the incident all the afternoon. When farmer-customers came in and stood about to talk of their affairs he had nothing to say. He was a talkative man and his apprentice, Will Sellinger, son of the Bidwell house painter, was puzzled by his silence.

When the boy and the man were alone in the shop, it was Joe Wainsworth’s custom to talk of his days as a journeyman workman when he had gone from place to place working at his trade. If a trace were being stitched or a bridle fashioned, he told how the thing was done at a shop where he had worked in the city of Boston and in another shop at Providence, Rhode Island. Getting a piece of paper he made drawings illustrating the cuts of leather that were made in the other places and the methods of stitching. He claimed to have worked out his own method for doing things, and that his method was better than anything he had seen in all his travels. To the men who came into the shop to loaf during winter afternoons he presented a smiling front and talked of their affairs, of the price of cabbage in Cleveland or the effect of a cold snap on the winter wheat, but alone with the boy, he talked only of harness making. “I don’t say anything about it. What’s the good bragging? Just the same, I could learn something to all the harness makers I’ve ever seen, and I’ve seen the best of them,” he declared emphatically.

During the afternoon, after he had heard of the four factory-made work harnesses brought into what he had always thought of as a trade that belonged to him by the rights of a first-class workman, Joe remained silent for two or three hours. He thought of the words of old Judge Hanby and the constant talk of the new times now coming. Turning suddenly to his apprentice, who was puzzled by his long silence and who knew nothing of the incident that had disturbed his employer, he broke forth into words. He was defiant and expressed his defiance. “Well, then, let ’em go to Philadelphia, let ’em go any damn place they please,” he growled, and then, as though his own words had re-established his self-respect, he straightened his shoulders and glared at the puzzled and alarmed boy. “I know my trade and do not have to bow down to any man,” he declared. He expressed the old tradesman’s faith in his craft and the rights it gave the craftsman. “Learn your trade. Don’t listen to talk,” he said earnestly. “The man who knows his trade is a man. He can tell every one to go to the devil.”


CHAPTER IV
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HUGH MCVEY WAS twenty-three years old when he went to live in Bidwell. The position of telegraph operator at the Wheeling station a mile north of town became vacant and, through an accidental encounter with a former resident of a neighboring town, he got the place.

The Missourian had been at work during the winter in a sawmill in the country near a northern Indiana town. During the evenings he wandered on country roads and in the town streets, but he did not talk to any one. As had happened to him in other places, he had the reputation of being queer. His clothes were worn threadbare and, although he had money in his pockets, he did not buy new ones. In the evening when he went through the town streets and saw the smartly dressed clerks standing before the stores, he looked at his own shabby person and was ashamed to enter. In his boyhood Sarah Shepard had always attended to the buying of his clothes, and he made up his mind that he would go to the place in Michigan to which she and her husband had retired, and pay her a visit. He wanted Sarah Shepard to buy him a new outfit of clothes, but wanted also to talk with her.

Out of the three years of going from place to place and working with other men as a laborer, Hugh had got no big impulse that he felt would mark the road his life should take; but the study of mathematical problems, taken up to relieve his loneliness and to cure his inclination to dreams, was beginning to have an effect on his character. He thought that if he saw Sarah Shepard again he could talk to her and through her get into the way of talking to others. In the sawmill where he worked he answered the occasional remarks made to him by his fellow workers in a slow, hesitating drawl, and his body was still awkward and his gait shambling, but he did his work more quickly and accurately. In the presence of his foster-mother and garbed in new clothes, he believed he could now talk to her in a way that had been impossible during his youth. She would see the change in his character and would be encouraged about him. They would get on to a new basis and he would feel respect for himself in another.

Hugh went to the railroad station to make inquiry regarding the fare to the Michigan town and there had the adventure that upset his plans. As he stood at the window of the ticket office, the ticket seller, who was also the telegraph operator, tried to engage him in conversation. When he had given the information asked, he followed Hugh out of the building and into the darkness of a country railroad station at night, and the two men stopped and stood together beside an empty baggage truck. The ticket agent spoke of the loneliness of life in the town and said he wished he could go back to his own place and be again with his own people. “It may not be any better in my own town, but I know everybody there,” he said. He was curious concerning Hugh as were all the people of the Indiana town, and hoped to get him into talk in order that he might find out why he walked alone at night, why he sometimes worked all evening over books and figures in his room at the country hotel, and why he had so little to say to his fellows. Hoping to fathom Hugh’s silence he abused the town in which they both lived. “Well,” he began, “I guess I understand how you feel. You want to get out of this place.” He explained his own predicament in life. “I got married,” he said. “Already I have three children. Out here a man can make more money railroading than he can in my state, and living is pretty cheap. Just to-day I had an offer of a job in a good town near my own place in Ohio, but I can’t take it. The job only pays forty a month. The town’s all right, one of the best in the northern part of the State, but you see the job’s no good. Lord, I wish I could go. I’d like to live again among people such as live in that part of the country.”

The railroad man and Hugh walked along the street that ran from the station up into the main street of the town. Wanting to meet the advances that had been made by his companion and not knowing how to go about it, Hugh adopted the method he had heard his fellow laborers use with one another. “Well,” he said slowly, “come have a drink.”

The two men went into a saloon and stood by the bar. Hugh made a tremendous effort to overcome his embarrassment. As he and the railroad man drank foaming glasses of beer he explained that he also had once been a railroad man and knew telegraphy, but that for several years he had been doing other work. His companion looked at his shabby clothes and nodded his head. He made a motion with his head to indicate that he wanted Hugh to come with him outside into the darkness. “Well, well,” he exclaimed, when they had again got outside and had started along the street toward the station. “I understand now. They’ve all been wondering about you and I’ve heard lots of talk. I won’t say anything, but I’m going to do something for you.”

Hugh went to the station with his new-found friend and sat down in the lighted office. The railroad man got out a sheet of paper and began to write a letter. “I’m going to get you that job,” he said. “I’m writing the letter now and I’ll get it off on the midnight train. You’ve got to get on your feet. I was a boozer myself, but I cut it all out. A glass of beer now and then, that’s my limit.”

He began to talk of the town in Ohio where he proposed to get Hugh the job that would set him up in the world and save him from the habit of drinking, and described it as an earthly paradise in which lived bright, clear-thinking men and beautiful women. Hugh was reminded sharply of the talk he had heard from the lips of Sarah Shepard, when in his youth she spent long evenings telling him of the wonder of her own Michigan and New England towns and people, and contrasted the life lived there with that lived by the people of his own place.

Hugh decided not to try to explain away the mistake made by his new acquaintance, and to accept the offer of assistance in getting the appointment as telegraph operator.

The two men walked out of the station and stood again in the darkness. The railroad man felt like one who has been given the privilege of plucking a human soul out of the darkness of despair. He was full of words that poured from his lips and he assumed a knowledge of Hugh and his character entirely unwarranted by the circumstances. “Well,” he exclaimed heartily, “you see I’ve given you a send-off. I have told them you’re a good man and a good operator, but that you will take the place with its small salary because you’ve been sick and just now can’t work very hard.” The excited man followed Hugh along the street. It was late and the store lights had been put out. From one of the town’s two saloons that lay in their way arose a clatter of voices. The old boyhood dream of finding a place and a people among whom he could, by sitting still and inhaling the air breathed by others, come into a warm closeness with life, came back to Hugh. He stopped before the saloon to listen to the voices within, but the railroad man plucked at his coat sleeve and protested. “Now, now, you’re going to cut it out, eh?” he asked anxiously and then hurriedly explained his anxiety. “Of course I know what’s the matter with you. Didn’t I tell you I’ve been there myself? You’ve been working around. I know why that is. You don’t have to tell me. If there wasn’t something the matter with him, no man who knows telegraphy would work in a sawmill.

“Well, there’s no good talking about it,” he added thoughtfully. “I’ve given you a send-off. You’re going to cut it out, eh?”

Hugh tried to protest and to explain that he was not addicted to the habit of drinking, but the Ohio man would not listen. “It’s all right,” he said again, and then they came to the hotel where Hugh lived and he turned to go back to the station and wait for the midnight train that would carry the letter away and that would, he felt, carry also his demand that a fellow-human, who had slipped from the modern path of work and progress should be given a new chance. He felt magnanimous and wonderfully gracious. “It’s all right, my boy,” he said heartily. “No use talking to me. To-night when you came to the station to ask the fare to that hole of a place in Michigan I saw you were embarrassed. ‘What’s the matter with that fellow?’ I said to myself. I got to thinking. Then I came up town with you and right away you bought me a drink. I wouldn’t have thought anything about that if I hadn’t been there myself. You’ll get on your feet. Bidwell, Ohio, is full of good men. You get in with them and they’ll help you and stick by you. You’ll like those people. They’ve got get-up to them. The place you’ll work at there is far out of town. It’s away out about a mile at a little kind of outside-like place called Pickleville. There used to be a saloon there and a factory for putting up cucumber pickles, but they’ve both gone now. You won’t be tempted to slip in that place. You’ll have a chance to get on your feet. I’m glad I thought of sending you there.”

 

 

 

The Wheeling and Lake Erie ran along a little wooded depression that cut across the wide expanse of open farm lands north of the town of Bidwell. It brought coal from the hill country of West Virginia and southeastern Ohio to ports on Lake Erie, and did not pay much attention to the carrying of passengers. In the morning a train consisting of a combined express and baggage car and two passenger coaches went north and west toward the lake, and in the evening the same train returned, bound southeast into the Hills, The Bidwell station of the road was, in an odd way, detached from the town’s life. The invisible roof under which the life of the town and the surrounding country was lived did not cover it. As the Indiana railroad man had told Hugh, the station itself stood on a spot known locally as Pickleville. Back of the station there was a small building for the storage of freight and near at hand four or five houses facing Turner’s Pike. The pickle factory, now deserted and with its windows gone, stood across the tracks from the station and beside a small stream that ran under a bridge and across country through a grove of trees to the river. On hot summer days a sour, pungent smell arose from the old factory, and at night its presence lent a ghostly flavor to the tiny corner of the world in which lived perhaps a dozen people.

All day and at night an intense persistent silence lay over Pickleville, while in Bidwell a mile away the stir of new life began. In the evenings and on rainy afternoons when men could not work in the fields, old Judge Hanby went along Turner’s Pike and across the wagon bridge into Bidwell and sat in a chair at the back of Birdie Spink’s drug store. He talked. Men came in to listen to him and went out. New talk ran through the town. A new force that was being born into American life and into life everywhere all over the world was feeding on the old dying individualistic life. The new force stirred and aroused the people. It met a need that was universal. It was meant to seal men together, to wipe out national lines, to walk under seas and fly through the air, to change the entire face of the world in which men lived. Already the giant that was to be king in the place of old kings was calling his servants and his armies to serve him. He used the methods of old kings and promised his followers booty and gain. Everywhere he went unchallenged, surveying the land, raising a new class of men to positions of power. Railroads had already been pushed out across the plains; great coal fields from which was to be taken food to warm the blood in the body of the giant were being opened up; iron fields were being discovered; the roar and clatter of the breathing of the terrible new thing, half hideous, half beautiful in its possibilities, that was for so long to drown the voices and confuse the thinking of men, was heard not only in the towns but even in lonely farm houses, where its willing servants, the newspapers and magazines, had begun to circulate in ever increasing numbers. At the town of Gibsonville, near Bidwell, Ohio, and at Lima and Finley, Ohio, oil and gas fields were discovered. At Cleveland, Ohio, a precise, definite-minded man named Rockefeller bought and sold oil. From the first he served the new thing well and he soon found others to serve with him. The Morgans, Fricks, Goulds, Carnegies, Vanderbilts, servants of the new king, princes of the new faith, merchants all, a new kind of rulers of men, defied the world-old law of class that puts the merchant below the craftsman, and added to the confusion of men by taking on the air of creators. They were merchants glorified and dealt in giant things, in the lives of men and in mines, forests, oil and gas fields, factories, and railroads.

And all over the country, in the towns, the farm houses, and the growing cities of the new country, people stirred and awakened. Thought and poetry died or passed as a heritage to feeble fawning men who also became servants of the new order. Serious young men in Bidwell and in other American towns, whose fathers had walked together on moonlight nights along Turner’s Pike to talk of God, went away to technical schools. Their fathers had walked and talked and thoughts had grown up in them. The impulse had reached back to their father’s fathers on moonlit roads of England, Germany, Ireland, France, and Italy, and back of these to the moonlit hills of Judea where shepherds talked and serious young men, John and Matthew and Jesus, caught the drift of the talk and made poetry of it; but the serious-minded sons of these men in the new land were swept away from thinking and dreaming. From all sides the voice of the new age that was to do definite things shouted at them. Eagerly they took up the cry and ran with it. Millions of voices arose. The clamor became terrible, and confused the minds of all men. In making way for the newer, broader brotherhood into which men are some day to emerge, in extending the invisible roofs of the towns and cities to cover the world, men cut and crushed their way through the bodies of men.

And while the voices became louder and more excited and the new giant walked about making a preliminary survey of the land, Hugh spent his days at the quiet, sleepy railroad station at Pickleville and tried to adjust his mind to the realization of the fact that he was not to be accepted as fellow by the citizens of the new place to which he had come. During the day he sat in the tiny telegraph office or, pulling an express truck to the open window near his telegraph instrument, lay on his back with a sheet of paper propped on his bony knees and did sums. Farmers driving past on Turner’s Pike saw him there and talked of him in the stores in town. “He’s a queer silent fellow,” they said. “What do you suppose he’s up to?”

Hugh walked in the streets of Bidwell at night as he had walked in the streets of towns in Indiana and Illinois. He approached groups of men loafing on a street corner and then went hurriedly past them. On quiet streets as he went along under the trees, he saw women sitting in the lamplight in the houses and hungered to have a house and a woman of his own. One afternoon a woman school teacher came to the station to make inquiry regarding the fare to a town in West Virginia. As the station agent was not about Hugh gave her the information she sought and she lingered for a few moments to talk with him. He answered the questions she asked with monosyllables and she soon went away, but he was delighted and looked upon the incident as an adventure. At night he dreamed of the school teacher and when he awoke, pretended she was with him in his bedroom. He put out his hand and touched the pillow. It was soft and smooth as he imagined the cheek of a woman would be. He did not know the school teacher’s name but invented one for her. “Be quiet, Elizabeth. Do not let me disturb your sleep,” he murmured into the darkness. One evening he went to the house where the school teacher boarded and stood in the shadow of a tree until he saw her come out and go toward Main Street. Then he went by a roundabout way and walked past her on the sidewalk before the lighted stores. He did not look at her, but in passing her dress touched his arm and he was so excited later that he could not sleep and spent half the night walking about and thinking of the wonderful thing that had happened to him.

The ticket, express, and freight agent for the Wheeling and Lake Erie at Bidwell, a man named George Pike, lived in one of the houses near the station, and besides attending to his duties for the railroad company, owned and worked a small farm. He was a slender, alert, silent man with a long drooping mustache. Both he and his wife worked as Hugh had never seen a man and woman work before. Their arrangement of the division of labor was not based on sex but on convenience. Sometimes Mrs. Pike came to the station to sell tickets, load express boxes and trunks on the passenger trains and deliver heavy boxes of freight to draymen and farmers, while her husband worked in the fields back of his house or prepared the evening meal, and sometimes the matter was reversed and Hugh did not see Mrs. Pike for several days at a time.

During the day there was little for the station agent or his wife to do at the station and they disappeared. George Pike had made an arrangement of wires and pulleys connecting the station with a large bell hung on top of his house, and when some one came to the station to receive or deliver freight Hugh pulled at the wire and the bell began to ring. In a few minutes either George Pike or his wife came running from the house or fields, dispatched the business and went quickly away again.

Day after day Hugh sat in a chair by a desk in the station or went outside and walked up and down the station platform. Engines pulling long caravans of coal cars ground past. The brakemen waved their hands to him and then the train disappeared into the grove of trees that grew beside the creek along which the tracks of the road were laid. In Turner’s Pike a creaking farm wagon appeared and then disappeared along the tree-lined road that led to Bidwell. The farmer turned on his wagon seat to stare at Hugh but unlike the railroad men did not wave his hand. Adventurous boys came out along the road from town and climbed, shouting and laughing, over the rafters in the deserted pickle factory across the tracks or went to fish in the creek in the shade of the factory walls. Their shrill voices added to the loneliness of the spot. It became almost unbearable to Hugh. In desperation he turned from the rather meaningless doing of sums and working out of problems regarding the number of fence pickets that could be cut from a tree or the number of steel rails or railroad ties consumed in building a mile of railroad, the innumerable petty problems with which he had been keeping his mind busy, and turned to more definite and practical problems. He remembered an autumn he had put in cutting corn on a farm in Illinois and, going into the station, waved his long arms about, imitating the movements of a man in the act of cutting corn. He wondered if a machine might not be made that would do the work, and tried to make drawings of the parts of such a machine. Feeling his inability to handle so difficult a problem he sent away for books and began the study of mechanics. He joined a correspondence school started by a man in Pennsylvania, and worked for days on the problems the man sent him to do. He asked questions and began a little to understand the mystery of the application of power. Like the other young men of Bidwell he began to put himself into touch with the spirit of the age, but unlike them he did not dream of suddenly acquired wealth. While they embraced new and futile dreams he worked to destroy the tendency to dreams in himself.

Hugh came to Bidwell in the early spring and during May, June and July the quiet station at Pickleville awoke for an hour or two each evening. A certain percentage of the sudden and almost overwhelming increase in express business that came with the ripening of the fruit and berry crop came to the Wheeling, and every evening a dozen express trucks, piled high with berry boxes, waited for the south bound train. When the train came into the station a small crowd had assembled. George Pike and his stout wife worked madly, throwing the boxes in at the door of the express car. Idlers standing about became interested and lent a hand. The engineer climbed out of his locomotive, stretched his legs and crossing a narrow road got a drink from the pump in George Pike’s yard.

Hugh walked to the door of his telegraph office and standing in the shadows watched the busy scene. He wanted to take part in it, to laugh and talk with the men standing about, to go to the engineer and ask questions regarding the locomotive and its construction, to help George Pike and his wife, and perhaps cut through their silence and his own enough to become acquainted with them. He thought of all these things but stayed in the shadow of the door that led to the telegraph office until, at a signal given by the train conductor, the engineer climbed into his engine and the train began to move away into the evening darkness. When Hugh came out of his office the station platform was deserted again. In the grass across the tracks and beside the ghostly looking old factory, crickets sang. Tom Wilder, the Bidwell hack driver, had got a traveling man off the train and the dust left by the heels of his team still hung in the air over Turner’s Pike. From the darkness that brooded over the trees that grew along the creek beyond the factory came the hoarse croak of frogs. On Turner’s Pike a half dozen Bidwell young men accompanied by as many town girls walked along the path beside the road under the trees. They had come to the station to have somewhere to go, had made up a party to come, but now the half unconscious purpose of their coming was apparent. The party split itself up into couples and each strove to get as far away as possible from the others. One of the couples came back along the path toward the station and went to the pump in George Pike’s yard. They stood by the pump, laughing and pretending to drink out of a tin cup, and when they got again into the road the others had disappeared. They became silent. Hugh went to the end of the platform and watched as they walked slowly along. He became furiously jealous of the young man who put his arm about the waist of his companion and then, when he turned and saw Hugh staring at him, took it away again.

The telegraph operator went quickly along the platform until he was out of range of the young man’s eyes, and, when he thought the gathering darkness would hide him, returned and crept along the path beside the road after him. Again a hungry desire to enter into the lives of the people about him took possession of the Missourian. To be a young man dressed in a stiff white collar, wearing neatly made clothes, and in the evening to walk about with young girls seemed like getting on the road to happiness. He wanted to run shouting along the path beside the road until he had overtaken the young man and woman, to beg them to take him with them, to accept him as one of themselves, but when the momentary impulse had passed and he returned to the telegraph office and lighted a lamp, he looked at his long awkward body and could not conceive of himself as ever by any chance becoming the thing he wanted to be. Sadness swept over him and his gaunt face, already cut and marked with deep lines, became longer and more gaunt. The old boyhood notion, put into his mind by the words of his foster-mother, Sarah Shepard, that a town and a people could remake him and erase from his body the marks of what he thought of as his inferior birth, began to fade. He tried to forget the people about him and turned with renewed energy to the study of the problems in the books that now lay in a pile upon his desk. His inclination to dreams, balked by the persistent holding of his mind to definite things, began to reassert itself in a new form, and his brain played no more with pictures of clouds and men in agitated movement but took hold of steel, wood, and iron. Dumb masses of materials taken out of the earth and the forests were molded by his mind into fantastic shapes. As he sat in the telegraph office during the day or walked alone through the streets of Bidwell at night, he saw in fancy a thousand new machines, formed by his hands and brain, doing the work that had been done by the hands of men. He had come to Bidwell, not only in the hope that there he would at last find companionship, but also because his mind was really aroused and he wanted leisure to begin trying to do tangible things. When the citizens of Bidwell would not take him into their town life but left him standing to one side, as the tiny dwelling place for men called Pickleville where he lived stood aside out from under the invisible roof of the town, he decided to try to forget men and to express himself wholly in work.


CHAPTER V

[image: img29.jpg]

HUGH’S FIRST INVENTIVE effort stirred the town of Bidwell deeply. When word of it ran about, the men who had been listening to the talk of Judge Horace Hanby and whose minds had turned toward the arrival of the new forward-pushing impulse in American life thought they saw in Hugh the instrument of its coming to Bidwell. From the day of his coming to live among them, there had been much curiosity in the stores and houses regarding the tall, gaunt, slow-speaking stranger at Pickleville. George Pike had told Birdie Spinks the druggist how Hugh worked all day over books, and how he made drawings for parts of mysterious machines and left them on his desk in the telegraph office. Birdie Spinks told others and the tale grew. When Hugh walked alone in the streets during the evening and thought no one took account of his presence, hundreds of pairs of curious eyes followed him about.

A tradition in regard to the telegraph operator began to grow up. The tradition made Hugh a gigantic figure, one who walked always on a plane above that on which other men lived. In the imagination of his fellow citizens of the Ohio town, he went about always thinking great thoughts, solving mysterious and intricate problems that had to do with the new mechanical age Judge Hanby talked about to the eager listeners in the drug-store. An alert, talkative people saw among them one who could not talk and whose long face was habitually serious, and could not think of him as having daily to face the same kind of minor problems as themselves.

The Bidwell young man who had come down to the Wheeling station with a group of other young men, who had seen the evening train go away to the south, who had met at the station one of the town girls and had, in order to escape the others and be alone with her, taken her to the pump in George Pike’s yard on the pretense of wanting a drink, walked away with her into the darkness of the summer evening with his mind fixed on Hugh. The young man’s name was Ed Hall and he was apprentice to Ben Peeler, the carpenter who had sent his son to Cleveland to a technical school. He wanted to marry the girl he had met at the station and did not see how he could manage it on his salary as a carpenter’s apprentice. When he looked back and saw Hugh standing on the station platform, he took the arm he had put around the girl’s waist quickly away and began to talk. “I’ll tell you what,” he said earnestly, “if things don’t pretty soon get on the stir around here I’m going to get out. I’ll go over by Gibsonburg and get a job in the oil fields, that’s what I’ll do. I got to have more money.” He sighed heavily and looked over the girl’s head into the darkness. “They say that telegraph fellow back there at the station is up to something,” he ventured. “It’s all the talk. Birdie Spinks says he is an inventor; says George Pike told him; says he is working all the time on new inventions to do things by machinery; that his passing off as a telegraph operator is only a bluff. Some think maybe he was sent here to see about starting a factory to make one of his inventions, sent by rich men maybe in Cleveland or some other place. Everybody says they’ll bet there’ll be factories here in Bidwell before very long now. I wish I knew. I don’t want to go away if I don’t have to, but I got to have more money. Ben Peeler won’t never give me a raise so I can get married or nothing. I wish I knew that fellow back there so I could ask him what’s up. They say he’s smart. I suppose he wouldn’t tell me nothing. I wish I was smart enough to invent something and maybe get rich. I wish I was the kind of fellow they say he is.”

Ed Hall again put his arm about the girl’s waist and walked away. He forgot Hugh and thought of himself and of how he wanted to marry the girl whose young body nestled close to his own — wanted her to be utterly his. For a few hours he passed out of Hugh’s growing sphere of influence on the collective thought of the town, and lost himself in the immediate deliciousness of kisses.

And as he passed out of Hugh’s influence others came in. On Main Street in the evening every one speculated on the Missourian’s purpose in coming to Bidwell. The forty dollars a month paid him by the Wheeling railroad could not have tempted such a man. They were sure of that. Steve Hunter the jeweler’s son had returned to town from a course in a business college at Buffalo, New York, and hearing the talk became interested. Steve had in him the making of a live man of affairs, and he decided to investigate. It was not, however, Steve’s method to go at things directly, and he was impressed by the notion, then abroad in Bidwell, that Hugh had been sent to town by some one, perhaps by a group of capitalists who intended to start factories there.

Steve thought he would go easy. In Buffalo, where he had gone to the business college, he had met a girl whose father, E. P. Horn, owned a soap factory; had become acquainted with her at church and had been introduced to her father. The soap maker, an assertive positive man who manufactured a product called Horn’s Household Friend Soap, had his own notion of what a young man should be and how he should make his way in the world, and had taken pleasure in talking to Steve. He told the Bidwell jeweler’s son of how he had started his own factory with but little money and had succeeded and gave Steve many practical hints on the organization of companies. He talked a great deal of a thing called “control.” “When you get ready to start for yourself keep that in mind,” he said. “You can sell stock and borrow money at the bank, all you can get, but don’t give up control. Hang on to that. That’s the way I made my success. I always kept the control.”

Steve wanted to marry Ernestine Horn, but felt that he should show what he could do as a business man before he attempted to thrust himself into so wealthy and prominent a family. When he returned to his own town and heard the talk regarding Hugh McVey and his inventive genius, he remembered the soap maker’s words regarding control, and repeated them to himself. One evening he walked along Turner’s Pike and stood in the darkness by the old pickle factory. He saw Hugh at work under a lamp in the telegraph office and was impressed. “I’ll lay low and see what he’s up to,” he told himself. “If he’s got an invention, I’ll get up a company. I’ll get money in and I’ll start a factory. The people here’ll tumble over each other to get into a thing like that. I don’t believe any one sent him here. I’ll bet he’s just an inventor. That kind always are queer. I’ll keep my mouth shut and watch my chance. If there is anything starts, I’ll start it and I’ll get into control, that’s what I’ll do, I’ll get into control.”

 

 

 

In the country stretching away north beyond the fringe of small berry farms lying directly about town, were other and larger farms. The land that made up these larger farms was also rich and raised big crops. Great stretches of it were planted to cabbage for which a market had been built up in Cleveland, Pittsburgh, and Cincinnati. Bidwell was often in derision called Cabbageville by the citizens of nearby towns. One of the largest of the cabbage farms belonged to a man named Ezra French, and was situated on Turner’s Pike, two miles from town and a mile beyond the Wheeling station.

On spring evenings when it was dark and silent about the station and when the air was heavy with the smell of new growth and of land fresh-turned by the plow, Hugh got out of his chair in the telegraph office and walked in the soft darkness. He went along Turner’s Pike to town, saw groups of men standing on the sidewalks before the stores and young girls walking arm in arm along the street, and then came back to the silent station. Into his long and habitually cold body the warmth of desire began to creep. The spring rains came and soft winds blew down from the hill country to the south. One evening when the moon shone he went around the old pickle factory to where the creek went chattering under leaning willow trees, and as he stood in the heavy shadows by the factory wall, tried to imagine himself as one who had become suddenly clean-limbed, graceful, and agile. A bush grew beside the stream near the factory and he took hold of it with his powerful hands and tore it out by the roots. For a moment the strength in his shoulders and arms gave him an intense masculine satisfaction. He thought of how powerfully he could hold the body of a woman against his body and the spark of the fires of spring that had touched him became a flame. He felt new-made and tried to leap lightly and gracefully across the stream, but stumbled and fell in the water. Later he went soberly back to the station and tried again to lose himself in the study of the problems he had found in his books.

The Ezra French farm lay beside Turner’s Pike a mile north of the Wheeling station and contained two hundred acres of land of which a large part was planted to cabbages. It was a profitable crop to raise and required no more care than corn, but the planting was a terrible task. Thousands of plants that had been raised from seeds planted in a seed-bed back of the barn had to be laboriously transplanted. The plants were tender and it was necessary to handle them carefully. The planter crawled slowly and painfully along, and from the road looked like a wounded beast striving to make his way to a hole in a distant wood. He crawled forward a little and then stopped and hunched himself up into a ball-like mass. Taking the plant, dropped on the ground by one of the plant droppers, he made a hole in the soft ground with a small three-cornered hoe, and with his hands packed the earth about the plant roots. Then he crawled on again.

Ezra the cabbage farmer had come west from one of the New England states and had grown comfortably wealthy, but he would not employ extra labor for the plant setting and the work was done by his sons and daughters. He was a short, bearded man whose leg had been broken in his youth by a fall from the loft of a barn. As it had not mended properly he could do little work and limped painfully about. To the men of Bidwell he was known as something of a wit, and in the winter he went to town every afternoon to stand in the stores and tell the Rabelaisian stories for which he was famous; but when spring came he became restlessly active, and in his own house and on the farm, became a tyrant. During the time of the cabbage setting he drove his sons and daughters like slaves. When in the evening the moon came up, he made them go back to the fields immediately after supper and work until midnight. They went in sullen silence, the girls to limp slowly along dropping the plants out of baskets carried on their arms, and the boys to crawl after them and set the plants. In the half darkness the little group of humans went slowly up and down the long fields. Ezra hitched a horse to a wagon and brought the plants from the seed-bed behind the barn. He went here and there swearing and protesting against every delay in the work. When his wife, a tired little old woman, had finished the evening’s work in the house, he made her come also to the fields. “Come, come,” he said, sharply, “we need every pair of hands we can get.” Although he had several thousand dollars in the Bidwell bank and owned mortgages on two or three neighboring farms, Ezra was afraid of poverty, and to keep his family at work pretended to be upon the point of losing all his possessions. “Now is our chance to save ourselves,” he declared. “We must get in a big crop. If we do not work hard now we’ll starve.” When in the field his sons found themselves unable to crawl longer without resting, and stood up to stretch their tired bodies, he stood by the fence at the field’s edge and swore. “Well, look at the mouths I have to feed, you lazies!” he shouted. “Keep at the work. Don’t be idling around. In two weeks it’ll be too late for planting and then you can rest. Now every plant we set will help to save us from ruin. Keep at the job. Don’t be idling around.”

In the spring of his second year in Bidwell, Hugh went often in the evening to watch the plant setters at work in the moonlight on the French farm. He did not make his presence known but hid himself in a fence corner behind bushes and watched the workers. As he saw the stooped misshapen figures crawling slowly along and heard the words of the old man driving them like cattle, his heart was deeply touched and he wanted to protest. In the dim light the slowly moving figures of women appeared, and after them came the crouched crawling men. They came down the long row toward him, wriggling into his line of sight like grotesquely misshapen animals driven by some god of the night to the performance of a terrible task. An arm went up. It came down again swiftly. The three-cornered hoe sank into the ground. The slow rhythm of the crawler was broken. He reached with his disengaged hand for the plant that lay on the ground before him and lowered it into the hole the hoe had made. With his fingers he packed the earth about the roots of the plant and then again began the slow crawl forward. There were four of the French boys and the two older ones worked in silence. The younger boys complained. The three girls and their mother, who were attending to the plant dropping, came to the end of the row and turning, went away into the darkness. “I’m going to quit this slavery,” one of the younger boys said. “I’ll get a job over in town. I hope it’s true what they say, that factories are coming.”

The four young men came to the end of the row and, as Ezra was not in sight, stood a moment by the fence near where Hugh was concealed. “I’d rather be a horse or a cow than what I am,” the complaining voice went on. “What’s the good being alive if you have to work like this?”

For a moment as he listened to the voices of the complaining workers, Hugh wanted to go to them and ask them to let him share in their labor. Then another thought came. The crawling figures came sharply into his line of vision. He no longer heard the voice of the youngest of the French boys that seemed to come out of the ground. The machine-like swing of the bodies of the plant setters suggested vaguely to his mind the possibility of building a machine that would do the work they were doing. His mind took eager hold of that thought and he was relieved. There had been something in the crawling figures and in the moonlight out of which the voices came that had begun to awaken in his mind the fluttering, dreamy state in which he had spent so much of his boyhood. To think of the possibility of building a plant-setting machine was safer. It fitted into what Sarah Shepard had so often told him was the safe way of life. As he went back through the darkness to the railroad station, he thought about the matter and decided that to become an inventor would be the sure way of placing his feet at last upon the path of progress he was trying to find.

Hugh became absorbed in the notion of inventing a machine that would do the work he had seen the men doing in the field. All day he thought about it. The notion once fixed in his mind gave him something tangible to work upon. In the study of mechanics, taken up in a purely amateur spirit, he had not gone far enough to feel himself capable of undertaking the actual construction of such a machine, but thought the difficulty might be overcome by patience and by experimenting with combinations of wheels, gears and levers whittled out of pieces of wood. From Hunter’s Jewelry Store he got a cheap clock and spent days taking it apart and putting it together again. He dropped the doing of mathematical problems and sent away for books describing the construction of machines. Already the flood of new inventions, that was so completely to change the methods of cultivating the soil in America, had begun to spread over the country, and many new and strange kinds of agricultural implements arrived at the Bidwell freight house of the Wheeling railroad. There Hugh saw a harvesting machine for cutting grain, a mowing machine for cutting hay and a long-nosed strange-looking implement that was intended to root potatoes out of the ground very much after the method pursued by energetic pigs. He studied these carefully. For a time his mind turned away from the hunger for human contact and he was content to remain an isolated figure, absorbed in the workings of his own awakening mind.

An absurd and amusing thing happened. After the impulse to try to invent a plant-setting machine came to him, he went every evening to conceal himself in the fence corner and watch the French family at their labors. Absorbed in watching the mechanical movements of the men who crawled across the fields in the moonlight, he forgot they were human. After he had watched them crawl into sight, turn at the end of the rows, and crawl away again into the hazy light that had reminded him of the dim distances of his own Mississippi River country, he was seized with a desire to crawl after them and to try to imitate their movements. Certain intricate mechanical problems, that had already come into his mind in connection with the proposed machine, he thought could be better understood if he could get the movements necessary to plant setting into his own body. His lips began to mutter words and getting out of the fence corner where he had been concealed he began to crawl across the field behind the French boys. “The down stroke will go so,” he muttered, and bringing up his arm swung it above his head. His fist descended into the soft ground. He had forgotten the rows of new set plants and crawled directly over them, crushing them into the soft ground. He stopped crawling and waved his arm about. He tried to relate his arms to the mechanical arms of the machine that was being created in his mind. Holding one arm stiffly in front of him he moved it up and down. “The stroke will be shorter than that. The machine must be built close to the ground. The wheels and the horses will travel in paths between the rows. The wheels must be broad to provide traction. I will gear from the wheels to get power for the operation of the mechanism,” he said aloud.

Hugh arose and stood in the moonlight in the cabbage field, his arms still going stiffly up and down. The great length of his figure and his arms was accentuated by the wavering uncertain light. The laborers, aware of some strange presence, sprang to their feet and stood listening and looking. Hugh advanced toward them, still muttering words and waving his arms. Terror took hold of the workers. One of the woman plant droppers screamed and ran away across the field, and the others ran crying at her heels. “Don’t do it. Go away,” the older of the French boys shouted, and then he with his brothers also ran.

Hearing the voices Hugh stopped and stared about. The field was empty. Again he lost himself in his mechanical calculations. He went back along the road to the Wheeling station and to the telegraph office where he worked half the night on a rude drawing he was trying to make of the parts of his plant setting machine, oblivious to the fact that he had created a myth that would run through the whole countryside. The French boys and their sisters stoutly declared that a ghost had come into the cabbage fields and had threatened them with death if they did not go away and quit working at night. In a trembling voice their mother backed up their assertion. Ezra French, who had not seen the apparition and did not believe the tale, scented a revolution. He swore. He threatened the entire family with starvation. He declared that a lie had been invented to deceive and betray him.

However, the work at night in the cabbage fields on the French farm was at an end. The story was told in the town of Bidwell, and as the entire French family except Ezra swore to its truth, was generally believed. Tom Foresby, an old citizen who was a spiritualist, claimed to have heard his father say that there had been in early days an Indian burying-ground on the Turner Pike.

The cabbage field on the French farm became locally famous. Within a year two other men declared they had seen the figure of a gigantic Indian dancing and singing a funeral dirge in the moonlight. Farmer boys, who had been for an evening in town and were returning late at night to lonely farmhouses, whipped their horses into a run when they came to the farm. When it was far behind them they breathed more freely. Although he continued to swear and threaten, Ezra never again succeeded in getting his family into the fields at night. In Bidwell he declared that the story of the ghost invented by his lazy sons and daughters had ruined his chance for making a decent living out of his farm.


CHAPTER VI
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STEVE HUNTER DECIDED that it was time something was done to wake up his native town. The call of the spring wind awoke something in him as in Hugh. It came up from the south bringing rain followed by warm fair days. Robins hopped about on the lawns before the houses on the residence streets of Bidwell, and the air was again sweet with the pregnant sweetness of new-plowed ground. Like Hugh, Steve walked about alone through the dark, dimly lighted residence streets during the spring evenings, but he did not try awkwardly to leap over creeks in the darkness or pull bushes out of the ground, nor did he waste his time dreaming of being physically young, clean-limbed and beautiful.

Before the coming of his great achievements in the industrial field, Steve had not been highly regarded in his home town. He had been a noisy boastful youth and had been spoiled by his father. When he was twelve years old what were called safety bicycles first came into use and for a long time he owned the only one in town. In the evening he rode it up and down Main Street, frightening the horses and arousing the envy of the town boys. He learned to ride without putting his hands on the handle-bars and the other boys began to call him Smarty Hunter and later, because he wore a stiff, white collar that folded down over his shoulders, they gave him a girl’s name. “Hello, Susan,” they shouted, “don’t fall and muss your clothes.”

In the spring that marked the beginning of his great industrial adventure, Steve was stirred by the soft spring winds into dreaming his own kind of dreams. As he walked about through the streets, avoiding the other young men and women, he remembered Ernestine, the daughter of the Buffalo soap maker, and thought a great deal about the magnificence of the big stone house in which she lived with her father. His body ached for her, but that was a matter he felt could be managed. How he could achieve a financial position that would make it possible for him to ask for her hand was a more difficult problem. Since he had come back from the business college to live in his home town, he had secretly, and at the cost of two new five dollar dresses, arranged a physical alliance with a girl named Louise Trucker whose father was a farm laborer, and that left his mind free for other things. He intended to become a manufacturer, the first one in Bidwell, to make himself a leader in the new movement that was sweeping over the country. He had thought out what he wanted to do and it only remained to find something for him to manufacture to put his plans through. First of all he had selected with great care certain men he intended to ask to go in with him. There was John Clark the banker, his own father, E. H. Hunter the town jeweler, Thomas Butterworth the rich farmer, and young Gordon Hart, who had a job as assistant cashier in the bank. For a month he had been dropping hints to these men of something mysterious and important about to happen. With the exception of his father who had infinite faith in the shrewdness and ability of his son, the men he wanted to impress were only amused. One day Thomas Butterworth went into the bank and stood talking the matter over with John Clark. “The young squirt was always a Smart-Aleck and a blow-hard,” he said. “What’s he up to now? What’s he nudging and whispering about?”

As he walked in the main street of Bidwell, Steve began to acquire that air of superiority that later made him so respected and feared. He hurried along with a peculiarly intense absorbed look in his eyes. He saw his fellow townsmen as through a haze, and sometimes did not see them at all. As he went along he took papers from his pocket, read them hurriedly, and then quickly put them away again. When he did speak — perhaps to a man who had known him from boyhood — there was in his manner something gracious to the edge of condescension. One morning in March he met Zebe Wilson the town shoemaker on the sidewalk before the post-office. Steve stopped and smiled. “Well, good morning, Mr. Wilson,” he said, “and how is the quality of leather you are getting from the tanneries now?”

Word regarding this strange salutation ran about among the merchants and artisans. “What’s he up to now?” they asked each other. “Mr. Wilson, indeed! Now what’s wrong between that young squirt and Zebe Wilson?”

In the afternoon, four clerks from the Main Street stores and Ed Hall the carpenter’s apprentice, who had a half day off because of rain, decided to investigate. One by one they went along Hamilton Street to Zebe Wilson’s shop and stepped inside to repeat Steve Hunter’s salutation. “Well, good afternoon, Mr. Wilson,” they said, “and how is the quality of leather you are getting from the tanneries now?” Ed Hall, the last of the five who went into the shop to repeat the formal and polite inquiry, barely escaped with his life. Zebe Wilson threw a shoemaker’s hammer at him and it went through the glass in the upper part of the shop door.

Once when Tom Butterworth and John Clark the banker were talking of the new air of importance he was assuming, and half indignantly speculated on what he meant by his whispered suggestion of something significant about to happen, Steve came along Main Street past the front door of the bank. John Clark called him in. The three men confronted each other and the jeweler’s son sensed the fact that the banker and the rich farmer were amused by his pretensions. At once he proved himself to be what all Bidwell later acknowledged him to be, a man who could handle men and affairs. Having at that time nothing to support his pretensions he decided to put up a bluff. With a wave of his hand and an air of knowing just what he was about, he led the two men into the back room of the bank and shut the door leading into the large room to which the general public was admitted. “You would have thought he owned the place,” John Clark afterward said with a note of admiration in his voice to young Gordon Hart when he described what took place in the back room.

Steve plunged at once into what he had to say to the two solid moneyed citizens of his town. “Well, now, look here, you two,” he began earnestly. “I’m going to tell you something, but you got to keep still.” He went to the window that looked out upon an alleyway and glanced about as though fearful of being overheard, then sat down in the chair usually occupied by John Clark on the rare occasions when the directors of the Bidwell bank held a meeting. Steve looked over the heads of the two men who in spite of themselves were beginning to be impressed. “Well,” he began, “there is a fellow out at Pickleville. You have maybe heard things said about him. He’s telegraph operator out there. Perhaps you have heard how he is always making drawings of parts of machines. I guess everybody in town has been wondering what he’s up to.”

Steve looked at the two men and then got nervously out of the chair and walked about the room. “That fellow is my man. I put him there,” he declared. “I didn’t want to tell any one yet.”

The two men nodded and Steve became lost in the notion created in his fancy. It did not occur to him that what he had just said was untrue. He began to scold the two men. “Well, I suppose I’m on the wrong track there,” he said. “My man has made an invention that will bring millions in profits to those who get into it. In Cleveland and Buffalo I’m already in touch with big bankers. There’s to be a big factory built, but you see yourself how it is, here I’m at home. I was raised as a boy here.”

The excited young man plunged into an exposition of the spirit of the new times. He grew bold and scolded the older men. “You know yourself that factories are springing up everywhere, in towns all over the State,” he said. “Will Bidwell wake up? Will we have factories here? You know well enough we won’t, and I know why. It’s because a man like me who was raised here has to go to a city to get money to back his plans. If I talked to you fellows you would laugh at me. In a few years I might make you more money than you have made in your whole lives, but what’s the use talking? I’m Steve Hunter; you knew me when I was a kid. You’d laugh. What’s the use my trying to tell you fellows my plans?”

Steve turned as though to go out of the room, but Tom Butterworth took hold of his arm and led him back to a chair. “Now, you tell us what you’re up to,” he demanded. In turn he grew indignant. “If you’ve got something to manufacture you can get backing here as well as any place,” he said. He became convinced that the jeweler’s son was telling the truth. It did not occur to him that a Bidwell young man would dare lie to such solid men as John Clark and himself. “You let them city bankers alone,” he said emphatically. “You tell us your story. What you got to tell?”

In the silent little room the three men stared at each other. Tom Butterworth and John Clark in their turn began to have dreams. They remembered the tales they had heard of vast fortunes made quickly by men who owned new and valuable inventions. The land was at that time full of such tales. They were blown about on every wind. Quickly they realized that they had made a mistake in their attitude toward Steve, and were anxious to win his regard. They had called him into the bank to bully him and to laugh at him. Now they were sorry. As for Steve, he only wanted to get away — to get by himself and think. An injured look crept over his face. “Well,” he said, “I thought I’d give Bidwell a chance. There are three or four men here. I have spoken to all of you and dropped a hint of something in the wind, but I’m not ready to be very definite yet.”

Seeing the new look of respect in the eyes of the two men Steve became bold. “I was going to call a meeting when I was ready,” he said pompously. “You two do what I’ve been doing. You keep your mouths shut. Don’t go near that telegraph operator and don’t talk to a soul. If you mean business I’ll give you a chance to make barrels of money, more’n you ever dreamed of, but don’t be in a hurry.” He took a bundle of letters out of his inside coat pocket, and beat with them on the edge of the table that occupied the center of the room. Another bold thought came into his mind.

“I’ve got letters here offering me big money to take my factory either to Cleveland or Buffalo,” he declared emphatically. “It isn’t money that’s hard to get. I can tell you men that. What a man wants in his home town is respect. He don’t want to be looked on as a fool because he tries to do something to rise in the world.”

 

 

 

Steve walked boldly out of the bank and into Main Street. When he had got out of the presence of the two men he was frightened. “Well, I’ve done it. I’ve made a fool of myself,” he muttered aloud. In the bank he had said that Hugh McVey the telegraph operator was his man, that he had brought the fellow to Bidwell. What a fool he had been. In his anxiety to impress the two older men he had told a story, the falsehood of which could be discovered in a few minutes. Why had he not kept his dignity and waited? There had been no occasion for being so definite. He had gone too far, had been carried away. To be sure he had told the two men not to go near the telegraph operator, but that would no doubt but serve to arouse their suspicions of the thinness of his story. They would talk the matter over and start an investigation of their own. Then they would find out he had lied. He imagined the two men as already engaged in a whispered conversation regarding the probability of his tale. Like most shrewd men he had an exalted notion regarding the shrewdness of others. He walked a little away from the bank and then turned to look back. A shiver ran over his body. Into his mind came the sickening fear that the telegraph operator at Pickleville was not an inventor at all. The town was full of tales, and in the bank he had taken advantage of that fact to make an impression; but what proof had he? No one had seen one of the inventions supposed to have been worked out by the mysterious stranger from Missouri. There had after all been nothing but whispered suspicions, old wives’ tales, fables invented by men who had nothing to do but loaf in the drug-store and make up stories.

The thought that Hugh McVey might not be an inventor overpowered him and he put it quickly aside. He had something more immediate to think about. The story of the bluff he had just made in the bank would be found out and the whole town would rock with laughter at his expense. The young men of the town did not like him. They would roll the story over on their tongues. Ribald old fellows who had nothing else to do would take up the story with joy and would elaborate it. Fellows like the cabbage farmer, Ezra French, who had a talent for saying cutting things would exercise it. They would make up imaginary inventions, grotesque, absurd inventions. Then they would get young fellows to come to him and propose that he take them up, promote them, and make every one rich. Men would shout jokes at him as he went along Main Street. His dignity would be gone forever. He would be made a fool of by the very school boys as he had been in his youth when he bought the bicycle and rode it about before the eyes of other boys in the evenings.

Steve hurried out of Main Street and went over the bridge that crossed the river into Turner’s Pike. He did not know what he intended to do, but felt there was much at stake and that he would have to do something at once. It was a warm, cloudy day and the road that led to Pickleville was muddy. During the night before it had rained and more rain was promised. The path beside the road was slippery, and so absorbed was he that as he plunged along, his feet slipped out from under him and he sat down in a small pool of water. A farmer driving past along the road turned to laugh at him. “You go to hell,” Steve shouted. “You just mind your own business and go to hell.”

The distracted young man tried to walk sedately along the path. The long grass that grew beside the path wet his shoes, and his hands were wet and muddy. Farmers turned on their wagon seats to stare at him. For some obscure reason he could not himself understand, he was terribly afraid to face Hugh McVey. In the bank he had been in the presence of men who were trying to get the best of him, to make a fool of him, to have fun at his expense. He had felt that and had resented it. The knowledge had given him a certain kind of boldness; it had enabled his mind to make up the story of the inventor secretly employed at his own expense and the city bankers anxious to furnish him capital. Although he was terribly afraid of discovery, he felt a little glow of pride at the thought of the boldness with which he had taken the letters out of his pocket and had challenged the two men to call his bluff.

Steve, however, felt there was something different about the man in the telegraph office in Pickleville. He had been in town for nearly two years and no one knew anything about him. His silence might be indicative of anything. He was afraid the tall silent Missourian might decide to have nothing to do with him, and pictured himself as being brushed rudely aside, being told to mind his own business.

Steve knew instinctively how to handle business men. One simply created the notion of money to be made without effort. He had done that to the two men in the bank and it had worked. After all he had succeeded in making them respect him. He had handled the situation. He wasn’t such a fool at that kind of a thing. The other thing he had to face might be very different. Perhaps after all Hugh McVey was a big inventor, a man with a powerful creative mind. It was possible he had been sent to Bidwell by a big business man of some city. Big business men did strange, mysterious things; they put wires out in all directions, controlled a thousand little avenues for the creation of wealth.

Just starting out on his own career as a man of affairs, Steve had an overpowering respect for what he thought of as the subtlety of men of affairs. With all the other American youths of his generation he had been swept off his feet by the propaganda that then went on and is still going on, and that is meant to create the illusion of greatness in connection with the ownership of money. He did not then know and, in spite of his own later success and his own later use of the machinery by which illusion is created, he never found out that in an industrial world reputations for greatness of mind are made as a Detroit manufacturer would make automobiles. He did not know that men are employed to bring up the name of a politician so that he may be called a statesman, as a new brand of breakfast food that it may be sold; that most modern great men are mere illusions sprung out of a national hunger for greatness. Some day a wise man, one who has not read too many books but who has gone about among men, will discover and set forth a very interesting thing about America. The land is vast and there is a national hunger for vastness in individuals. One wants an Illinois-sized man for Illinois, an Ohio-sized man for Ohio, and a Texas-sized man for Texas.

To be sure, Steve Hunter had no notion of all this. He never did get a notion of it. The men he had already begun to think of as great and to try to imitate were like the strange and gigantic protuberances that sometimes grow on the side of unhealthy trees, but he did not know it. He did not know that throughout the country, even in that early day, a system was being built up to create the myth of greatness. At the seat of the American Government at Washington, hordes of somewhat clever and altogether unhealthy young men were already being employed for the purpose. In a sweeter age many of these young men might have become artists, but they had not been strong enough to stand against the growing strength of dollars. They had become instead newspaper correspondents and secretaries to politicians. All day and every day they used their minds and their talents as writers in the making of puffs and the creating of myths concerning the men by whom they were employed. They were like the trained sheep that are used at great slaughter-houses to lead other sheep into the killing pens. Having befouled their own minds for hire, they made their living by befouling the minds of others. Already they had found out that no great cleverness was required for the work they had to do. What was required was constant repetition. It was only necessary to say over and over that the man by whom they were employed was a great man. No proof had to be brought forward to substantiate the claims they made; no great deeds had to be done by the men who were thus made great, as brands of crackers or breakfast food are made salable. Stupid and prolonged and insistent repetition was what was necessary.

As the politicians of the industrial age have created a myth about themselves, so also have the owners of dollars, the big bankers, the railroad manipulators, the promoters of industrial enterprise. The impulse to do so is partly sprung from shrewdness but for the most part it is due to a hunger within to be of some real moment in the world. Knowing that the talent that had made them rich is but a secondary talent, and being a little worried about the matter, they employ men to glorify it. Having employed a man for the purpose, they are themselves children enough to believe the myth they have paid money to have created. Every rich man in the country unconsciously hates his press agent.

Although he had never read a book, Steve was a constant reader of the newspapers and had been deeply impressed by the stories he had read regarding the shrewdness and ability of the American captains of industry. To him they were supermen and he would have crawled on his knees before a Gould or a Cal Price — the commanding figures among moneyed men of that day. As he went down along Turner’s Pike that day when industry was born in Bidwell, he thought of these men and of lesser rich men of Cleveland and Buffalo, and was afraid that in approaching Hugh he might be coming into competition with one of these men. As he hurried along under the gray sky, he however realized that the time for action had come and that he must at once put the plans that he had formed in his mind to the test of practicability; that he must at once see Hugh McVey, find out if he really did have an invention that could be manufactured, and if he did try to secure some kind of rights of ownership over it. “If I do not act at once, either Tom Butterworth or John Clark will get in ahead of me,” he thought. He knew they were both shrewd capable men. Had they not become well-to-do? Even during the talk in the bank, when they had seemed to be impressed by his words, they might well have been making plans to get the better of him. They would act, but he must act first.

Steve hadn’t the courage of the lie he had told. He did not have imagination enough to understand how powerful a thing is a lie. He walked quickly along until he came to the Wheeling Station at Pickleville, and then, not having the courage to confront Hugh at once, went past the station and crept in behind the deserted pickle factory that stood across the tracks. Through a broken window at the back he climbed, and crept like a thief across the earth floor until he came to a window that looked out upon the station. A freight train rumbled slowly past and a farmer came to the station to get a load of goods that had arrived by freight. George Pike came running from his house to attend to the wants of the farmer. He went back to his house and Steve was left alone in the presence of the man on whom he felt all of his future depended. He was as excited as a village girl in the presence of a lover. Through the windows of the telegraph office he could see Hugh seated at a desk with a book before him. The presence of the book frightened him. He decided that the mysterious Missourian must be some strange sort of intellectual giant. He was sure that one who could sit quietly reading hour after hour in such a lonely isolated place could be of no ordinary clay. As he stood in the deep shadows inside the old building and stared at the man he was trying to find courage to approach, a citizen of Bidwell named Dick Spearsman came to the station and going inside, talked to the telegraph operator. Steve trembled with anxiety. The man who had come to the station was an insurance agent who also owned a small berry farm at the edge of town. He had a son who had gone west to take up land in the state of Kansas, and the father thought of visiting him. He came to the station to make inquiry regarding the railroad fare, but when Steve saw him talking to Hugh, the thought came into his mind that John Clark or Thomas Butterworth might have sent him to the station to make an investigation of the truth of the statements he had made in the bank. “It would be like them to do it that way,” he muttered to himself. “They wouldn’t come themselves. They would send some one they thought I wouldn’t suspect. They would play safe, damn ’em.”

Trembling with fear, Steve walked up and down in the empty factory. Cobwebs hanging down brushed against his face and he jumped aside as though a hand had reached out of the darkness to touch him. In the corners of the old building shadows lurked and distorted thoughts began to come into his head. He rolled and lighted a cigarette and then remembered that the flare of the match could probably be seen from the station. He cursed himself for his carelessness. Throwing the cigarette on the earth floor he ground it under his heel. When at last Dick Spearsman had disappeared up the road that led to Bidwell and he came out of the old factory and got again into Turner’s Pike, he felt that he was in no shape to talk of business but nevertheless must act at once. In front of the factory he stopped in the road and tried to wipe the mud off the seat of his trousers with a handkerchief. Then he went to the creek and washed his soiled hands. With wet hands he arranged his tie and straightened the collar of his coat. He had an air of one about to ask a woman to become his wife. Striving to look as important and dignified as possible, he went along the station platform and into the telegraph office to confront Hugh and to find out at once and finally what fate the gods had in store for him.

 

 

 

It no doubt contributed to Steve’s happiness in after life, in the days when he was growing rich, and later when he reached out for public honors, contributed to campaign funds, and even in secret dreamed of getting into the United States Senate or being Governor of his state, that he never knew how badly he overreached himself that day in his youth when he made his first business deal with Hugh at the Wheeling Station at Pickleville. Later Hugh’s interest in the Steven Hunter industrial enterprises was taken care of by a man who was as shrewd as Steve himself. Tom Butterworth, who had made money and knew how to make and handle money, managed such things for the inventor, and Steve’s chance was gone forever.

That is, however, a part of the story of the development of the town of Bidwell and a story that Steve never understood. When he overreached himself that day he did not know what he had done. He made a deal with Hugh and was happy to escape the predicament he thought he had got himself into when he talked too much to the two men in the bank.

Although Steve’s father had always a great faith in his son’s shrewdness and when he talked to other men represented him as a peculiarly capable and unappreciated man, the two did not in private get on well. In the Hunter household they quarreled and snarled at each other. Steve’s mother had died when he was a small boy and his one sister, two years older than himself, kept herself always in the house and seldom appeared on the streets. She was a semi-invalid. Some obscure nervous disease had twisted her body out of shape, and her face twitched incessantly. One morning in the barn back of the Hunter house Steve, then a lad of fourteen, was oiling his bicycle when his sister appeared and stood watching him. A small wrench lay on the ground and she picked it up. Suddenly and without warning she began to beat him on the head. He was compelled to knock her down in order to tear the wrench out of her hand. After the incident she was ill in bed for a month.

Elsie Hunter was always a source of unhappiness to her brother. As he began to get up in life Steve had a growing passion for being respected by his fellows. It got to be something of an obsession with him and among other things he wanted very much to be thought of as one who had good blood in his veins. A man whom he hired searched out his ancestry, and with the exception of his immediate family it seemed very satisfactory. The sister, with her twisted body and her face that twitched so persistently, seemed to be everlastingly sneering at him. He grew half afraid to come into her presence. After he began to grow rich he married Ernestine, the daughter of the soap maker at Buffalo, and when her father died she also had a great deal of money. His own father died and he set up a household of his own. That was in the time when big houses began to appear at the edge of the berry lands and on the hills south of Bidwell. On his father’s death Steve became guardian for his sister. The jeweler had left a small estate and it was entirely in the son’s hands. Elsie lived with one servant in a small house in town and was put in the position of being entirely dependent on her brother’s bounty. In a sense it might be said that she lived by her hatred of him. When on rare occasions he came to her house she would not see him. A servant came to the door and reported her asleep. Almost every month she wrote a letter demanding that her share of her father’s money be handed over to her, but it did no good. Steve occasionally spoke to an acquaintance of his difficulty with her. “I am more sorry for the woman than I can say,” he declared. “It’s the dream of my life to make the poor afflicted soul happy. You see yourself that I provide her with every comfort of life. Ours is an old family. I have it from an expert in such matters that we are descendants of one Hunter, a courtier in the court of Edward the Second of England. Our blood has perhaps become a little thin. All the vitality of the family was centered in me. My sister does not understand me and that has been the cause of much unhappiness and heart burning, but I shall always do my duty by her.”

In the late afternoon of the spring day that was also the most eventful day of his life, Steve went quickly along the Wheeling Station platform to the door of the telegraph office. It was a public place, but before going in he stopped, again straightened his tie and brushed his clothes, and then knocked at the door. As there was no response he opened the door softly and looked in. Hugh was at his desk but did not look up. Steve went in and closed the door. By chance the moment of his entrance was also a big moment in the life of the man he had come to see. The mind of the young inventor, that had for so long been dreamy and uncertain, had suddenly become extraordinarily clear and free. One of the inspired moments that come to intense natures, working intensely, had come to him. The mechanical problem he was trying so hard to work out became clear. It was one of the moments that Hugh afterwards thought of as justifying his existence, and in later life he came to live for such moments. With a nod of his head to Steve he arose and hurried out to the building that was used by the Wheeling as a freight warehouse. The jeweler’s son ran at his heels. On an elevated platform before the freight warehouse sat an odd looking agricultural implement, a machine for rooting potatoes out of the ground that had been received on the day before and was now awaiting delivery to some farmer. Hugh dropped to his knees beside the machine and examined it closely. Muttered exclamations broke from his lips. For the first time in his life he was not embarrassed in the presence of another person. The two men, the one almost grotesquely tall, the other short of stature and already inclined toward corpulency, stared at each other. “What is it you’re inventing? I came to see you about that,” Steve said timidly.

Hugh did not answer the question directly. He stepped across the narrow platform to the freight warehouse and began to make a rude drawing on the side of the building. Then he tried to explain his plant-setting machine. He spoke of it as a thing already achieved. At the moment he thought of it in that way. “I had not thought of the use of a large wheel with the arms attached at regular intervals,” he said absent-mindedly. “I will have to find money now. That’ll be the next step. It will be necessary to make a working model of the machine now. I must find out what changes I’ll have to make in my calculations.”

The two men returned to the telegraph office and while Hugh listened Steve made his proposal. Even then he did not understand what the machine that was to be made was to do. It was enough for him that a machine was to be made and he wanted to share in its ownership at once. As the two men walked back from the freight warehouse, his mind took hold of Hugh’s remark about getting money. Again he was afraid. “There’s some one in the background,” he thought. “Now I must make a proposal he can’t refuse. I mustn’t leave until I’ve made a deal with him.”

Fairly carried away by his anxiety, Steve proposed to provide money out of his own pocket to make the model of the machine. “We’ll rent the old pickle factory across the track,” he said, opening the door and pointing with a trembling finger. “I can get it cheap. I’ll have windows and a floor put in. Then I’ll get you a man to whittle out a model of the machine. Allie Mulberry can do it. I’ll get him for you. He can whittle anything if you only show him what you want. He’s half crazy and won’t get on to our secret. When the model is made, leave it to me, you just leave it to me.”

Rubbing his hands together Steve walked boldly to The telegrapher’s desk and picking up a sheet of paper began to write out a contract. It provided that Hugh Was to get a royalty of ten per cent. of the selling price on the machine he had invented and that was to be manufactured by a company to be organized by Steven Hunter. The contract also stated that a promoting company was to be organized at once and money provided for the experimental work Hugh had yet to do. The Missourian was to begin getting a salary at once. He was to risk nothing, as Steve elaborately explained. When he was ready for them mechanics were to be employed and their salaries paid. When the contract had been written and read aloud, a copy was made and Hugh, who was again embarrassed beyond words, signed his name.

With a flourish of his hand Steve laid a little pile of money on the desk. “That’s for a starter,” he said and turned to frown at George Pike who at that moment came to the door. The freight agent went quickly away and the two men were left alone together. Steve shook hands with his new partner. He went out and then came in again. “You understand,” he said mysteriously. “The fifty dollars is your first month’s salary. I was ready for you. I brought it along. You just leave everything to me, just you leave it to me.” Again he went out and Hugh was left alone. He saw the young man go across the tracks to the old factory and walk up and down before it. When a farmer came along and shouted at him, he did not reply, but stepping back into the road swept the deserted old building with his eyes as a general might have looked over a battlefield. Then he went briskly down the road toward town and the farmer turned on his wagon seat to stare after him.

Hugh McVey also stared. When Steve had gone away, he walked to the end of the station platform and looked along the road toward town. It seemed to him wonderful that he had at last held conversation with a citizen of Bidwell. A little of the import of the contract he had signed came to him, and he went into the station and got his copy of it and put it in his pocket. Then he came out again. When he read it over and realized anew that he was to be paid a living wage and have time and help to work out the problem that had now become vastly important to his happiness, it seemed to him that he had been in the presence of a kind of god. He remembered the words of Sarah Shepard concerning the bright alert citizens of eastern towns and realized that he had been in the presence of such a being, that he had in some way become connected in his new work with such a one. The realization overcame him completely. Forgetting entirely his duties as a telegrapher, he closed the office and went for a walk across the meadows and in the little patches of woodlands that still remained standing in the open plain north of Pickleville. He did not return until late at night, and when he did, had not solved the puzzle as to what had happened. All he got out of it was the fact that the machine he had been trying to make was of great and mysterious importance to the civilization into which he had come to live and of which he wanted so keenly to be a part. There seemed to him something almost sacred in that fact. A new determination to complete and perfect his plant-setting machine had taken possession of him.

 

 

 

The meeting to organize a promotion company that would in turn launch the first industrial enterprise in the town of Bidwell was held in the back room of the Bidwell bank one afternoon in June. The berry season had just come to an end and the streets were full of people. A circus had come to town and at one o’clock there was a parade. Before the stores horses belonging to visiting country people stood hitched in two long rows. The meeting in the bank was not held until four o’clock, when the banking business was at an end for the day. It had been a hot, stuffy afternoon and a storm threatened. For some reason the whole town had an inkling of the fact that a meeting was to be held on that day, and in spite of the excitement caused by the coming of the circus, it was in everybody’s mind. From the very beginning of his upward journey in life, Steve Hunter had the faculty of throwing an air of mystery and importance about everything he did. Every one saw the workings of the machinery by which the myth concerning himself was created, but was nevertheless impressed. Even the men of Bidwell who retained the ability to laugh at Steve could not laugh at the things he did.

For two months before the day on which the meeting was held, the town had been on edge. Every one knew that Hugh McVey had suddenly given up his place in the telegraph office and that he was engaged in some enterprise with Steve Hunter. “Well, I see he has thrown off the mask, that fellow,” said Alban Foster, superintendent of the Bidwell schools, in speaking of the matter to the Reverend Harvey Oxford, the minister of the Baptist Church.

Steve saw to it that although every one was curious the curiosity was unsatisfied. Even his father was left in the dark. The two men had a sharp quarrel about the matter, but as Steve had three thousand dollars of his own, left him by his mother, and was well past his twenty-first year, there was nothing his father could do.

At Pickleville the windows and doors at the back of the deserted factory were bricked up, and over the windows and the door at the front, where a floor had been laid, iron bars specially made by Lew Twining the Bidwell blacksmith had been put. The bars over the door locked the place at night and gave the factory the air of a prison. Every evening before he went to bed Steve walked to Pickleville. The sinister appearance of the building at night gave him a peculiar satisfaction. “They’ll find out what I’m up to when I want ’em to,” he said to himself. Allie Mulberry worked at the factory during the day. Under Hugh’s direction he whittled pieces of wood into various shapes, but had no idea of what he was doing. No one but the half-wit and Steve Hunter were admitted to the society of the telegraph operator. When Allie Mulberry came into the Main Street at night, every one stopped him and a thousand questions were asked, but he only shook his head and smiled foolishly. On Sunday afternoons crowds of men and women walked down Turner’s Pike to Pickleville and stood looking at the deserted building, but no one tried to enter. The bars were in place and window shades were drawn over the windows. Above the door that faced the road there was a large sign. “Keep Out. This Means You,” the sign said.

The four men who met Steve in the bank knew vaguely that some sort of invention was being perfected, but did not know what it was. They spoke in an offhand way of the matter to their friends and that increased the general curiosity. Every one tried to guess what was up. When Steve was not about, John Clark and young Gordon Hart pretended to know everything but gave the impression of men sworn to secrecy. The fact that Steve told them nothing seemed to them a kind of insult. “The young upstart, I believe yet he’s a bluff,” the banker declared to his friend, Tom Butterworth.

On Main Street the old and young men who stood about before the stores in the evening tried also to make light of the jeweler’s son and the air of importance he constantly assumed. They also spoke of him as a young upstart and a windbag, but after the beginning of his connection with Hugh McVey, something of conviction went out of their voices. “I read in the paper that a man in Toledo made thirty thousand dollars out of an invention. He got it up in less than a day. He just thought of it. It’s a new kind of way for sealing fruit cans,” a man in the crowd before Birdie Spink’s drug store absent-mindedly observed.

Inside the drug store by the empty stove, Judge Hanby talked persistently of the time when factories would come. He seemed to those who listened a sort of John the Baptist crying out of the coming of the new day. One evening in May of that year, when a goodly crowd was assembled, Steve Hunter came in and bought a cigar. Every one became silent. Birdie Spinks was for some mysterious reason a little upset. In the store something happened that, had there been some one there to record it, might later have been remembered as the moment that marked the coming of the new age to Bidwell. The druggist, after he had handed out the cigar, looked at the young man whose name had so suddenly come upon every one’s lips and whom he had known from babyhood, and then addressed him as no young man of his age had ever before been addressed by an older citizen of the town. “Well, good evening, Mr. Hunter,” he said respectfully. “And how do you find yourself this evening?”

To the men who met him in the bank, Steve described the plant-setting machine and the work it was intended to do. “It’s the most perfect thing of its kind I’ve ever seen,” he said with the air of one who has spent his life as an expert examiner of machinery. Then, to the amazement of every one, he produced sheets covered with figures estimating the cost of manufacturing the machine. To the men present it seemed as though the question as to the practicability of the machine had already been settled. The sheets covered with figures made the actual beginning of manufacturing seem near at hand. Without raising his voice and quite as a matter of course, Steve proposed that the men present subscribe each three thousand dollars to the stock of a promotion company, the money to be used to perfect the machine and put it actually to work in the fields, while a larger company for the building of a factory was being organized. For the three thousand dollars each of the men would receive later six thousand dollars in stock in the larger company. They would make one hundred per cent. on their first investment. As for himself he owned the invention and it was very valuable. He had already received many offers from other men in other places. He wanted to stick to his own town and to the men who had known him since he was a boy. He would retain a controlling interest in the larger company and that would enable him to take care of his friends. John Clark he proposed to make treasurer of the promotion company. Every one could see he would be the right man. Gordon Hart should be manager. Tom Butterworth could, if he could find time to give it, help him in the actual organization of the larger company. He did not propose to do anything in a small way. Much stock would have to be sold to farmers, as well as to townspeople, and he could see no reason why a certain commission for the selling of stock should not be paid.

The four men came out of the back room of the bank just as the storm that had all day been threatening broke on Main Street. They stood together by the front window and watched the people skurry along past the stores homeward-bound from the circus. Farmers jumping into their wagons started their horses away on the trot. The whole street was populous with people shouting and running. To an observing person standing at the bank window, Bidwell, Ohio, might have seemed no longer a quiet town filled with people who lived quiet lives and thought quiet thoughts, but a tiny section of some giant modern city. The sky was extraordinarily black as from the smoke of a mill. The hurrying people might have been workmen escaping from the mill at the end of the day. Clouds of dust swept through the street. Steve Hunter’s imagination was aroused. For some reason the black clouds of dust and the running people gave him a tremendous sense of power. It almost seemed to him that he had filled the sky with clouds and that something latent in him had startled the people. He was anxious to get away from the men who had just agreed to join him in his first great industrial adventure. He felt that they were after all mere puppets, creatures he could use, men who were being swept along by him as the people running along the streets were being swept along by the storm. He and the storm were in a way akin to each other. He had an impulse to be alone with the storm, to walk dignified and upright in the face of it as he felt that in the future he would walk dignified and upright in the face of men.

Steve went out of the bank and into the street. The men inside shouted at him, telling him he would get wet, but he paid no attention to their warning. When he had gone and when his father had run quickly across the street to his jewelry store, the three men who were left in the bank looked at each other and laughed. Like the loiterers before Birdie Spinks’ drug-store, they wanted to belittle him and had an inclination to begin calling him names; but for some reason they could not do it. Something had happened to them. They looked at each other with a question in their eyes. Each man waited for the others to speak. “Well, whatever happens we can’t lose much of anything,” John Clark finally observed.

And over the bridge and out into Turner’s Pike walked Steve Hunter, the embryo industrial magnate. Across the great stretches of fields that lay beside the road the wind ran furiously, tearing leaves off trees, carrying great volumes of dust before it. The hurrying black clouds in the sky were, he fancied, like clouds of smoke pouring out of the chimneys of factories owned by himself. In fancy also he saw his town become a city, bathed in the smoke of his enterprises. As he looked abroad over the fields swept by the storm of wind, he realized that the road along which he walked would in time become a city street. “Pretty soon I’ll get an option on this land,” he said meditatively. An exalted mood took possession of him and when he got to Pickleville he did not go into the shop where Hugh and Allie Mulberry were at work, but turning, walked back toward town in the mud and the driving rain.

It was a time when Steve wanted to be by himself, to feel himself the one great man of the community. He had intended to go into the old pickle factory and escape the rain, but when he got to the railroad tracks, had turned back because he realized suddenly that in the presence of the silent, intent inventor he had never been able to feel big. He wanted to feel big on that evening and so, unmindful of the rain and of his hat, that was caught up by the wind and blown away into a field, he went along the deserted road thinking great thoughts. At a place where there were no houses he stopped for a moment and lifted his tiny hands to the skies. “I’m a man. I tell you what, I’m a man. Whatever any one says, I tell you what, I’m a man,” he shouted into the void.


CHAPTER VII
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MODERN MEN AND women who live in industrial cities are like mice that have come out of the fields to live in houses that do not belong to them. They live within the dark walls of the houses where only a dim light penetrates, and so many have come that they grow thin and haggard with the constant toil of getting food and warmth. Behind the walls the mice scamper about in droves, and there is much squealing and chattering. Now and then a bold mouse stands upon his hind legs and addresses the others. He declares he will force his way through the walls and conquer the gods who have built the house. “I will kill them,” he declares. “The mice shall rule. You shall live in the light and the warmth. There shall be food for all and no one shall go hungry.”

The little mice, gathered in the darkness out of sight in the great houses, squeal with delight. After a time when nothing happens they become sad and depressed. Their minds go back to the time when they lived in the fields, but they do not go out of the walls of the houses, because long living in droves has made them afraid of the silence of long nights and the emptiness of skies. In the houses giant children are being reared. When the children fight and scream in the houses and in the streets, the dark spaces between the walls rumble with strange and appalling noises.

The mice are terribly afraid. Now and then a single mouse for a moment escapes the general fear. A mood comes over such a one and a light comes into his eyes. When the noises run through the houses he makes up stories about them. “The horses of the sun are hauling wagon loads of days over the tops of trees,” he says and looks quickly about to see if he has been heard. When he discovers a female mouse looking at him he runs away with a flip of his tail and the female follows. While other mice are repeating his saying and getting some little comfort from it, he and the female mouse find a warm dark corner and lie close together. It is because of them that mice continue to be born to dwell within the walls of the houses.

When the first small model of Hugh McVey’s plant-setting machine had been whittled out by the half-wit Allie Mulberry, it replaced the famous ship, floating in the bottle, that for two or three years had been lying in the window of Hunter’s jewelry store. Allie was inordinately proud of the new specimen of his handiwork. As he worked under Hugh’s directions at a bench in a corner of the deserted pickle factory, he was like a strange dog that has at last found a master. He paid no attention to Steve Hunter who, with the air of one bearing in his breast some gigantic secret, came in and went out at the door twenty times a day, but kept his eyes on the silent Hugh who sat at a desk and made drawings on sheets of paper. Allie tried valiantly to follow the instructions given him and to understand what his master was trying to do, and Hugh, finding himself unembarrassed by the presence of the half-wit, sometimes spent hours trying to explain the workings of some intricate part of the proposed machine. Hugh made each part crudely out of great pieces of board and Allie reproduced the part in miniature. Intelligence began to come into the eyes of the man who all his life had whittled meaningless wooden chains, baskets formed out of peach stones, and ships intended to float in bottles. Love and understanding began a little to do for him what words could not have done. One day when a part Hugh had fashioned would not work the half-wit himself made the model of a part that worked perfectly. When Hugh incorporated it in the machine, he was so happy that he could not sit still, and walked up and down cooing with delight.

When the model of the machine appeared in the jeweler’s window, a fever of excitement took hold of the minds of the people. Every one declared himself either for or against it. Something like a revolution took place. Parties were formed. Men who had no interest in the success of the invention, and in the nature of things could not have, were ready to fight any one who dared to doubt its success. Among the farmers who drove into town to see the new wonder were many who said the machine would not, could not, work. “It isn’t practical,” they said. Going off by themselves and forming groups, they whispered warnings. A hundred objections sprang to their lips. “See all the little wheels and cogs the thing has,” they said. “You see it won’t work. You take now in a field where there are stones and old tree roots, maybe, sticking in the ground. There you’ll see. Fools’ll buy the machine, yes. They’ll spend their money. They’ll put in plants. The plants’ll die. The money’ll be wasted. There’ll be no crop.” Old men, who had been cabbage farmers in the country north of Bidwell all their lives, and whose bodies were all twisted out of shape by the terrible labor of the cabbage fields, came hobbling into town to look at the model of the new machine. Their opinions were anxiously sought by the merchant, the carpenter, the artisan, the doctor — by all the townspeople. Almost without exception, they shook their heads in doubt. Standing on the sidewalk before the jeweler’s window, they stared at the machine and then, turning to the crowd that had gathered about, they shook their heads in doubt. “Huh,” they exclaimed, “a thing of wheels and cogs, eh? Well, so young Hunter expects that thing to take the place of a man. He’s a fool. I always said that boy was a fool.” The merchants and townspeople, their ardor a little dampened by the adverse decision of the men who knew plant-setting, went off by themselves. They went into Birdie Spinks’ drugstore, but did not listen to the talk of Judge Hanby. “If the machine works, the town’ll wake up,” some one declared. “It means factories, new people coming in, houses to be built, goods to be bought.” Visions of suddenly acquired wealth began to float in their minds. Young Ed Hall, apprentice to Ben Peeler the carpenter, grew angry. “Hell,” he exclaimed, “why listen to a lot of damned old calamity howlers? It’s the town’s duty to get out and plug for that machine. We got to wake up here. We got to forget what we used to think about Steve Hunter. Anyway, he saw a chance, didn’t he? and he took it. I wish I was him. I only wish I was him. And what about that fellow we thought was maybe just a telegraph operator? He fooled us all slick, now didn’t he? I tell you we ought to be proud to have such men as him and Steve Hunter living in Bidwell. That’s what I say. I tell you it’s the town’s duty to get out and plug for them and for that machine. If we don’t, I know what’ll happen. Steve Hunter’s a live one. I been thinking maybe he was. He’ll take that invention and that inventor of his to some other town or to a city. That’s what he’ll do. Damn it, I tell you we got to get out and back them fellows up. That’s what I say.”

On the whole the town of Bidwell agreed with young Hall. The excitement did not die, but grew every day more intense. Steve Hunter had a carpenter come to his father’s store and build in the show window facing Main Street, a long shallow box formed in the shape of a field. This he filled with pulverized earth and then by an arrangement of strings and pulleys connected with a clockwork device the machine was pulled across the field. In a receptacle at the top of the machine had been placed some dozens of tiny plants no larger than pins. When the clockwork was started and the strings pulled to imitate applied horse power, the machine crept slowly forward, an arm came down and made a hole in the ground, the plant dropped into the hole and spoon-like hands appeared and packed the earth about the plant roots. At the top of the machine there was a tank filled with water, and when the plant was set, a portion of water, nicely calculated as to quantity, ran down a pipe and was deposited at the plant roots.

Evening after evening the machine crawled forward across the tiny field, setting the plants in perfect order. Steve Hunter busied himself with it; he did nothing else; and rumors of a great company to be formed in Bidwell to manufacture the device were whispered about. Every evening a new tale was told. Steve went to Cleveland for a day and it was said that Bidwell was to lose its chance, that big moneyed men had induced Steve to take his factory project to the city. Hearing Ed Hall berate a farmer who doubted the practicability of the machine, Steve took him aside and talked to him. “We’re going to need live young men who know how to handle other men for jobs as superintendent and things like that,” he said. “I make no promises. I only want to tell you that I like live young fellows who can see the hole in a bushel basket. I like that kind. I like to see them get up in the world.”

Steve heard the farmers continually expressing their skepticism about making the plants that had been set by the machine grow into maturity, and had the carpenter build another tiny field in a side window of the store. He had the machine moved and plants set in the new field. He let these grow. When some of the plants showed signs of dying he came secretly at night and replaced them with sturdier shoots so that the miniature field showed always a brave, vigorous front to the world.

Bidwell became convinced that the most rigorous of all forms of human labor practiced by its people was at an end. Steve made and had hung in the store window a large sheet showing the relative cost of planting an acre of cabbage with the machine, and by what was already called “the old way,” by hand. Then he formally announced that a stock company would be formed in Bidwell and that every one would have a chance to get into it. He printed an article in the weekly paper in which he said that many offers had come to him to take his project to the city or to other and larger towns. “Mr. McVey, the celebrated inventor, and I both want to stick to our own people,” he said, regardless of the fact that Hugh knew nothing of the article and had never been taken into the lives of the people addressed. A day was set for the beginning of the taking of stock subscriptions, and in private conversations Steve whispered of huge profits to be made. The matter was talked over in every household and plans were made for raising money to buy stock. John Clark agreed to lend a certain percentage on the value of the town property and Steve secured a long-time option on all the land facing Turner’s Pike clear down to Pickleville. When the town heard of this it was filled with wonder. “Gee,” the loiterers before the store exclaimed, “old Bidwell is going to grow up. Now look at that, will you? There are going to be houses clear down to Pickleville.” Hugh went to Cleveland to see about having one of his new machines made in steel and wood and in a size that would permit its actual use in the field. He returned, a hero in the town’s eyes. His silence made it possible for the people, who could not entirely forget their former lack of faith in Steve, to let their minds take hold of something they thought was truly heroic.

In the evening, after going again to see the machine in the window of the jewelry store, crowds of young and old men wandered down along Turner’s Pike to the Wheeling Station where a new man had come to replace Hugh. They hardly saw the evening train when it came in. Like devotees before a shrine they gazed with something like worship in their eyes at the old pickle factory, and when by chance Hugh came among them, unconscious of the sensation he was creating, they became embarrassed as he was always embarrassed by their presence. Every one dreamed of becoming suddenly rich by the power of the man’s mind. They thought of him as thinking always great thoughts. To be sure, Steve Hunter might be more than half bluff and blow and pretense, but there was no bluff and blow about Hugh. He didn’t waste his time in words. He thought, and out of his thought sprang almost unbelievable wonders.

In every part of the town of Bidwell, the new impulse toward progress was felt. Old men, who had become settled in their ways and who had begun to pass their days in a sort of sleepy submission to the idea of the gradual passing away of their lives, awoke and went into Main Street in the evening to argue with skeptical farmers. Beside Ed Hall, who had become a Demosthenes on the subject of progress and the duty of the town to awake and stick to Steve Hunter and the machine, a dozen other men held forth on the street corners. Oratorical ability awoke in the most unexpected places. Rumors flew from lip to lip. It was said that within a year Bidwell was to have a brick factory covering acres of ground, that there would be paved streets and electric lights.

Oddly enough the most persistent decrier of the new spirit in Bidwell was the man who, if the machine turned out to be a success, would profit most from its use. Ezra French, the profane, refused to be convinced. When pressed by Ed Hall, Dr. Robinson, and other enthusiasts, he fell back upon the word of that God whose name had been so much upon his lips. The decrier of God became the defender of God. “The thing, you see, can’t be done. It ain’t all right. Something awful’ll happen. The rains won’t come and the plants’ll dry up and die. It’ll be like it was in Egypt in the Bible times,” he declared. The old farmer with the twisted leg stood before the crowd in the drug-store and proclaimed the truth of God’s word. “Don’t it say in the Bible men shall work and labor by the sweat of their brows?” he asked sharply. “Can a machine like that sweat? You know it can’t. And it can’t do the work either. No, siree. Men’ve got to do it. That’s the way things have been since Cain killed Abel in the Garden of Eden. God intended it so and there can’t no telegraph operator or no smart young squirt like Steve Hunter — fellows in a town like this — set themselves up before me to change the workings of God’s laws. It can’t be done, and if it could be done it would be wicked and ungodly to try. I’ll have nothing to do with it. It ain’t right. That’s what I say and all your smart talk ain’t a-going to change me.”

It was in the year 1892 that Steve Hunter organized the first industrial enterprise that came to Bidwell. It was called the Bidwell Plant-Setting Machine Company, and in the end it turned out to be a failure. A large factory was built on the river bank facing the New York Central tracks. It is now occupied by an enterprise called the Hunter Bicycle Company and is what in industrial parlance is called a live, going concern.

For two years Hugh worked faithfully trying to perfect the first of his inventions. After the working models of the plant-setter were brought from Cleveland, two trained mechanics were employed to come to Bidwell and work with him. In the old pickle factory an engine was installed and lathes and other tool-making machines were set up. For a long time Steve, John Clark, Tom Butterworth, and the other enthusiastic promoters of the enterprise had no doubt as to the final outcome. Hugh wanted to perfect the machine, had his heart set on doing the job he had set out to do, but he had then and, for that matter, he continued during his whole life to have but little conception of the import in the lives of the people about him of the things he did. Day after day, with two city mechanics and Allie Mulberry to drive the team of horses Steve had provided, he went into a rented field north of the factory. Weak places developed in the complicated mechanism, and new and stronger parts were made. For a time the machine worked perfectly. Then other defects appeared and other parts had to be strengthened and changed. The machine became too heavy to be handled by one team. It would not work when the soil was either too wet or too dry. It worked perfectly in both wet and dry sand but would do nothing in clay. During the second year and when the factory was nearing completion and much machinery had been installed, Hugh went to Steve and told him of what he thought were the limitations of the machine. He was depressed by his failure, but in working with the machine, he felt he had succeeded in educating himself as he never could have done by studying books. Steve decided that the factory should be started and some of the machines made and sold. “You keep the two men you have and don’t talk,” he said. “The machine may yet turn out to be better than you think. One can never tell. I have made it worth their while to keep still.” On the afternoon of the day on which he had his talk with Hugh, Steve called the four men who were associated with him in the promotion of the enterprise into the back room of the bank and told them of the situation. “We’re up against something here,” he said. “If we let word of the failure of this machine get out, where’ll we be? It is a case of the survival of the fittest.”

Steve explained his plan to the men in the room. After all, he said, there was no occasion for any of them to get excited. He had taken them into the thing and he proposed to get them out. “I’m that kind of a man,” he said pompously. In a way, he declared, he was glad things had turned out as they had. The four men had little actual money invested. They had all tried honestly to do something for the town and he would see to it that everything came out all right. “We’ll be honest with every one,” he said. “The stock in the company has all been sold. We’ll make some of the machines and sell them. If they’re failures, as this inventor thinks, it will not be our fault. The plant, you see, will have to be sold cheap. When that times comes we five will have to save ourselves and the future of the town. The machinery we have bought, is, you see, iron and wood working machinery, the very latest kind. It can be used to make some other thing. If the plant-setting machine is a failure we’ll simply buy up the plant at a low price and make something else. Perhaps it’ll be better for the town to have the entire stock control in our hands. You see we few men have got to run things here. It’s going to be on our shoulders to see that labor is employed. A lot of small stock-holders are a nuisance. As man to man I’m going to ask each of you not to sell his stock, but if any one comes to you and asks about its value, I expect you to be loyal to our enterprise. I’ll begin looking about for something to replace the plant-setting machine, and when the shop closes we’ll start right up again. It isn’t every day men get a chance to sell themselves a fine plant full of new machinery as we can do in a year or so now.”

Steve went out of the bank and left the four men staring at each other. Then his father got up and went out. The other men, all connected with the bank, arose and wandered out. “Well,” said John Clark, somewhat heavily, “he’s a smart man. I suppose after all it is up to us to stick with him and with the town. As he says, labor has got to be employed. I can’t see that it does a carpenter or a farmer any good to own a little stock in a factory. It only takes their minds off their work. They have foolish dreams of getting rich and don’t attend to their own affairs. It would be an actual benefit to the town if a few men owned the factory.” The banker lighted a cigar and going to a window stared out into the main street of Bidwell. Already the town had changed. Three new brick buildings were being erected on Main Street within sight of the bank window. Workmen employed in the building of the factory had come to town to live, and many new houses were being built. Everywhere things were astir. The stock of the company had been oversubscribed, and almost every day men came into the bank and spoke of wanting to buy more. Only the day before a farmer had come in with two thousand dollars. The banker’s mind began to secrete the poison of his age. “After all, it’s men like Steve Hunter, Tom Butterworth, Gordon Hart, and myself that have to take care of things, and to be in shape to do it we have to look out for ourselves,” he soliloquized. Again he stared into Main Street. Tom Butterworth went out at the front door. He wanted to be by himself and think his own thoughts. Gordon Hart returned to the empty back room and standing by a window looked out into an alleyway. His thoughts ran in the same channel as those that played through the mind of the bank president. He also thought of men who wanted to buy stock in the company that was doomed to failure. He began to doubt the judgment of Hugh McVey in the matter of failure. “Such fellows are always pessimists,” he told himself. From the window at the back of the bank, he could see over the roofs of a row of small sheds and down a residence street to where two new workingmen’s houses were being built. His thoughts only differed from the thoughts of John Clark because he was a younger man. “A few men of the younger generation, like Steve and myself will have to take hold of things,” he muttered aloud. “We’ll have to have money to work with. We’ll have to take the responsibility of the ownership of money.”

At the front of the bank John Clark puffed at his cigar. He felt like a soldier weighing the chances of battle. Vaguely he thought of himself as a general, a kind of U. S. Grant of industry. The lives and happiness of many people, he told himself, depended on the clear working of his brain. “Well,” he thought, “when factories start coming to a town and it begins to grow as this town is growing no man can stop it. The fellow who thinks of individual men, little fellows with their savings invested, who may be hurt by an industrial failure, is just a weakling. Men have to face the duties life brings. The few men who see clearly have to think first of themselves. They have to save themselves in order that they may save others.”

 

 

 

Things kept on the stir in Bidwell and the gods of chance played into the hands of Steve Hunter. Hugh invented an apparatus for lifting a loaded coal-car off the railroad tracks, carrying it high up into the air and dumping its contents into a chute. By its use an entire car of coal could be emptied with a roaring rush into the hold of a ship or the engine room of a factory. A model of the new invention was made and a patent secured. Then Steve Hunter carried it off to New York. He received two hundred thousand dollars in cash for it, half of which went to Hugh. Steve’s faith in the inventive genius of the Missourian was renewed and strengthened. He looked forward with a feeling almost approaching pleasure to the time when the town would be forced to face the fact that the plant-setting machine was a failure, and the factory with its new machinery would have to be thrown on the market. He knew that his associates in the promotion of the enterprise were secretly selling their stock. One day he went to Cleveland and had a long talk with a banker there. Hugh was at work on a corn-cutting machine and already he had secured an option on it. “Perhaps when the time comes to sell the factory there’ll be more than one bidder,” he told Ernestine, the soap maker’s daughter, who had married him within a month after the sale of the car-unloading device. He grew indignant when he told her of the disloyalty of the two men in the bank, and the rich farmer, Tom Butterworth. “They’re selling their shares and letting the small stock-holders lose their money,” he declared. “I told ’em not to do it. Now if anything happens to spoil their plans they’ll not have me to blame.”

Nearly a year had been spent in stirring up the people of Bidwell to the point of becoming investors. Then things began to stir. The ground was broken for the erection of the factory. No one knew of the difficulties that had been encountered in attempting to perfect the machine and word was passed about that in actual tests in the fields it had proven itself entirely practical. The skeptical farmers who came into town on Saturdays were laughed at by the town enthusiasts. A field, that had been planted during one of the brief periods when the machine finding ideal soil conditions had worked perfectly, was left to grow. As when he operated the tiny model in the store window, Steve took no chances. He engaged Ed Hall to go at night and replace the plants that did not live. “It’s fair enough,” he explained to Ed. “A hundred things can cause the plants to die, but if they die it’ll be blamed on the machine. What will become of the town if we don’t believe in the thing we’re going to manufacture here?”

The crowds of people, who in the evenings walked out along Turner’s Pike to look at the field with its long rows of sturdy young cabbages, moved restlessly about and talked of the new days. From the field they went along the railroad tracks to the site of the factory. The brick walls began to mount up into the sky. Machinery began to arrive and was housed under temporary sheds against the time when it could be installed. An advance horde of workmen came to town and new faces appeared on Main Street in the evening. The thing that was happening in Bidwell happened in towns all over the Middle West. Out through the coal and iron regions of Pennsylvania, into Ohio and Indiana, and on westward into the States bordering on the Mississippi River, industry crept. Gas and oil were discovered in Ohio and Indiana. Over night, towns grew into cities. A madness took hold of the minds of the people. Villages like Lima and Findlay, Ohio, and like Muncie and Anderson in Indiana, became small cities within a few weeks. To some of these places, so anxious were the people to get to them and to invest their money, excursion trains were run. Town lots that a few weeks before the discovery of oil or gas could have been bought for a few dollars sold for thousands. Wealth seemed to be spurting out of the very earth. On farms in Indiana and Ohio giant gas wells blew the drilling machinery out of the ground, and the fuel so essential to modern industrial development rushed into the open. A wit, standing in the presence of one of the roaring gas wells exclaimed, “Papa, Earth has indigestion; he has gas on his stomach. His face will be covered with pimples.”

Having, before the factories came, no market for the gas, the wells were lighted and at night great torches of flame lit the skies. Pipes were laid on the surface of the ground and by a day’s work a laborer earned enough to heat his house at tropical heat through an entire winter. Farmers owning oil-producing land went to bed in the evening poor and owing money at the bank, and awoke in the morning rich. They moved into the towns and invested their money in the factories that sprang up everywhere. In one county in southern Michigan, over five hundred patents for woven wire farm fencing were taken out in one year, and almost every patent was a magnet about which a company for the manufacture of fence formed itself. A vast energy seemed to come out of the breast of earth and infect the people. Thousands of the most energetic men of the middle States wore themselves out in forming companies, and when the companies failed, immediately formed others. In the fast-growing towns, men who were engaged in organizing companies representing a capital of millions lived in houses thrown hurriedly together by carpenters who, before the time of the great awakening, were engaged in building barns. It was a time of hideous architecture, a time when thought and learning paused. Without music, without poetry, without beauty in their lives or impulses, a whole people, full of the native energy and strength of lives lived in a new land, rushed pell-mell into a new age. A man in Ohio, who had been a dealer in horses, made a million dollars out of a patent churn he had bought for the price of a farm horse, took his wife to visit Europe and in Paris bought a painting for fifty thousand dollars. In another State of the Middle West, a man who sold patent medicine from door to door through the country began dealing in oil leases, became fabulously rich, bought himself three daily newspapers, and before he had reached the age of thirty-five succeeded in having himself elected Governor of his State. In the glorification of his energy his unfitness as a statesman was forgotten.

In the days before the coming of industry, before the time of the mad awakening, the towns of the Middle West were sleepy places devoted to the practice of the old trades, to agriculture and to merchandising. In the morning the men of the towns went forth to work in the fields or to the practice of the trade of carpentry, horse-shoeing, wagon making, harness repairing, and the making of shoes and clothing. They read books and believed in a God born in the brains of men who came out of a civilization much like their own. On the farms and in the houses in the towns the men and women worked together toward the same ends in life. They lived in small frame houses set on the plains like boxes, but very substantially built. The carpenter who built a farmer’s house differentiated it from the barn by putting what he called scroll work up under the eaves and by building at the front a porch with carved posts. After one of the poor little houses had been lived in for a long time, after children had been born and men had died, after men and women had suffered and had moments of joy together in the tiny rooms under the low roofs, a subtle change took place. The houses became almost beautiful in their old humanness. Each of the houses began vaguely to shadow forth the personality of the people who lived within its walls.

In the farmhouses and in the houses on the side streets in the villages, life awoke at dawn. Back of each of the houses there was a barn for the horses and cows, and sheds for pigs and chickens. At daylight a chorus of neighs, squeals, and cries broke the silence. Boys and men came out of the houses. They stood in the open spaces before the barns and stretched their bodies like sleepy animals. The arms extended upward seemed to be supplicating the gods for fair days, and the fair days came. The men and boys went to a pump beside the house and washed their faces and hands in the cold water. In the kitchens there was the smell and sound of the cooking of food. The women also were astir. The men went into the barns to feed the animals and then hurried to the houses to be themselves fed. A continual grunting sound came from the sheds where pigs were eating corn, and over the houses a contented silence brooded.

After the morning meal men and animals went together to the fields and to the doing of their tasks, and in the houses the women mended clothes, put fruit in cans against the coming of winter and talked of woman’s affairs. On the streets of the towns on fair days lawyers, doctors, the officials of the county courts, and the merchants walked about in their shirt sleeves. The house painter went along with his ladder on his shoulder. In the stillness there could be heard the hammers of the carpenters building a new house for the son of a merchant who had married the daughter of a blacksmith. A sense of quiet growth awoke in sleeping minds. It was the time for art and beauty to awake in the land.

Instead, the giant, Industry, awoke. Boys, who in the schools had read of Lincoln, walking for miles through the forest to borrow his first book, and of Garfield, the towpath lad who became president, began to read in the newspapers and magazines of men who by developing their faculty for getting and keeping money had become suddenly and overwhelmingly rich. Hired writers called these men great, and there was no maturity of mind in the people with which to combat the force of the statement, often repeated. Like children the people believed what they were told.

While the new factory was being built with the carefully saved dollars of the people, young men from Bidwell went out to work in other places. After oil and gas were discovered in neighboring states, they went to the fast-growing towns and came home telling wonder tales. In the boom towns men earned four, five and even six dollars a day. In secret and when none of the older people were about, they told of adventures on which they had gone in the new places; of how, attracted by the flood of money, women came from the cities; and the times they had been with these women. Young Harley Parsons, whose father was a shoemaker and who had learned the blacksmith trade, went to work in one of the new oil fields. He came home wearing a fancy silk vest and astonished his fellows by buying and smoking ten-cent cigars. His pockets were bulging with money. “I’m not going to stay long in this town, you can bet on that,” he declared one evening as he stood, surrounded by a group of admirers before Fanny Twist’s Millinery Shop on lower Main Street. “I have been with a Chinese woman, and an Italian, and with one from South America.” He took a puff of his cigar and spat on the sidewalk. “I’m out to get what I can out of life,” he declared. “I’m going back and I’m going to make a record. Before I get through I’m going to be with a woman of every nationality on earth, that’s what I’m going to do.”

Joseph Wainsworth the harness maker, who had been the first man in Bidwell to feel the touch of the heavy finger of industrialism, could not get over the effect of the conversation had with Butterworth, the farmer who had asked him to repair harnesses made by machines in a factory. He became a silent disgruntled man and muttered as he went about his work in the shop. When Will Sellinger his apprentice threw up his place and went to Cleveland he did not get another boy but for a time worked alone in the shop. He got the name of being disagreeable, and on winter afternoons the farmers no longer came into his place to loaf. Being a sensitive man, Joe felt like a pigmy, a tiny thing walking always in the presence of a giant that might at any moment and by a whim destroy him. All his life he had been somewhat off-hand with his customers. “If they don’t like my work, let ’em go to the devil,” he said to his apprentices. “I know my trade and I don’t have to bow down to any one here.”

When Steve Hunter organized the Bidwell Plant-Setting Machine Company, the harness maker put his savings, twelve hundred dollars, into the stock of the company. One day, during the time when the factory was building, he heard that Steve had paid twelve hundred dollars for a new lathe that had just arrived by freight and had been set on the floor of the uncompleted building. The promoter had told a farmer that the lathe would do the work of a hundred men, and the farmer had come into Joe’s shop and repeated the statement. It stuck in Joe’s mind and he came to believe that the twelve hundred dollars he had invested in stock had been used for the purchase of the lathe. It was money he had earned in a long lifetime of effort and it had now bought a machine that would do the work of a hundred men. Already his money had increased by a hundred fold and he wondered why he could not be happy about the matter. On some days he was happy, and then his happiness was followed by an odd fit of depression. Suppose, after all, the plant-setting machine wouldn’t work? What then could be done with the lathe, with the machine bought with his money?

One evening after dark and without saying anything to his wife, he went down along Turner’s Pike to the old factory at Pickleville where Hugh with the half-wit Allie Mulberry, and the two mechanics from the city, were striving to correct the faults in the plant-setting machine. Joe wanted to look at the tall gaunt man from the West, and had some notion of trying to get into conversation with him and of asking his opinion of the possibilities of the success of the new machine. The man of the age of flesh and blood wanted to walk in the presence of the man who belonged to the new age of iron and steel. When he got to the factory it was dark and on an express truck in front of the Wheeling Station the two city workmen sat smoking their evening pipes. Joe walked past them to the station door and then returned along the platform and got again into Turner’s Pike. He stumbled along the path beside the road and presently saw Hugh McVey coming toward him. It was one of the evenings when Hugh, overcome with loneliness, and puzzled that his new position in the town’s life did not bring him any closer to people, had gone to town to walk through Main Street, half hoping some one would break through his embarrassment and enter into conversation with him.

When the harness maker saw Hugh walking in the path, he crept into a fence corner, and crouching down, watched the man as Hugh had watched the French boys at work in the cabbage fields. Strange thoughts came into his head. He thought the extraordinarily tall figure before him in some way terrible. He became childishly angry and for a moment thought that if he had a stone in his hand he would throw it at the man, the workings of whose brain had so upset his own life. Then as the figure of Hugh went away along the path another mood came. “I have worked all my life for twelve hundred dollars, for money that will buy one machine that this man thinks nothing about,” he muttered aloud. “Perhaps I’ll get more money than I invested: Steve Hunter says maybe I will. If machines kill the harness-making trade what’s the difference? I’ll be all right. The thing to do is to get in with the new times, to wake up, that’s the ticket. With me it’s like with every one else: nothing venture nothing gain.”

Joe crawled out of the fence corner and went stealthily along the road behind Hugh. A fervor seized him and he thought he would like to creep close and touch with his finger the hem of Hugh’s coat. Afraid to try anything so bold his mind took a new turn. He ran in the darkness along the road toward town and, when he had crossed the bridge and come to the New York Central tracks, turned west and went along the tracks until he came to the new factory. In the darkness the half completed walls stuck up into the sky, and all about were piles of building materials. The night had been dark and cloudy, but now the moon began to push its way through the clouds. Joe crawled over a pile of bricks and through a window into the building. He felt his way along the walls until he came to a mass of iron covered by a rubber blanket. He was sure it must be the lathe his money had bought, the machine that was to do the work of a hundred men and that was to make him comfortably rich in his old age. No one had spoken of any other machine having been brought in on the factory floor. Joe knelt on the floor and put his hands about the heavy iron legs of the machine. “What a strong thing it is! It will not break easily,” he thought. He had an impulse to do something he knew would be foolish, to kiss the iron legs of the machine or to say a prayer as he knelt before it. Instead he got to his feet and crawling out again through the window, went home. He felt renewed and full of new courage because of the experiences of the night, but when he got to his own house and stood at the door outside, he heard his neighbor, David Chapman, a wheelwright who worked in Charlie Collins’ wagon shop, praying in his bedroom before an open window. Joe listened for a moment and, for some reason he couldn’t understand, his new-found faith was destroyed by what he heard. David Chapman, a devout Methodist, was praying for Hugh McVey and for the success of his invention. Joe knew his neighbor had also invested his savings in the stock of the new company. He had thought that he alone was doubtful of success, but it was apparent that doubt had come also into the mind of the wheelwright. The pleading voice of the praying man, as it broke the stillness of the night, cut across and for the moment utterly destroyed his confidence. “O God, help the man Hugh McVey to remove every obstacle that stands in his way,” David Chapman prayed. “Make the plant-setting machine a success. Bring light into the dark places. O Lord, help Hugh McVey, thy servant, to build successfully the plant-setting machine.”


BOOK THREE
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CHAPTER VIII
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WHEN CLARA BUTTERWORTH, the daughter of Tom Butterworth, was eighteen years old she graduated from the town high school. Until the summer of her seventeenth year, she was a tall, strong, hard-muscled girl, shy in the presence of strangers and bold with people she knew well. Her eyes were extraordinarily gentle.

The Butterworth house on Medina Road stood back of an apple orchard and there was a second orchard beside the house. The Medina Road ran south from Bidwell and climbed gradually upward toward a country of low hills, and from the side porch of the Butterworth house the view was magnificent. The house itself was a large brick affair with a cupola on top and was considered at that time the most pretentious place in the county.

Behind the house were several great barns for the horses and cattle. Most of Tom Butterworth’s farm land lay north of Bidwell, and some of his fields were five miles from his home; but as he did not himself work the land it did not matter. The farms were rented to men who worked them on shares. Beside the business of farming Tom carried on other affairs. He owned two hundred acres of hillside land near his house and, with the exception of a few fields and a strip of forest land, it was devoted to the grazing of sheep and cattle. Milk and cream were delivered each morning to the householders of Bidwell by two wagons driven by his employees. A half mile to the west of his residence there was a slaughter house on a side road and at the edge of a field where cattle were killed for the Bidwell market. Tom owned it and employed the men who did the killing. A creek that came down out of the hills through one of the fields past his house had been dammed, and south of the pond there was an ice house. He also supplied the town with ice. In his orchards beneath the trees stood more than a hundred beehives and every year he shipped honey to Cleveland. The farmer himself was a man who appeared to do nothing, but his shrewd mind was always at work. In the summer throughout the long sleepy afternoons, he drove about over the county buying sheep and cattle, stopping to trade horses with some farmer, dickering for new pieces of land, everlastingly busy. He had one passion. He loved fast trotting horses, but would not humor himself by owning one. “It’s a game that only gets you into trouble and debt,” he said to his friend John Clark, the banker. “Let other men own the horses and go broke racing them. I’ll go to the races. Every fall I can go to Cleveland to the grand circuit. If I go crazy about a horse I can bet ten dollars he’ll win. If he doesn’t I’m out ten dollars. If I owned him I would maybe be out hundreds for the expense of training and all that.” The farmer was a tall man with a white beard, broad shoulders, and rather small slender white hands. He chewed tobacco, but in spite of the habit kept both himself and his white beard scrupulously clean. His wife had died while he was yet in the full vigor of life, but he had no eye for women. His mind, he once told one of his friends, was too much occupied with his own affairs and with thoughts of the fine horses he had seen to concern itself with any such nonsense.

For many years the farmer did not appear to pay much attention to his daughter Clara, who was his only child. Throughout her childhood she was under the care of one of his five sisters, all of whom except the one who lived with him and managed his household being comfortably married. His own wife had been a somewhat frail woman, but his daughter had inherited his own physical strength.

When Clara was seventeen, she and her father had a quarrel that eventually destroyed their relationship. The quarrel began late in July. It was a busy summer on the farms and more than a dozen men were employed about the barns, in the delivery of ice and milk to the town, and at the slaughtering pens a half mile away. During that summer something happened to the girl. For hours she sat in her own room in the house reading books, or lay in a hammock in the orchard and looked up through the fluttering leaves of the apple trees at the summer sky. A light, strangely soft and enticing, sometimes came into her eyes. Her figure that had been boyish and strong began to change. As she went about the house she sometimes smiled at nothing. Her aunt hardly noticed what was happening to her, but her father, who all her life had seemed hardly to take account of her existence, was interested. In her presence he began to feel like a young man. As in the days of his courtship of her mother and before the possessive passion in him destroyed his ability to love, he began to feel vaguely that life about him was full of significance. Sometimes in the afternoon when he went for one of his long drives through the country he asked his daughter to accompany him, and although he had little to say a kind of gallantry crept into his attitude toward the awakening girl. While she was in the buggy with him, he did not chew tobacco, and after one or two attempts to indulge in the habit without having the smoke blow in her face, he gave up smoking his pipe during the drives.

Always before that summer Clara had spent the months when there was no school in the company of the farm hands. She rode on wagons, visited the barns, and when she grew weary of the company of older people, went into town to spend an afternoon with one of her friends among the town girls.

In the summer of her seventeenth year she did none of these things. At the table she ate in silence. The Butterworth household was at that time run on the old-fashioned American plan, and the farm hands, the men who drove the ice and milk wagons and even the men who killed and dressed cattle and sheep, ate at the same table with Tom Butterworth, his sister, who was the housekeeper, and his daughter. Three hired girls were employed in the house and after all had been served they also came and took their places at table. The older men among the farmer’s employees, many of whom had known her from childhood, had got into the habit of teasing the daughter of the house. They made comments concerning town boys, young fellows who clerked in stores or who were apprenticed to some tradesman and one of whom had perhaps brought the girl home at night from a school party or from one of the affairs called “socials” that were held at the town churches. After they had eaten in the peculiar silent intent way common to hungry laborers, the farm hands leaned back in their chairs and winked at each other. Two of them began an elaborate conversation touching on some incident in the girl’s life. One of the older men, who had been on the farm for many years and who had a reputation among the others of being something of a wit, chuckled softly. He began to talk, addressing no one in particular. The man’s name was Jim Priest, and although the Civil War had come upon the country when he was past forty, he had been a soldier. In Bidwell he was looked upon as something of a rascal, but his employer was very fond of him. The two men often talked together for hours concerning the merits of well known trotting horses. In the war Jim had been what was called a bounty man, and it was whispered about town that he had also been a deserter and a bounty jumper. He did not go to town with the other men on Saturday afternoons, and had never attempted to get into the Bidwell chapter of the G. A. R. On Saturdays when the other farm hands washed, shaved and dressed themselves in their Sunday clothes preparatory to the weekly flight to town, he called one of them into the barn, slipped a quarter into his hand, and said, “Bring me a half pint and don’t you forget it.” On Sunday afternoons he crawled into the hayloft of one of the barns, drank his weekly portion of whisky, got drunk, and sometimes did not appear again until time to go to work on Monday morning. In the fall Jim took his savings and went to spend a week at the grand circuit trotting meeting at Cleveland, where he bought a costly present for his employer’s daughter and then bet the rest of his money on the races. When he was lucky he stayed on in Cleveland, drinking and carousing until his winnings were gone.

It was Jim Priest who always led the attacks of teasing at the table, and in the summer of her seventeenth year, when she was no longer in the mood for such horse-play, it was Jim who brought the practice to an end. At the table Jim leaned back in his chair, stroked his red bristly beard, now rapidly graying, looked out of a window over Clara’s head, and told a tale concerning an attempt at suicide on the part of a young man in love with Clara. He said the young man, a clerk in a Bidwell store, had taken a pair of trousers from a shelf, tied one leg about his neck and the other to a bracket in the wall. Then he jumped off a counter and had only been saved from death because a town girl, passing the store, had seen him and had rushed in and cut him down. “Now what do you think of that?” he cried. “He was in love with our Clara, I tell you.”

After the telling of the tale, Clara got up from the table and ran out of the room. The farm hands joined by her father laughed heartily. Her aunt shook her finger at Jim Priest, the hero of the occasion. “Why don’t you let her alone?” she asked.

“She’ll never get married if she stays here where you make fun of every young man who pays her any attention.” At the door Clara stopped and, turning, put out her tongue at Jim Priest. Another roar of laughter arose. Chairs were scraped along the floor and the men filed out of the house to go back to the work in the barns and about the farm.

In the summer when the change came over her Clara sat at the table and did not hear the tales told by Jim Priest. She thought the farm hands who ate so greedily were vulgar, a notion she had never had before, and wished she did not have to eat with them. One afternoon as she lay in the hammock in the orchard, she heard several of the men in a nearby barn discussing the change that had come over her. Jim Priest was explaining what had happened. “Our fun’s over with Clara,” he said. “Now we’ll have to treat her in a new way. She’s no longer a kid. We’ll have to let her alone or pretty soon she won’t speak to any of us. It’s a thing that happens when a girl begins to think about being a woman. The sap has begun to run up the tree.”

The puzzled girl lay in the hammock and looked up at the sky. She thought about Jim Priest’s words and tried to understand what he meant. Sadness crept over her and tears came into her eyes. Although she did not know what the old man meant by the words about the sap and the tree, she did, in a detached subconscious way, understand something of the import of the words, and she was grateful for the thoughtfulness that had led to his telling the others to stop trying to tease her at the table. The half worn-out old farm hand, with the bristly beard and the strong old body, became a figure full of significance to her mind. She remembered with gratitude that, in spite of all of his teasing, Jim Priest had never said anything that had in any way hurt her. In the new mood that had come upon her that meant much. A greater hunger for understanding, love, and friendliness took possession of her. She did not think of turning to her father or to her aunt, with whom she had never talked of anything intimate or close to herself, but turned instead to the crude old man. A hundred minor points in the character of Jim Priest she had never thought of before came sharply into her mind. In the barns he had never mistreated the animals as the other farm hands sometimes did. When on Sunday afternoons he was drunk and went staggering through the barns, he did not strike the horses or swear at them. She wondered if it would be possible for her to talk to Jim Priest, to ask him questions about life and people and what he meant by his words regarding the sap and the tree. The farm hand was old and unmarried. She wondered if in his youth he had ever loved a woman. She decided he had. His words about the sap were, she was sure, in some way connected with the idea of love. How strong his hands were. They were gnarled and rough, but there was something beautifully powerful about them. She half wished the old man had been her father. In his youth, in the darkness at night or when he was alone with a girl, perhaps in a quiet wood in the late afternoon when the sun was going down, he had put his hands on her shoulders. He had drawn the girl to him. He had kissed her.

Clara jumped quickly out of the hammock and walked about under the trees in the orchard. Her thoughts of Jim Priest’s youth startled her. It was as though she had walked suddenly into a room where a man and woman were making love. Her cheeks burned and her hands trembled. As she walked slowly through the clumps of grass and weeds that grew between the trees where the sunlight struggled through, bees coming home to the hives heavily laden with honey flew in droves about her head. There was something heady and purposeful about the song of labor that arose out of the beehives. It got into her blood and her step quickened. The words of Jim Priest that kept running through her mind seemed a part of the same song the bees were singing. “The sap has begun to run up the tree,” she repeated aloud. How significant and strange the words seemed! They were the kind of words a lover might use in speaking to his beloved. She had read many novels, but they contained no such words. It was better so. It was better to hear them from human lips. Again she thought of Jim Priest’s youth and boldly wished he were still young. She told herself that she would like to see him young and married to a beautiful young woman. She stopped by a fence that looked out upon a hillside meadow. The sun seemed extraordinarily bright, the grass in the meadow greener than she had ever seen it before. Two birds in a tree nearby made love to each other. The female flew madly about and was pursued by the male bird. In his eagerness he was so intent that he flew directly before the girl’s face, his wing nearly touching her cheek. She went back through the orchard to the barns and through one of them to the open door of a long shed that was used for housing wagons and buggies, her mind occupied with the idea of finding Jim Priest, of standing perhaps near him. He was not about, but in the open space before the shed, John May, a young man of twenty-two who had just come to work on the farm, was oiling the wheels of a wagon. His back was turned and as he handled the heavy wagon wheels the muscles could be seen playing beneath his thin cotton shirt. “It is so Jim Priest must have looked in his youth,” the girl thought.

The farm girl wanted to approach the young man, to speak to him, to ask him questions concerning many strange things in life she did not understand. She knew that under no circumstances would she be able to do such a thing, that it was but a meaningless dream that had come into her head, but the dream was sweet. She did not, however, want to talk to John May. At the moment she was in a girlish period of being disgusted at what she thought of as the vulgarity of the men who worked on the place. At the table they ate noisily and greedily like hungry animals. She wanted youth that was like her own youth, crude and uncertain perhaps, but reaching eagerly out into the unknown. She wanted to draw very near to something young, strong, gentle, insistent, beautiful. When the farm hand looked up and saw her standing and looking intently at him, she was embarrassed. For a moment the two young animals, so unlike each other, stood staring at each other and then, to relieve her embarrassment, Clara began to play a game. Among the men employed on the farm she had always passed for something of a tomboy. In the hayfields and in the barns she had wrestled and fought playfully with both the old and the young men. To them she had always been a privileged person. They liked her and she was the boss’s daughter. One did not get rough with her or say or do rough things. A basket of corn stood just within the door of the shed, and running to it Clara took an ear of the yellow corn and threw it at the farm hand. It struck a post of the barn just above his head. Laughing shrilly Clara ran into the shed among the wagons, and the farm hand pursued her.

John May was a very determined man. He was the son of a laborer in Bidwell and for two or three years had been employed about the stable of a doctor, something had happened between him and the doctor’s wife and he had left the place because he had a notion that the doctor was becoming suspicious. The experience had taught him the value of boldness in dealing with women. Ever since he had come to work on the Butterworth farm, he had been having thoughts regarding the girl who had now, he imagined, given him direct challenge. He was a little amazed by her boldness but did not stop to ask himself questions, she had openly invited him to pursue her. That was enough. His accustomed awkwardness and clumsiness went away and he leaped lightly over the extended tongues of wagons and buggies. He caught Clara in dark corner of the shed. Without a word he took her tightly into his arms and kissed her, first upon the neck and then on the mouth. She lay trembling and weak in his arms and he took hold of the collar of her dress and tore it open. Her brown neck and one of her hard, round breasts were exposed. Clara’s eyes grew big with fright. Strength came back into her body. With her sharp hard little fist she struck John May in the face; and when he stepped back she ran quickly out of the shed. John May did not understand. He thought she had sought him out once and would return. “She’s a little green. I was too fast. I scared her. Next time I’ll go a little easy,” he thought.

Clara ran through the barn and then walked slowly to the house and went upstairs to her own room. A farm dog followed her up the stairs and stood at her door wagging his tail. She shut the door in his face. For the moment everything that lived and breathed seemed to her gross and ugly. Her cheeks were pale and she pulled shut the blinds to the window and sat down on the bed, overcome with the strange new fear of life. She did not want even the sunlight to come into her presence. John May had followed her through the barn and now stood in the barnyard staring at the house. She could see him through the cracks of the blinds and wished it were possible to kill him with a gesture of her hand.

The farm hand, full of male confidence, waited for her to come to the window and look down at him. He wondered if there were any one else in the house. Perhaps she would beckon to him. Something of the kind had happened between him and the doctor’s wife and it had turned out that way. When after five or ten minutes he did not see her, he went back to the work of oiling the wagon wheels. “It’s going to be a slower thing. She’s shy, a green girl,” he told himself.

One evening a week later Clara sat on the side porch of the house with her father when John May came into the barnyard. It was a Wednesday evening and the farm hands were not in the habit of going into town until Saturday, but he was dressed in his Sunday clothes and had shaved and oiled his hair. On the occasion of a wedding or a funeral the laborers put oil in their hair. It was indicative of something very important about to happen. Clara looked at him, and in spite of the feeling of repugnance that swept over her, her eyes glistened. Ever since the affair in the barn she had managed to avoid meeting him but she was not afraid. He had in fact taught her something. There was a power within her with which she could conquer men. The touch of her father’s shrewdness, that was a part of her nature, had come to her rescue. She wanted to laugh at the silly pretensions of the man, to make a fool of him. Her cheeks flushed with pride in her mastery of the situation.

John May walked almost to the house and then turned along the path that led to the road. He made a gesture with his hand and by chance Tom Butterworth, who had been looking off across the open country toward Bidwell, turned and saw both the movement and the leering confident smile on the farm hand’s face. He arose and followed John May into the road, astonishment and anger fighting for possession of him. The two men stood talking for three minutes in the road before the house and then returned. The farm hand went to the barn and then came back along the path to the road carrying under his arm a grain bag containing his work clothes. He did not look up as he went past. The farmer returned to the porch.

The misunderstanding that was to wreck the tender relationship that had begun to grow up between father and daughter began on that evening. Tom Butterworth was furious. He muttered and clinched his fists. Clara’s heart beat heavily. For some reason she felt guilty, as though she had been caught in an intrigue with the man. For a long time her father remained silent and then he, like the farm hand, made a furious and brutal attack on her. “Where have you been with that fellow? What you been up to?” he asked harshly.

For a time Clara did not answer her father’s question. She wanted to scream, to strike him in the face with her fist as she had struck the man in the shed. Then her mind struggled to take hold of the new situation. The fact that her father had accused her of seeking the thing that had happened made her hate John May less heartily. She had some one else to hate.

Clara did not think the matter out clearly on that first evening but, after denying that she had ever been anywhere with John May, burst into tears and ran into the house. In the darkness of her own room she began to think of her father’s words. For some reason she could not understand, the attack made on her spirit seemed more terrible and unforgivable than the attack upon her body made by the farm hand in the shed. She began to understand vaguely that the young man had been confused by her presence on that warm sunshiny afternoon as she had been confused by the words uttered by Jim Priest, by the song of the bees in the orchard, by the love-making of the birds, and by her own uncertain thoughts. He had been confused and he was stupid and young. There had been an excuse for his confusion. It was understandable and could be dealt with. She had now no doubt of her own ability to deal with John May. As for her father — it was all right for him to be suspicious regarding the farm hand, but why had he been suspicious of her?

The perplexed girl sat down in the darkness on the edge of the bed, and a hard look came into her eyes. After a time her father came up the stairs and knocked at her door. He did not come in but stood in the hallway outside and talked. She remained calm while the conversation lasted, and that confused the man who had expected to find her in tears. That she was not seemed to him an evidence of guilt.

Tom Butterworth, in many ways a shrewd, observing man, never understood the quality of his own daughter. He was an intensely possessive man and once, when he was newly married, there had been a suspicion in his mind that there was something between his wife and a young man who had worked on the farm where he then lived. The suspicion was unfounded, but he discharged the man and one evening, when his wife had gone into town to do some shopping and did not return at the accustomed time, he followed, and when he saw her on the street stepped into a store to avoid a meeting. She was in trouble. Her horse had become suddenly lame and she had to walk home. Without letting her see him the husband followed along the road. It was dark and she heard the footsteps in the road behind her and becoming frightened ran the last half mile to her own house. He waited until she had entered and then followed her in, pretending he had just come from the barns. When he heard her story of the accident to the horse and of her fright in the road he was ashamed; but as the horse, that had been left in a livery stable, seemed all right when he went for it the next day he became suspicious again.

As he stood outside the door of his daughter’s room, the farmer felt as he had felt that evening long before when he followed his wife along the road. When on the porch downstairs he had looked up suddenly and had seen the gesture made by the farm hand, he had also looked quickly at his daughter. She looked confused and, he thought, guilty. “Well, it is the same thing over again,” he thought bitterly, “like mother, like daughter — they are both of the same stripe.” Getting quickly out of his chair he had followed the young man into the road and had discharged him. “Go, to-night. I don’t want to see you on the place again,” he said. In the darkness before the girl’s room he thought of many bitter things he wanted to say. He forgot she was a girl and talked to her as he might have talked to a mature, sophisticated, and guilty woman. “Come,” he said, “I want to know the truth. If you have been with that farm hand you are starting young. Has anything happened between you?”

Clara walked to the door and confronted her father. The hatred of him, born in that hour and that never left her, gave her strength. She did not know what he was talking about, but had a keen sense of the fact that he, like the stupid, young man in the shed, was trying to violate something very precious in her nature. “I don’t know what you are talking about,” she said calmly, “but I know this. I am no longer a child. Within the last week I’ve become a woman. If you don’t want me in your house, if you don’t like me any more, say so and I’ll go away.”

The two people stood in the darkness and tried to look at each other. Clara was amazed by her own strength and by the words that had come to her. The words had clarified something. She felt that if her father would but take her into his arms or say some kindly understanding word, all could be forgotten. Life could be started over again. In the future she would understand much that she had not understood. She and her father could draw close to each other. Tears came into her eyes and a sob trembled in her throat. As her father, however, did not answer her words and turned to go silently away, she shut the door with a loud bang and afterward lay awake all night, white and furious with anger and disappointment.

Clara left home to become a college student that fall, but before she left had another passage at arms with her father. In August a young man who was to teach in the town schools came to Bidwell, and she met him at a supper given in the basement of the church. He walked home with her and came on the following Sunday afternoon to call. She introduced the young man, a slender fellow with black hair, brown eyes, and a serious face, to her father who answered by nodding his head and walking away. She and the young man walked along a country road and went into a wood. He was five years older than herself and had been to college, but she felt much the older and wiser. The thing that happens to so many women had happened to her. She felt older and wiser than all the men she had ever seen. She had decided, as most women finally decide, that there are two kinds of men in the world, those who are kindly, gentle, well-intentioned children, and those who, while they remain children, are obsessed with stupid, male vanity and imagine themselves born to be masters of life. Clara’s thoughts on the matter were not very clear. She was young and her thoughts were indefinite. She had, however, been shocked into an acceptance of life and she was made of the kind of stuff that survives the blows life gives.

In the wood with the young school teacher, Clara began an experiment. Evening came on and it grew dark. She knew her father would be furious that she did not come home but she did not care. She led the school teacher to talk of love and the relationships of men and women. She pretended an innocence that was not hers. School girls know many things that they do not apply to themselves until something happens to them such as had happened to Clara. The farmer’s daughter became conscious. She knew a thousand things she had not known a month before and began to take her revenge upon men for their betrayal of her. In the darkness as they walked home together, she tempted the young man into kissing her, and later lay in his arms for two hours, entirely sure of herself, striving to find out, without risk to herself, the things she wanted to know about life.

That night she again quarreled with her father. He tried to scold her for remaining out late with a man, and she shut the door in his face. On another evening she walked boldly out of the house with the school teacher. The two walked along a road to where a bridge went over a small stream. John May, who was still determined that the farmer’s daughter was in love with him, had on that evening followed the school teacher to the Butterworth house and had been waiting outside intending to frighten his rival with his fists. On the bridge something happened that drove the school teacher away. John May came up to the two people and began to make threats. The bridge had just been repaired and a pile of small, sharp-edged stones lay close at hand. Clara picked one of them up and handed it to the school teacher. “Hit him,” she said. “Don’t be afraid. He’s only a coward. Hit him on the head with the stone.”

The three people stood in silence waiting for something to happen. John May was disconcerted by Clara’s words. He had thought she wanted him to pursue her. He stepped toward the school teacher, who dropped the stone that had been put into his hand and ran away. Clara went back along the road toward her own house followed by the muttering farm hand who, after her speech at the bridge, did not dare approach. “Maybe she was making a bluff. Maybe she didn’t want that young fellow to get on to what is between us,” he muttered, as he stumbled along in the darkness.

In the house Clara sat for a half hour at a table in the lighted living room beside her father, pretending to read a book. She half hoped he would say something that would permit her to attack him. When nothing happened she went upstairs and to bed, only again to spend the night awake and white with anger at the thought of the cruel and unexplainable things life seemed trying to do to her.

In September Clara left the farm to attend the State University at Columbus. She was sent there because Tom Butterworth had a sister who was married to a manufacturer of plows and lived at the State Capital. After the incident with the farm hand and the misunderstanding that had sprung up between himself and his daughter, he was uncomfortable with her in the house and was glad to have her away. He did not want to frighten his sister by telling of what had happened, and when he wrote, tried to be diplomatic. “Clara has been too much among the rough men who work on my farms and had become a little rough,” he wrote. “Take her in hand. I want her to become more of a lady. Get her acquainted with the right kind of people.” In secret he hoped she would meet and marry some young man while she was away. Two of his sisters had gone away to school and it had turned out that way.

During the month before his daughter left home the farmer tried to be somewhat more human and gentle in his attitude toward her, but did not succeed in dispelling the dislike of himself that had taken deep root in her nature. At table he made jokes at which the farm hands laughed boisterously. Then he looked at his daughter who did not appear to have been listening. Clara ate quickly and hurried out of the room. She did not go to visit her girl friends in town and the young school teacher came no more to see her. During the long summer afternoons she walked in the orchard among the beehives or climbed over fences and went into a wood, where she sat for hours on a fallen log staring at the trees and the sky. Tom Butterworth also hurried out of his house. He pretended to be busy and every day drove far and wide over the country. Sometimes he thought he had been brutal and crude in his treatment of his daughter, and decided he would speak to her regarding the matter and ask her to forgive him. Then his suspicion returned. He struck the horse with the whip and drove furiously along the lonely roads. “Well, there’s something wrong,” he muttered aloud. “Men don’t just look at women and approach them boldly, as that young fellow did with Clara. He did it before my very eyes. He’s been given some encouragement.” An old suspicion awoke in him. “There was something wrong with her mother, and there’s something wrong with her. I’ll be glad when the time comes for her to marry and settle down, so I can get her off my hands,” he thought bitterly.

On the evening when Clara left the farm to go to the train that was to take her away, her father said he had a headache, a thing he had never been known to complain of before, and told Jim Priest to drive her to the station. Jim took the girl to the station, saw to the checking of her baggage, and waited about until her train came in. Then he boldly kissed her on the cheek. “Good-by, little girl,” he said gruffly. Clara was so grateful she could not reply. On the train she spent an hour weeping softly. The rough gentleness of the old farm hand had done much to take the growing bitterness out of her heart. She felt that she was ready to begin life anew, and wished she had not left the farm without coming to a better understanding with her father.


CHAPTER IX
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THE WOODBURNS OF Columbus were wealthy by the standards of their day. They lived in a large house and kept two carriages and four servants, but had no children. Henderson Woodburn was small of stature, wore a gray beard, and was neat and precise about his person. He was treasurer of the plow manufacturing company and was also treasurer of the church he and his wife attended. In his youth he had been called “Hen” Woodburn and had been bullied by larger boys, and when he grew to be a man and after his persistent shrewdness and patience had carried him into a position of some power in the business life of his native city he in turn became something of a bully to the men beneath him. He thought his wife Priscilla had come from a better family than his own and was a little afraid of her. When they did not agree on any subject, she expressed her opinion gently but firmly, while he blustered for a time and then gave in. After a misunderstanding his wife put her arms about his neck and kissed the bald spot on the top of his head. Then the subject was forgotten.

Life in the Woodburn house was lived without words. After the stir and bustle of the farm, the silence of the house for a long time frightened Clara. Even when she was alone in her own room she walked about on tiptoe. Henderson Woodburn was absorbed in his work, and when he came home in the evening, ate his dinner in silence and then worked again. He brought home account books and papers from the office and spread them out on a table in the living room. His wife Priscilla sat in a large chair under a lamp and knitted children’s stockings. They were, she told Clara, for the children of the poor. As a matter of fact the stockings never left her house. In a large trunk in her room upstairs lay hundreds of pairs knitted during the twenty-five years of her family life.

Clara was not very happy in the Woodburn household, but on the other hand, was not very unhappy. She attended to her studies at the University passably well and in the late afternoons took a walk with a girl classmate, attended a matinee at the theater, or read a book. In the evening she sat with her aunt and uncle until she could no longer bear the silence, and then went to her own room, where she studied until it was time to go to bed. Now and then she went with the two older people to a social affair at the church, of which Henderson Woodburn was treasurer, or accompanied them to dinners at the homes of other well-to-do and respectable business men. On several occasions young men, sons of the people with whom the Woodburns dined, or students at the university, came in the evening to call. On such an occasion Clara and the young man sat in the parlor of the house and talked. After a time they grew silent and embarrassed in each other’s presence. From the next room Clara could hear the rustling of the papers containing the columns of figures over which her uncle was at work. Her aunt’s knitting needles clicked loudly. The young man told a tale of some football game, or if he had already gone out into the world, talked of his experiences as a traveler selling the wares manufactured or merchandized by his father. Such visits all began at the same hour, eight o’clock, and the young man left the house promptly at ten. Clara grew to feel that she was being merchandized and that they had come to look at the goods. One evening one of the men, a fellow with laughing blue eyes and kinky yellow hair, unconsciously disturbed her profoundly. All the evening he talked just as the others had talked and got out of his chair to go away at the prescribed hour. Clara walked with him to the door. She put out her hand, which he shook cordially. Then he looked at her and his eyes twinkled. “I’ve had a good time,” he said. Clara had a sudden and almost overpowering desire to embrace him. She wanted to disturb his assurance, to startle him by kissing him on the lips or holding him tightly in her arms. Shutting the door quickly, she stood with her hand on the door-knob, her whole body trembling. The trivial by-products of her age’s industrial madness went on in the next room. The sheets of paper rustled and the knitting needles clicked. Clara thought she would like to call the young man back into the house, lead him to the room where the meaningless industry went endlessly on and there do something that would shock them and him as they had never been shocked before. She ran quickly upstairs. “What is getting to be the matter with me?” she asked herself anxiously.

 

 

 

One evening in the month of May, during her third year at the University, Clara sat on the bank of a tiny stream by a grove of trees, far out on the edge of a suburban village north of Columbus. Beside her sat a young man named Frank Metcalf whom she had known for a year and who had once been a student in the same classes with herself. He was the son of the president of the plow manufacturing company of which her uncle was treasurer. As they sat together by the stream the afternoon light began to fade and darkness came on. Before them across an open field stood a factory, and Clara remembered that the whistle had long since blown and the men from the factory had gone home. She grew restless and sprang to her feet. Young Metcalf who had been talking very earnestly arose and stood beside her. “I can’t marry for two years, but we can be engaged and that will be all the same thing as far as the right and wrong of what I want and need is concerned. It isn’t my fault I can’t ask you to marry me now,” he declared. “In two years now, I’ll inherit eleven thousand dollars. My aunt left it to me and the old fool went and fixed it so I don’t get it if I marry before I’m twenty-four. I want that money. I’ve got to have it, but I got to have you too.”

Clara looked away into the evening darkness and waited for him to finish his speech. All afternoon he had been making practically the same speech, over and over. “Well, I can’t help it, I’m a man,” he said doggedly. “I can’t help it, I want you. I can’t help it, my aunt was an old fool.” He began to explain the necessity of remaining unmarried in order that he could receive the eleven thousand dollars. “If I don’t get that money I’ll be just the same as I am now,” he declared. “I won’t be any good.” He grew angry and, thrusting his hands into his pockets, stared also across the field into the darkness. “Nothing keeps me satisfied,” he said. “I hate being in my father’s business and I hate going to school. In only two years I’ll get the money. Father can’t keep it from me. I’ll take it and light out. I don’t know just what I’ll do. I’m going maybe to Europe, that’s what I’m going to do. Father wants me to stay here and work in his office. To hell with that. I want to travel. I’ll be a soldier or something. Anyway I’ll get out of here and go somewhere and do something exciting, something alive. You can go with me. We’ll cut out together. Haven’t you got the nerve? Why don’t you be my woman?”

Young Metcalf took hold of Clara’s shoulder and tried to take her into his arms. For a moment they struggled and then, in disgust, he stepped away from her and again began to scold.

Clara walked away across two or three vacant lots and got into a street of workingmen’s houses, the man following at her heels. Night had come and the people in the street facing the factory had already disposed of the evening meal. Children and dogs played in the road and a strong smell of food hung in the air. To the west across the fields, a passenger train ran past going toward the city. Its light made wavering yellow patches against the bluish black sky. Clara wondered why she had come to the out of the way place with Frank Metcalf. She did not like him, but there was a restlessness in him that was like the restless thing in herself. He did not want stupidly to accept life, and that fact made him brother to herself. Although he was but twenty-two years old, he had already achieved an evil reputation. A servant in his father’s house had given birth to a child by him, and it had cost a good deal of money to get her to take the child and go away without making an open scandal. During the year before he had been expelled from the University for throwing another young man down a flight of stairs, and it was whispered about among the girl students that he often got violently drunk. For a year he had been trying to ingratiate himself with Clara, had written her letters, sent flowers to her house, and when he met her on the street had stopped to urge that she accept his friendship. On the day in May she had met him on the street and he had begged that she give him one chance to talk things out with her. They had met at a street crossing where cars went past into the suburban villages that lay about the city. “Come on,” he had urged, “let’s take a street car ride, let’s get out of the crowds, I want to talk to you.” He had taken hold of her arm and fairly dragged her to a car. “Come and hear what I have to say,” he had urged, “then if you don’t want to have anything to do with me, all right. You can say so and I’ll let you alone.” After she had accompanied him to the suburb of workingmen’s houses, in the vicinity of which they had spent the afternoon in the fields, Clara had found he had nothing to urge upon her except the needs of his body. Still she felt there was something he wanted to say that had not been said. He was restless and dissatisfied with his life, and at bottom she felt that way about her own life. During the last three years she had often wondered why she had come to the school and what she was to gain by learning things out of books. The days and months went past and she knew certain rather uninteresting facts she had not known before. How the facts were to help her to live, she couldn’t make out. They had nothing to do with such problems as her attitude toward men like John May the farm hand, the school teacher who had taught her something by holding her in his arms and kissing her, and the dark sullen young man who now walked beside her and talked of the needs of his body. It seemed to Clara that every additional year spent at the University but served to emphasize its inadequacy. It was so also with the books she read and the thoughts and actions of the older people about her. Her aunt and uncle did not talk much, but seemed to take it for granted she wanted to live such another life as they were living. She thought with horror of the probability of marrying a maker of plows or of some other dull necessity of life and then spending her days in the making of stockings for babies that did not come, or in some other equally futile manifestation of her dissatisfaction. She realized with a shudder that men like her uncle, who spent their lives in adding up rows of figures or doing over and over some tremendously trivial thing, had no conception of any outlook for their women beyond living in a house, serving them physically, wearing perhaps good enough clothes to help them make a show of prosperity and success, and drifting finally into a stupid acceptance of dullness — an acceptance that both she and the passionate, twisted man beside her were fighting against.

In a class in the University Clara had met, during that her third year there, a woman named Kate Chanceller, who had come to Columbus with her brother from a town in Missouri, and it was this woman who had given her thoughts form, who had indeed started her thinking of the inadequacy of her life. The brother, a studious, quiet man, worked as a chemist in a manufacturing plant somewhere at the edge of town. He was a musician and wanted to become a composer. One evening during the winter his sister Kate had brought Clara to the apartment where the two lived, and the three had become friends. Clara had learned something there that she did not yet understand and never did get clearly into her consciousness. The truth was that the brother was like a woman and Kate Chanceller, who wore skirts and had the body of a woman, was in her nature a man. Kate and Clara spent many evenings together later and talked of many things not usually touched on by girl students. Kate was a bold, vigorous thinker and was striving to grope her way through her own problem in life and many times, as they walked along the street or sat together in the evening, she forgot her companion and talked of herself and the difficulties of her position in life. “It’s absurd the way things are arranged,” she said. “Because my body is made in a certain way I’m supposed to accept certain rules for living. The rules were not made for me. Men manufactured them as they manufacture can-openers, on the wholesale plan.” She looked at Clara and laughed. “Try to imagine me in a little lace cap, such as your aunt wears about the house, and spending my days knitting baby stockings,” she said.

The two women had spent hours talking of their lives and in speculating on the differences in their natures. The experience had been tremendously educational for Clara. As Kate was a socialist and Columbus was rapidly becoming an industrial city, she talked of the meaning of capital and labor and the effect of changing conditions on the lives of men and women. To Kate, Clara could talk as to a man, but the antagonism that so often exists between men and women did not come into and spoil their companionship. In the evening when Clara went to Kate’s house her aunt sent a carriage to bring her home at nine. Kate rode home with her. They got to the Woodburn house and went in. Kate was bold and free with the Woodburns, as with her brother and Clara. “Come,” she said laughing, “put away your figures and your knitting. Let’s talk.” She sat in a large chair with her legs crossed and talked with Henderson Woodburn of the affairs of the plow company. The two got into a discussion of the relative merits of the free trade and protection ideas. Then the two older people went to bed and Kate talked to Clara. “Your uncle is an old duffer,” she said. “He knows nothing about the meaning of what he’s doing in life.” When she started home afoot across the city, Clara was alarmed for her safety. “You must get a cab or let me wake up uncle’s man; something may happen,” she said. Kate laughed and went off, striding along the street like a man. Sometimes she thrust her hands into her skirt pockets, that were like the trouser pockets of a man, and it was difficult for Clara to remember that she was a woman. In Kate’s presence she became bolder than she had ever been with any one. One evening she told the story of the thing that had happened to her that afternoon long before on the farm, the afternoon when, her mind having been inflamed by the words of Jim Priest regarding the sap that goes up the tree and by the warm sensuous beauty of the day, she had wanted so keenly to draw close to some one. She explained to Kate how she had been so brutally jarred out of the feeling in herself that she felt was at bottom all right. “It was like a blow in the face at the hand of God,” she said.

Kate Chanceller was excited as Clara told the tale and listened with a fiery light burning in her eyes. Something in her manner encouraged Clara to tell also of her experiments with the school teacher and for the first time she got a sense of justice toward men by talking to the woman who was half a man. “I know that wasn’t square,” she said. “I know now, when I talk to you, but I didn’t know then. With the school teacher I was as unfair as John May and my father were with me. Why do men and women have to fight each other? Why does the battle between them have to go on?”

Kate walked up and down before Clara and swore like a man. “Oh, hell,” she exclaimed, “men are such fools and I suppose women are as bad. They are both too much one thing. I fall in between. I’ve got my problem too, but I’m not going to talk about it. I know what I’m going to do. I’m going to find some kind of work and do it.” She began to talk of the stupidity of men in their approach to women. “Men hate such women as myself,” she said. “They can’t use us, they think. What fools! They should watch and study us. Many of us spend our lives loving other women, but we have skill. Being part women, we know how to approach women. We are not blundering and crude. Men want a certain thing from you. It is delicate and easy to kill. Love is the most sensitive thing in the world. It’s like an orchid. Men try to pluck orchids with ice tongs, the fools.”

Walking to where Clara stood by a table, and taking her by the shoulder, the excited woman stood for a long time looking at her. Then she picked up her hat, put it on her head, and with a flourish of her hand started for the door. “You can depend on my friendship,” she said. “I’ll do nothing to confuse you. You’ll be in luck if you can get that kind of love or friendship from a man.”

Clara kept thinking of the words of Kate Chanceller on the evening when she walked through the streets of the suburban village with Frank Metcalf, and later as the two sat on the car that took them back to the city. With the exception of another student named Phillip Grimes, who had come to see her a dozen times during her second year in the University, young Metcalf was the only one of perhaps a dozen men she had met since leaving the farm who had been attracted to her. Phillip Grimes was a slender young fellow with blue eyes, yellow hair and a not very vigorous mustache. He was from a small town in the northern end of the State, where his father published a weekly newspaper. When he came to see Clara he sat on the edge of his chair and talked rapidly. Some person he had seen in the street had interested him. “I saw an old woman on the car,” he began. “She had a basket on her arm. It was filled with groceries. She sat beside me and talked aloud to herself.” Clara’s visitor repeated the words of the old woman on the car. He speculated about her, wondered what her life was like. When he had talked of the old woman for ten or fifteen minutes, he dropped the subject and began telling of another experience, this time with a man who sold fruit at a street crossing. It was impossible to be personal with Phillip Grimes. Nothing but his eyes were personal. Sometimes he looked at Clara in a way that I made her feel that her clothes were being stripped from her body, and that she was being made to stand naked in the room before her visitor. The experience, when it came, was not entirely a physical one. It was only in part that. When the thing happened Clara saw her whole life being stripped bare. “Don’t look at me like that,” she once said somewhat sharply, when his eyes had made her so uncomfortable she could no longer remain silent. Her remark had frightened Phillip Grimes away. He got up at once, blushed, stammered something about having another engagement, and hurried away.

In the street car, homeward bound beside Frank Metcalf, Clara thought of Phillip Grimes and wondered whether or not he would have stood the test of Kate Chanceller’s speech regarding love and friendship. He had confused her, but that was perhaps her own fault. He had not insisted on himself at all. Frank Metcalf had done nothing else. “One should be able,” she thought, “to find somewhere a man who respects himself and his own desires but can understand also the desires and fears of a woman.” The street car went bouncing along over railroad crossings and along residence streets. Clara looked at her companion, who stared straight ahead, and then turned to look out of the car window. The window was open and she could see the interiors of the laborers’ houses along the streets. In the evening with the lamps lighted they seemed cosy and comfortable. Her mind ran back to the life in her father’s house and its loneliness. For two summers she had escaped going home. At the end of her first year in school she had made an illness of her uncle’s an excuse for spending the summer in Columbus, and at the end of the second year she had found another excuse for not going. This year she felt she would have to go home. She would have to sit day after day at the farm table with the farm hands. Nothing would happen. Her father would remain silent in her presence. She would become bored and weary of the endless small talk of the town girls. If one of the town boys began to pay her special attention, her father would become suspicious and that would lead to resentment in herself. She would do something she did not want to do. In the houses along the streets through which the car passed, she saw women moving about. Babies cried and men came out of the doors and stood talking to one another on the sidewalks. She decided suddenly that she was taking the problem of her own life too seriously. “The thing to do is to get married and then work things out afterward,” she told herself. She made up her mind that the puzzling, insistent antagonism that existed between men and women was altogether due to the fact that they were not married and had not the married people’s way of solving such problems as Frank Metcalf had been talking about all afternoon. She wished she were with Kate Chancellor so that she could discuss with her this new viewpoint. When she and Frank Metcalf got off the car she was no longer in a hurry to go home to her uncle’s house. Knowing she did not want to marry him, she thought that in her turn she would talk, that she would try to make him see her point of view as all the afternoon he had been trying to make her see his.

For an hour the two people walked about and Clara talked. She forgot about the passage of time and the fact that she had not dined. Not wishing to talk of marriage, she talked instead of the possibility of friendship between men and women. As she talked her own mind seemed to her to have become clearer. “It’s all foolishness your going on as you have,” she declared. “I know how dissatisfied and unhappy you sometimes are. I often feel that way myself. Sometimes I think it’s marriage I want. I really think I want to draw close to some one. I believe every one is hungry for that experience. We all want something we are not willing to pay for. We want to steal it or have it given us. That’s what’s the matter with me, and that’s what’s the matter with you.”

They came to the Woodburn house, and turning in stood on a porch in the darkness by the front door. At the back of the house Clara could see a light burning. Her aunt and uncle were at the eternal figuring and knitting. They were finding a substitute for living. It was the thing Frank Metcalf was protesting against and was the real reason for her own constant secret protest. She took hold of the lapel of his coat, intending to make a plea, to urge upon him the idea of a friendship that would mean something to them both. In the darkness she could not see his rather heavy, sullen face. The maternal instinct became strong in her and she thought of him as a wayward, dissatisfied boy, wanting love and understanding as she had wanted to be loved and understood by her father when life in the moment of the awakening of her womanhood seemed ugly and brutal. With her free hand she stroked the sleeve of his coat. Her gesture was misunderstood by the man who was not thinking of her words but of her body and of his hunger to possess it. He took her into his arms and held her tightly against his breast. She tried to struggle, to tear herself away but, although she was strong and muscular, she found herself unable to move. As he held her uncle, who had heard the two people come up the steps to the door, threw it open. Both he and his wife had on several occasions warned Clara to have nothing to do with young Metcalf. One day when he had sent flowers to the house, her aunt had urged her to refuse to receive them. “He’s a bad, dissipated, wicked man,” she had said. “Have nothing to do with him.” When he saw his niece in the arms of the man who had been the subject of so much discussion in his own house and in every respectable house in Columbus, Henderson Woodburn was furious. He forgot the fact that young Metcalf was the son of the president of the company of which he was treasurer. It seemed to him that some sort of a personal insult had been thrown at him by a common ruffian. “Get out of here,” he screamed. “What do you mean, you nasty villain? Get out of here.”

Frank Metcalf went off along the street laughing defiantly, and Clara went into the house. The sliding doors that led into the living room had been thrown open and the light from a hanging lamp streamed in upon her. Her hair was disheveled and her hat twisted to one side. The man and woman stared at her. The knitting needles and a sheet of paper held in their hands suggested what they had been doing while Clara was getting another lesson from life. Her aunt’s hands trembled and the knitting needles clicked together. Nothing was said and the confused and angry girl ran up a stairway to her own room. She locked herself in and knelt on the floor by the bed. She did not pray. Her association with Kate Chanceller had given her another outlet for her feelings. Pounding with her fists on the bed coverings, she swore. “Fools, damned fools, the world is filled with nothing but a lot of damned fools.”


CHAPTER X
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CLARA BUTTERWORTH LEFT Bidwell, Ohio, in September of the year in which Steve Hunter’s plant-setting machine company went into the hands of a receiver, and in January of the next year that enterprising young man, together with Tom Butterworth, bought the plant. In March a new company was organized and at once began making Hugh’s corn-cutting machine, a success from the beginning. The failure of the first company and the sale of the plant had created a furor in the town. Both Steve and Tom Butterworth could, however, point to the fact that they had held on to their stock and lost their money in common with every one else. Tom had indeed sold his stock because he needed ready money, as he explained, but had shown his good faith by buying again just before the failure. “Do you suppose I would have done that had I known what was up?” he asked the men assembled in the stores. “Go look at the books of the company. Let’s have an investigation here. You will find that Steve and I stuck to the rest of the stockholders. We lost our money with the rest. If any one was crooked and when they saw a failure coming went and got out from under at the expense of some one else, it wasn’t Steve and me. The books of the company will show we were game. It wasn’t our fault the plant-setting machine wouldn’t work.”

In the back room of the bank, John Clark and young Gordon Hart cursed Steve and Tom, who, they declared, had sold them out. They had lost no money by the failure, but on the other hand they had gained nothing. The four men had sent in a bid for the plant when it was put up for sale, but as they expected no competition, they had not bid very much. It had gone to a firm of Cleveland lawyers who bid a little more, and later had been resold at private sale to Steve and Tom. An investigation was started and it was found that Steve and Tom held large blocks of stock in the defunct company, while the bankers held practically none. Steve openly said that he had known of the possibility of failure for some time and had warned the larger stock-holders and asked them not to sell their stock. “While I was working my head off trying to save the company, what were they up to?” he asked sharply, and his question was repeated in the stores and in the homes of the people.

The truth of the matter, and the thing the town never found out, was that from the beginning Steve had intended to get the plant for himself, but at the last had decided it would be better to take some one in with him. He was afraid of John Clark. For two or three days he thought about the matter and decided that the banker was not to be trusted. “He’s too good a friend to Tom Butterworth,” he told himself. “If I tell him my scheme, he’ll tell Tom. I’ll go to Tom myself. He’s a money maker and a man who knows the difference between a bicycle and a wheelbarrow when you put one of them into bed with him.”

Steve drove out to Tom’s house late one evening in September. He hated to go but was convinced it would be better to do so. “I don’t want to burn all my bridges behind me,” he told himself. “I’ve got to have at least one friend among the solid men here in town. I’ve got to do business with these rubes, maybe all my life. I can’t shut myself off too much, at least not yet a while.”

When Steve got to the farm he asked Tom to get into his buggy, and the two men went for a long drive. The horse, a gray gelding with one blind eye hired for the occasion from liveryman Neighbors, went slowly along through the hill country south of Bidwell. He had hauled hundreds of young men with their sweethearts. Ambling slowly along, thinking perhaps of his own youth and of the tyranny of man that had made him a gelding, he knew that as long as the moon shone and the intense voiceless quiet continued to reign over the two people in the buggy, the whip would not come out of its socket and he would not be expected to hurry.

On the September evening, however, the gray gelding had behind him such a load as he had never carried before. The two people in the buggy on that evening were not foolish, meandering sweethearts, thinking only of love, and allowing themselves to be influenced in their mood by the beauty of the night, the softness of the black shadows in the road, and the gentle night winds that crept down over the crests of hills. They were solid business men, mentors of the new age, the kind of men who, in the future of America and perhaps of the whole world, were to be the makers of governments, the molders of public opinion, the owners of the press, the publishers of books, buyers of pictures, and in the goodness of their hearts, the feeders of an occasional starving and improvident poet, lost on other roads. In any event the two men sat in the buggy and the gray gelding meandered along through the hills. Great splashes of moonlight lay in the road. By chance it was on the same evening that Clara Butterworth left home to become a student in the State University. Remembering the kindness and tenderness of the rough old farm hand, Jim Priest, who had brought her to the station, she lay in her berth in the sleeping car and looked out at the roads, washed with moonlight, that slid away into the distance like ghosts. She thought of her father on that night and of the misunderstanding that had grown up between them. For the moment she was tender with regrets. “After all, Jim Priest and my father must be a good deal alike,” she thought. “They have lived on the same farm, eaten the same food; they both love horses. There can’t be any great difference between them.” All night she thought of the matter. An obsession, that the whole world was aboard the moving train and that, as it ran swiftly along, it was carrying the people of the world into some strange maze of misunderstanding, took possession of her. So strong was it that it affected her deeply buried unconscious self and made her terribly afraid. It seemed to her that the walls of the sleeping-car berth were like the walls of a prison that had shut her away from the beauty of life. The walls seemed to close in upon her. The walls, like life itself, were shutting in upon her youth and her youthful desire to reach a hand out of the beauty in herself to the buried beauty in others. She sat up in the berth and forced down a desire in herself to break the car window and leap out of the swiftly moving train into the quiet night bathed with moonlight. With girlish generosity she took upon her own shoulders the responsibility for the misunderstanding that had grown up between herself and her father. Later she lost the impulse that led her to come to that decision, but during that night it persisted. It was, in spite of the terror caused by the hallucination regarding the moving walls of the berth that seemed about to crush her and that came back time after time, the most beautiful night she had ever lived through, and it remained in her memory throughout her life. She in fact came to think later of that night as the time when, most of all, it would have been beautiful and right for her to have been able to give herself to a lover. Although she did not know it, the kiss on the cheek from the bewhiskered lips of Jim Priest had no doubt something to do with that thought when it came.

And while the girl fought her battle with the strangeness of life and tried to break through the imaginary walls that shut her off from the opportunity to live, her father also rode through the night. With a shrewd eye he watched the face of Steve Hunter. It had already begun to get a little fat, but Tom realized suddenly that it was the face of a man of ability. There was something about the jowls that made Tom, who had dealt much in live stock, think of the face of a pig. “The man goes after what he wants. He’s greedy,” the farmer thought. “Now he’s up to something. To get what he wants he’ll give me a chance to get something I want. He’s going to make some kind of proposal to me in connection with the factory. He’s hatched up a scheme to shut Gordon Hart and John Clark out because he doesn’t want too many partners. All right, I’ll go in with him. Either one of them would have done the same thing had they had the chance.”

Steve smoked a black cigar and talked. As he grew more sure of himself and the affairs that absorbed him, he also became more smooth and persuasive in the matter of words. He talked for a time of the necessity of certain men’s surviving and growing constantly stronger and stronger in the industrial world. “It’s necessary for the good of the community,” he said. “A few fairly strong men are a good thing for a town, but if they are fewer and relatively stronger it’s better.” He turned to look sharply at his companion. “Well,” he exclaimed, “we talked there in the bank of what we would do when things went to pieces down at the factory, but there were too many men in the scheme. I didn’t realize it at the time, but I do now.” He knocked the ashes off his cigar and laughed. “You know what they did, don’t you?” he asked. “I asked you all not to sell any of your stock. I didn’t want to get the whole town bitter. They wouldn’t have lost anything. I promised to see them through, to get the plant for them at a low price, to put them in the way to make some real money. They played the game in a small-town way. Some men can think of thousands of dollars, others have to think of hundreds. It’s all their minds are big enough to comprehend. They snatch at a little measly advantage and miss the big one. That’s what these men have done.”

For a long time the two rode in silence. Tom, who had also sold his stock, wondered if Steve knew. He decided he did. “However, he’s decided to deal with me. He needs some one and has chosen me,” he thought. He made up his mind to be bold. After all, Steve was young. Only a year or two before he was nothing but a young upstart and the very boys in the street laughed at him. Tom grew a little indignant, but was careful to take thought before he spoke. “Perhaps, although he’s young and don’t look like much, he’s a faster and shrewder thinker than any of us,” he told himself.

“You do talk like a fellow who has something up his sleeve,” he said laughing. “If you want to know, I sold my stock the same as the others. I wasn’t going to take a chance of being a loser if I could help it. It may be the small-town way, but you know things maybe I don’t know. You can’t blame me for living up to my lights. I always did believe in the survival of the fittest and I got a daughter to support and put through college. I want to make a lady of her. You ain’t got any kids yet and you’re younger. Maybe you want to take chances I don’t want to take. How do I know what you’re up to?”

Again the two rode in silence. Steve had prepared himself for the talk. He knew there was a chance that, in its turn, the corn-cutting machine Hugh had invented might not prove practical and that in the end he might be left with a factory on his hands and with nothing to manufacture in it. He did not, however, hesitate. Again, as on the day in the bank when he was confronted by the two older men, he made a bluff. “Well, you can come in or stay out, just as you wish,” he said a little sharply. “I’m going to get hold of that factory, if I can, and I’m going to manufacture corn-cutting machines. Already I have promises of orders enough to keep running for a year. I can’t take you in with me and have it said around town you were one of the fellows who sold out the small investors. I’ve got a hundred thousand dollars of stock in the company. You can have half of it. I’ll take your note for the fifty thousand. You won’t ever have to pay it. The earnings of the new factory will clean you up. You got to come clean, though. Of course you can go get John Clark and come out and make an open fight to get the factory yourselves, if you want to. I own the rights to the corn-cutting machine and will take it somewhere else and manufacture it. I don’t mind telling you that, if we split up, I will pretty well advertise what you three fellows did to the small investors after I asked you not to do it. You can all stay here and own your empty factory and get what satisfaction you can out of the love and respect you’ll get from the people. You can do what you please. I don’t care. My hands are clean. I ain’t done anything I’m ashamed of, and if you want to come in with me, you and I together will pull off something in this town we don’t neither one of us have to be ashamed of.”

The two men drove back to the Butterworth farm house and Tom got out of the buggy. He intended to tell Steve to go to the devil, but as they drove along the road, he changed his mind. The young school teacher from Bidwell, who had come on several occasions to call on his daughter Clara, was on that night abroad with another young woman. He sat in a buggy with his arm around her waist and drove slowly through the hill country. Tom and Steve drove past them and the farmer, seeing in the moonlight the woman in the arms of the man, imagined his daughter in her place. The thought made him furious. “I’m losing the chance to be a big man in the town here in order to play safe and be sure of money to leave to Clara, and all she cares about is to galavant around with some young squirt,” he thought bitterly. He began to see himself as a wronged and unappreciated father. When he got out of the buggy, he stood for a moment by the wheel and looked hard at Steve. “I’m as good a sport as you are,” he said finally. “Bring around your stock and I’ll give you the note. That’s all it will be, you understand: just my note. I don’t promise to back it up with any collateral and I don’t expect you to offer it for sale.” Steve leaned out of the buggy and took him by the hand. “I won’t sell your note, Tom,” he said. “I’ll put it away. I want a partner to help me. You and I are going to do things together.”

The young promoter drove off along the road, and Tom went into the house and to bed. Like his daughter he did not sleep. For a time he thought of her and in imagination saw her again in the buggy with the school teacher who had her in his arms. The thought made him stir restlessly about beneath the sheets. “Damn women anyway,” he muttered. To relieve his mind he thought of other things. “I’ll make out a deed and turn three of my farms over to Clara,” he decided shrewdly. “If things go wrong we won’t be entirely broke. I know Charlie Jacobs in the court-house over at the county seat. I ought to be able to get a deed recorded without any one knowing it if I oil Charlie’s hand a little.”

 

 

 

Clara’s last two weeks in the Woodburn household were spent in the midst of a struggle, no less intense because no words were said. Both Henderson Wood, burn and his wife felt that Clara owed them an explanation of the scene at the front door with Frank Metcalf. When she did not offer it they were offended. When he threw open the door and confronted the two people, the plow manufacturer had got an impression that Clara was trying to escape Frank Metcalf’s embraces. He told his wife that he did not think she was to blame for the scene on the front porch. Not being the girl’s father he could look at the matter coldly. “She’s a good girl,” he declared. “That beast of a Frank Metcalf is all to blame. I daresay he followed her home. She’s upset now, but in the morning she’ll tell us the story of what happened.”

The days went past and Clara said nothing. During her last week in the house she and the two older people scarcely spoke. The young woman was in an odd way relieved. Every evening she went to dine with Kate Chanceller who, when she heard the story of the afternoon in the suburb and the incident on the porch, went off without Clara’s knowing of it and had a talk with Henderson Woodburn in his office. After the talk the manufacturer was puzzled and just a little afraid of both Clara and her friend. He tried to tell his wife about it, but was not very clear. “I can’t make it out,” he said. “She is the kind of woman I can’t understand, that Kate. She says Clara wasn’t to blame for what happened between her and Frank Metcalf, but don’t want to tell us the story, because she thinks young Metcalf wasn’t to blame either.” Although he had been respectful and courteous as he listened to Kate’s talk, he grew angry when he tried to tell his wife what she had said. “I’m afraid it was just a lot of mixed up nonsense,” he declared. “It makes me glad we haven’t a daughter. If neither of them were to blame what were they up to? What’s getting the matter with the women of the new generation? When you come down to it what’s the matter with Kate Chanceller?”

The plow manufacturer advised his wife to say nothing to Clara. “Let’s wash our hands of it,” he suggested. “She’ll go home in a few days now and we will say nothing about her coming back next year. Let’s be polite, but act as though she didn’t exist.”

Clara accepted the new attitude of her uncle and aunt without comment. In the afternoon she did not come home from the University but went to Kate’s apartment. The brother came home and after dinner played on the piano. At ten o’clock Clara started home afoot and Kate accompanied her. The two women went out of their way to sit on a bench in a park. They talked of a thousand hidden phases of life Clara had hardly dared think of before. During all the rest of her life she thought of those last weeks in Columbus as the most deeply satisfactory time she ever lived through. In the Woodburn house she was uncomfortable because of the silence and the hurt, offended look on her aunt’s face, but she did not spend much time there. In the morning Henderson Woodburn ate his breakfast alone at seven, and clutching his ever present portfolio of papers, was driven off to the plow factory. Clara and her aunt had a silent breakfast at eight, and then Clara also hurried away. “I’ll be out for lunch and will go to Kate’s for dinner,” she said as she went out of her aunt’s presence, and she said it, not with the air of one asking permission as had been her custom before the Frank Metcalf incident, but as one having the right to dispose of her own time. Only once did her aunt break the frigid air of offended dignity she had assumed. One morning she followed Clara to the front door, and as she watched her go down the steps from the front porch to the walk that led to the street, called to her. Some faint recollection of a time of revolt in her own youth perhaps came to her. Tears came into her eyes. To her the world was a place of terror, where wolf-like men prowled about seeking women to devour, and she was afraid something dreadful would happen to her niece. “If you don’t want to tell me anything, it’s all right,” she said bravely, “but I wish you felt you could.” When Clara turned to look at her, she hastened to explain. “Mr. Woodburn said I wasn’t to bother you about it and I won’t,” she added quickly. Nervously folding and unfolding her arms, she turned to stare up the street with the air of a frightened child that looks into a den of beasts. “O Clara, be a good girl,” she said. “I know you’re grown up now, but, O Clara, do be careful! Don’t get into trouble.”

The Woodburn house in Columbus, like the Butterworth house in the country south of Bidwell, sat on a hill. The street fell away rather sharply as one went toward the business portion of the city and the street car line, and on the morning when her aunt spoke to her and tried with her feeble hands to tear some stones out of the wall that was being built between them, Clara hurried along the street under the trees, feeling as though she would like also to weep. She saw no possibility of explaining to her aunt the new thoughts she was beginning to have about life and did not want to hurt her by trying. “How can I explain my thoughts when they’re not clear in my own mind, when I am myself just groping blindly about?” she asked herself. “She wants me to be good,” she thought. “What would she think if I told her that I had come to the conclusion that, judging by her standards, I have been altogether too good? What’s the use trying to talk to her when I would only hurt her and make things harder than ever?” She got to a street crossing and looked back. Her aunt was still standing at the door of her house and looking at her. There was something soft, small, round, insistent, both terribly weak and terribly strong about the completely feminine thing she had made of herself or that life had made of her. Clara shuddered. She did not make a symbol of the figure of her aunt and her mind did not form a connection between her aunt’s life and what she had become, as Kate Chanceller’s mind would have done. She saw the little, round, weeping woman as a boy, walking in the tree-lined streets of a town, sees suddenly the pale face and staring eyes of a prisoner that looks out at him through the iron bars of a town jail. Clara was startled as the boy would be startled and, like the boy, she wanted to run quickly away. “I must think of something else and of other kinds of women or I’ll get things terribly distorted,” she told herself. “If I think of her and women like her I’ll grow afraid of marriage, and I want to be married as soon as I can find the right man. It’s the only thing I can do. What else is there a woman can do?”

As Clara and Kate walked about in the evening, they talked continually of the new position Kate believed women were on the point of achieving in the world. The woman who was so essentially a man wanted to talk of marriage and to condemn it, but continually fought the impulse in herself. She knew that were she to let herself go she would say many things that, while they might be true enough as regards herself, would not necessarily be true of Clara. “Because I do not want to live with a man or be his wife is not very good proof that the institution is wrong. It may be that I want to keep Clara for myself. I think more of her than of any one else I’ve ever met. How can I think straight about her marrying some man and becoming dulled to the things that mean most to me?” she asked herself. One evening, when the women were walking from Kate’s apartment to the Woodburn house, they were accosted by two men who wanted to walk with them. There was a small park nearby and Kate led the men to it. “Come,” she said, “we won’t walk with you, but you may sit with us here on a bench.” The men sat down beside them and the older one, a man with a small black mustache, made some remark about the fineness of the night. The younger man who sat beside Clara looked at her and laughed. Kate at once got down to business. “Well, you wanted to walk with us: what for?” she asked sharply. She explained what they had been doing. “We were walking and talking of women and what they were to do with their lives,” she explained. “We were expressing opinions, you see. I don’t say either of us had said anything that was very wise, but we were having a good time and trying to learn something from each other. Now what have you to say to us? You interrupted our talk and wanted to walk with us: what for? You wanted to be in our company: now tell us what you’ve got to contribute. You can’t just come and walk with us like dumb things. What have you got to offer that you think will make it worth while for us to break up our conversation with each other and spend the time talking with you?”

The older man, he of the mustache, turned to look at Kate, then got up from the bench. He walked a little away and then turned and made a sign with his hand to his companion. “Come on,” he said, “let’s get out of here. We’re wasting our time. It’s a cold trail. They’re a couple of highbrows. Come on, let’s be on our way.”

The two women again walked along the street. Kate could not help feeling somewhat proud of the way in which she had disposed of the men. She talked of it until they got to the door of the Woodburn house, and, as she went away along the street Clara thought she swaggered a little. She stood by the door and watched her friend until she had disappeared around a corner. A flash of doubt of the infallibility of Kate’s method with men crossed her mind. She remembered suddenly the soft brown eyes of the younger of the two men in the park and wondered what was back of the eyes. Perhaps after all, had she been alone with him, the man might have had something to say quite as much to the point as the things she and Kate had been saying to each other. “Kate made the men look like fools, but after all she wasn’t very fair,” she thought as she went into the house.

 

 

 

Clara was in Bidwell for a month before she realized what a change had taken place in the life of her home town. On the farm things went on very much as always, except that her father was very seldom there. He had gone deeply into the project of manufacturing and selling corn-cutting machines with Steve Hunter, and attended to much of the selling of the output of the factory. Almost every month he went on trips to cities of the West. Even when he was in Bidwell, he had got into the habit of staying at the town hotel for the night. “It’s too much trouble to be always running back and forth,” he explained to Jim Priest, whom he had put in charge of the farm work. He swaggered before the old man who for so many years had been almost like a partner in his smaller activities. “Well, I wouldn’t like to have anything said, but I think it just as well to have an eye on what’s going on,” he declared. “Steve’s all right, but business is business. We’re dealing in big affairs, he and I. I don’t say he would try to get the best of me; I’m just telling you that in the future I’ll have to be in town most of the time and can’t think of things out here. You look out for the farm. Don’t bother me with details. You just tell me about it when there is any buying or selling to do.”

Clara arrived in Bidwell in the early afternoon of a warm day in June. The hill country through which her train came into town was in the full flush of its summer beauty. In the little patches of level land between the hills grain was ripening in the fields. Along the streets of the tiny towns and on dusty country roads farmers in overalls stood up in their wagons and scolded at the horses, rearing and prancing in half pretended fright of the passing train. In the forests on the hillsides the open places among the trees looked cool and enticing. Clara put her cheek against the car window and imagined herself wandering in cool forests with a lover. She forgot the words of Kate Chanceller in regard to the independent future of women. It was, she thought vaguely, a thing to be thought about only after some more immediate problem was solved. Just what the problem was she didn’t definitely know, but she did know that it concerned some close warm contact with life that she had as yet been unable to make. When she closed her eyes, strong warm hands seemed to come out of nothingness and touch her flushed cheeks. The fingers of the hands were strong like the branches of trees. They touched with the firmness and gentleness of the branches of trees nodding in a summer breeze.

Clara sat up stiffly in her seat and when the train stopped at Bidwell got off and went to her waiting father with a firm, business-like air. Coming out of the land of dreams, she took on something of the determined air of Kate Chanceller. She stared at her father and an onlooker might have thought them two strangers, meeting for the purpose of discussing some business arrangement. A flavor of something like suspicion hung over them. They got into Tom’s buggy, and as Main Street was torn up for the purpose of laying a brick pavement and digging a new sewer, they drove by a roundabout way through residence streets until they got into Medina Road. Clara looked at her father and felt suddenly very alert and on her guard. It seemed to her that she was far removed from the green, unsophisticated girl who had so often walked in Bidwell’s streets; that her mind and spirit had expanded tremendously in the three years she had been away; and she wondered if her father would realize the change in her. Either one of two reactions on his part might, she felt, make her happy. The man might turn suddenly and taking her hand receive her into fellowship, or he might receive her as a woman and his daughter by kissing her.

He did neither. They drove in silence through the town and passed over a small bridge and into the road that led to the farm. Tom was curious about his daughter and a little uncomfortable. Ever since the evening on the porch of the farmhouse, when he had accused her of some unnamed relationship with John May, he had felt guilty in her presence but had succeeded in transferring the notion of guilt to her. While she was away at school he had been comfortable. Sometimes he did not think of her for a month at a time. Now she had written that she did not intend to go back. She had not asked his advice, but had said positively that she was coming home to stay. He wondered what was up. Had she got into another affair with a man? He wanted to ask, had intended to ask, but in her presence found that the words he had intended to say would not come to his lips. After a long silence Clara began to ask questions about the farm, the men who worked there, her aunt’s health, the usual home-coming questions. Her father answered with generalities. “They’re all right,” he said, “every one and everything’s all right.”

The road began to lift out of the valley in which the town lay, and Tom stopped the horse and pointing with the whip talked of the town. He was relieved to have the silence broken, and decided not to say anything about the letter announcing the end of her school life. “You see there,” he said, pointing to where the wall of a new brick factory arose above the trees that grew beside the river. “That’s a new factory we’re building. We’re going to make corn-cutting machines there. The old factory’s already too small. We’ve sold it to a new company that’s going to manufacture bicycles. Steve Hunter and I sold it. We got twice what we paid for it. When the bicycle factory’s started, he and I’ll own the control in that too. I tell you the town’s on the boom.”

Tom boasted of his new position in the town and Clara turned and looked sharply at him and then looked quickly away. He was annoyed by the action and a flush of anger came to his cheeks. A side of his character his daughter had never seen before came to the surface. When he was a simple farmer he had been too shrewd to attempt to play the aristocrat with his farm hands, but often, as he went about the barns and as he drove along country roads and saw men at work in his fields, he had felt like a prince in the presence of his vassals. Now he talked like a prince. It was that that had startled Clara. There was about him an indefinable air of princely prosperity. When she turned to look at him she noticed for the first time how much his person had also changed. Like Steve Hunter he was beginning to grow fat. The lean hardness of his cheeks had gone, his jaws seemed heavier, even his hands had changed their color. He wore a diamond ring on the left hand and it glistened in the sunlight. “Things have changed,” he declared, still pointing at the town. “Do you want to know who changed it? Well, I had more to do with it than any one else. Steve thinks he did it all, but he didn’t. I’m the man who has done the most. He put through the plant-setting machine company, but that was a failure. When you come right down to it, things would have gone to pieces again if I hadn’t gone to John Clark and talked and bluffed him into giving us money when we wanted it. I had most to do with finding the big market for our corn-cutters, too. Steve lied to me and said he had ’em all sold for a year. He didn’t have any sold at all.”

Tom struck the horse with the whip and drove rapidly along the road. Even when the climb became difficult he would not let the horse walk, but kept cracking the whip over his back. “I’m a different man than I was when you went away,” he declared. “You might as well know it, I’m the big man in this town. It comes pretty near being my town when you come right down to it. I’m going to take care of every one in Bidwell and give every one a chance to make money, but it’s my town now pretty near and you might as well know it.”

Embarrassed by his own words, Tom talked to cover his embarrassment. Something he wanted very much to say got itself said. “I’m glad you went to school and fitted yourself to be a lady,” he began. “I want you should marry pretty soon now. I don’t know whether you met any one at school there or not. If you did and he’s all right, it’s all right with me. I don’t want you should marry an ordinary man, but a smart one, an educated man, a gentleman. We Butterworths are going to be bigger and bigger people here. If you get married to a good man, a smart one, I’ll build a house for you; not just a little house but a big place, the biggest place Bidwell ever seen.” They came to the farm and Tom stopped the buggy in the road. He shouted to a man in the barnyard who came running for her bags. When she had got out of the buggy he immediately turned the horse about and drove rapidly away. Her aunt, a large, moist woman, met her on the steps leading to the front door, and embraced her warmly. The words her father had just spoken ran a riotous course through Clara’s brain. She realized that for a year she had been thinking of marriage, had been wanting some man to approach and talk of marriage, but she had not thought of the matter in the way her father had put it. The man had spoken of her as though she were a possession of his that must be disposed of. He had a personal interest in her marriage. It was in someway not a private matter, but a family affair. It was her father’s idea, she gathered, that she was to go into marriage to strengthen what he called his position in the community, to help him be some vague thing he called a big man. She wondered if he had some one in mind and could not avoid being a little curious as to who it could be. It had never occurred to her that her marriage could mean anything to her father beyond the natural desire of the parent that his child make a happy marriage. She began to grow angry at the thought of the way in which her father had approached the subject, but was still curious to know whether he had gone so far as to have some one in mind for the role of husband, and thought she would try to find out from her aunt. The strange farm hand came into the house with her bags and she followed him upstairs to what had always been her own room. Her aunt came puffing at her heels. The farm hand went away and she began to unpack, while the older woman, her face very red, sat on the edge of the bed. “You ain’t been getting engaged to a man down there where you been to school, have you, Clara?” she asked.

Clara looked at her aunt and blushed; then became suddenly and furiously angry. Dropping the bag she had opened to the floor, she ran out of the room. At the door she stopped and turned on the surprised and startled woman. “No, I haven’t,” she declared furiously. “It’s nobody’s business whether I have or not. I went to school for an education. I didn’t go to get me a man. If that’s what you sent me for, why didn’t you say so?”

Clara hurried out of the house and into the barnyard. She went into all of the barns, but there were no men about. Even the strange farm hand who had carried her bags into the house had disappeared, and the stalls in the horse and cattle barns were empty. Then she went into the orchard and climbing a fence went through a meadow and into the wood to which she had always fled, when as a girl on the farm she was troubled or angry. For a long time she sat on a log beneath a tree and tried to think her way through the new idea of marriage she had got from her father’s words. She was still angry and told herself that she would leave home, would go to some city and get work. She thought of Kate Chanceller who intended to be a doctor, and tried to picture herself attempting something of the kind. It would take money for study. She tried to imagine herself talking to her father about the matter and the thought made her smile. Again she wondered if he had any definite person in mind as her husband, and who it could be. She tried to check off her father’s acquaintances among the young men of Bidwell. “It must be some new man who has come here, some one having something to do with one of the factories,” she thought.

After sitting on the log for a long time, Clara got up and walked under the trees. The imaginary man, suggested to her mind by her father’s words, became every moment more and more a reality. Before her eyes danced the laughing eyes of the young man who for a moment had lingered beside her while Kate Chanceller talked to his companion that evening when they had been challenged on the streets of Columbus. She remembered the young school teacher, who had held her in his arms through a long Sunday afternoon, and the day when, as an awakening maiden, she had heard Jim Priest talking to the laborers in the barn about the sap that ran up the tree. The afternoon slipped away and the shadows of the trees lengthened. On such a day and alone there in the quiet wood, it was impossible for her to remain in the angry mood in which she had left the house. Over her father’s farm brooded the passionate fulfillment of summer. Before her, seen through the trees, lay yellow wheat fields, ripe for the cutting; insects sang and danced in the air about her head; a soft wind blew and made a gentle singing noise in the tops of the trees; at her back among the trees a squirrel chattered; and two calves came along a woodland path and stood for a long time staring at her with their large gentle eyes. She arose and went out of the wood, crossed a falling meadow and came to a rail fence surrounding a corn field. Jim Priest was cultivating corn and when he saw her left his horses and came to her. He took both her hands in his and pumped her arms up and down. “Well, Lord A’mighty, I’m glad to see you,” he said heartily. “Lord A’mighty, I’m glad to see you.” The old farm hand pulled a long blade of grass out of the ground beneath the fence and leaning against the top rail began to chew it. He asked Clara the same question her aunt had asked, but his asking did not annoy her. She laughed and shook her head. “No, Jim,” she said, “I seem to have made a failure of going away to school. I didn’t get me a man. No one asked me, you see.”

Both the woman and the old man became silent. Over the tops of the young corn they could see down the hillside into the distant town. Clara wondered if the man she was to marry was there. The idea of a marriage with her had perhaps been suggested to his mind also. Her father, she decided, was capable of that. He was evidently ready to go to any length to see her safely married. She wondered why. When Jim Priest began to talk, striving to explain his question, his words fitted oddly into the thoughts she was having in regard to herself. “Now about marriage,” he began, “you see now, I never done it. I didn’t get married at all. I don’t know why. I wanted to and I didn’t. I was afraid to ask, maybe. I guess if you do it you’re sorry you did and if you don’t you’re sorry you didn’t.”

Jim went back to his team, and Clara stood by the fence and watched him go down the long field and turn to come back along another of the paths between the corn rows. When the horses came to where she stood, he stopped again and looked at her. “I guess you’ll get married pretty soon now,” he said. The horses started on again and he held the cultivating machine with one hand and looked back over his shoulder at her. “You’re one of the marrying kind,” he called. “You ain’t like me. You don’t just think about things. You do ’em. You’ll be getting yourself married before very long. You are one of the kind that does.”


CHAPTER XI
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IF MANY THINGS had happened to Clara Butterworth in the three years since that day when John May so rudely tripped her first hesitating girlish attempt to run out to life, things had also happened to the people she had left behind in Bidwell. In so short a space of time her father, his business associate Steve Hunter, Ben Peeler the town carpenter, Joe Wainsworth the harness maker, almost every man and woman in town had become something different in his nature from the man or woman bearing the same name she had known in her girlhood.

Ben Peeler was forty years old when Clara went to Columbus to school. He was a tall, slender, stoop-shouldered man who worked hard and was much respected by his fellow townsmen. Almost any afternoon he might have been seen going through Main Street, wearing his carpenter’s apron and with a carpenter’s pencil stuck under his cap and balanced on his ear. He went into Oliver Hall’s hardware store and came out with a large package of nails under his arm. A farmer who was thinking of building a new barn stopped him in front of the post-office and for a half hour the two men talked of the project. Ben put on his glasses, took the pencil out of his cap and made some notation on the back of the package of nails. “I’ll do a little figuring; then I’ll talk things over with you,” he said. During the spring, summer and fall Ben had always employed another carpenter and an apprentice, but when Clara came back to town he was employing four gangs of six men each and had two foremen to watch the work and keep it moving, while his son, who in other times would also have been a carpenter, had become a salesman, wore fancy vests and lived in Chicago. Ben was making money and for two years had not driven a nail or held a saw in his hand. He had an office in a frame building beside the New York Central tracks, south of Main Street, and employed a book-keeper and a stenographer. In addition to carpentry he had embarked in another business. Backed by Gordon Hart, he had become a lumber dealer and bought and sold lumber under the firm name of Peeler and Hart. Almost every day cars of lumber were unloaded and stacked under sheds in the yard back of his office. He was no longer satisfied with his income as a workman but, under the influence of Gordon Hart, demanded also a swinging profit on the building materials. Ben now drove about town in a vehicle called a buckboard and spent the entire day hurrying from job to job. He had no time now to stop for a half hour’s gossip with a prospective builder of a barn, and did not come to loaf in Birdie Spinks’ drug-store at the end of the day. In the evening he went to the lumber office and Gordon Hart came over from the bank. The two men figured on jobs to be built, rows of workingmen’s houses, sheds alongside one of the new factories, large frame houses for the superintendents and other substantial men of the town’s new enterprises. In the old days Ben had been glad to go occasionally into the country on a barn-building job. He had liked the country food, the gossip with the farmer and his men at the noon hour and the drive back and forth to town, mornings and evenings. While he was in the country he managed to make a deal for his winter potatoes, hay for his horse, and perhaps a barrel of cider to drink on winter evenings. Now he had no time to think of such things. When a farmer came to see him he shook his head. “Get some one else to figure on your job,” he advised. “You’ll save money by getting a barn-building carpenter. I can’t bother. I have too many houses to build.” Ben and Gordon sometimes worked in the lumber office until midnight. On warm still nights the sweet smell of new-cut boards filled the air of the yard and crept in through the open windows, but the two men, intent on their figures, did not notice. In the early evening one or two teams came back to the yard to finish hauling lumber to a job where the men were to work on the next day. The voices of the men, talking and singing as they loaded their wagons, broke the silence. Later the wagons loaded high with boards went creaking away. When the two men grew tired and sleepy, they locked the office and walked through the yard to the driveway that led to a residence street. Ben was nervous and irritable. One evening they found three men, sleeping on a pile of boards in the yard, and drove them out. It gave both men something to think about. Gordon Hart went home and before he slept made up his mind that he would not let another day go by without getting the lumber in the yard more heavily insured. Ben had not handled affairs long enough to come quickly to so sensible a decision. All night he rolled and tumbled about in his bed. “Some tramp with his pipe will set the place afire,” he thought. “I’ll lose all the money I’ve made.” For a long time he did not think of the simple expedient of hiring a watchman to drive sleepy and penniless wanderers away, and charging enough more for his lumber to cover the additional expense. He got out of bed and dressed, thinking he would get his shotgun out of the barn and go back to the yard and spend the night. Then he undressed and got into bed again. “I can’t work all day and spend my nights down there,” he thought resentfully. When at last he slept, he dreamed of sitting in the lumber yard in the darkness with the gun in his hand. A man came toward him and he discharged the gun and killed the man. With the inconsistency common to the physical aspect of dreams, the darkness passed away and it was daylight. The man he had thought dead was not quite dead. Although the whole side of his head was torn away, he still breathed. His mouth opened and closed convulsively. A dreadful illness took possession of the carpenter. He had an elder brother who had died when he was a boy, but the face of the man on the ground was the face of his brother. Ben sat up in bed and shouted. “Help, for God’s sake, help! It’s my own brother. Don’t you see, it is Harry Peeler?” he cried. His wife awoke and shook him. “What’s the matter, Ben,” she asked anxiously. “What’s the matter?” “It was a dream,” he said, and let his head drop wearily on the pillow. His wife went to sleep again, but he stayed awake the rest of the night. When on the next morning Gordon Hart suggested the insurance idea, he was delighted. “That settles it of course,” he said to himself. “It’s simple enough, you see. That settles everything.”

In his shop on Main Street Joe Wainsworth had plenty to do after the boom came to Bidwell. Many teams were employed in the hauling of building materials; loads of paving brick were being carted from cars to where they were to be laid on Main Street; and teams hauled earth from where the new Main Street sewer was being dug and from the freshly dug cellars of houses. Never had there been so many teams employed and so much repairing of harness to do. Joe’s apprentice had left him, had been carried off by the rush of young men to the places where the boom had arrived earlier. For a year Joe had worked alone and had then employed a journeyman harness maker who had drifted into town drunk and who got drunk every Saturday evening. The new man was an odd character. He had a faculty for making money, but seemed to care little about making it for himself. Within a week after he came to town he knew every one in Bidwell. His name was Jim Gibson and he had no sooner come to work for Joe than a contest arose between them. The contest concerned the question of who was to run the shop. For a time Joe asserted himself. He growled at the men who brought harness in to be repaired, and refused to make promises as to when the work would be done. Several jobs were taken away and sent to nearby towns. Then Jim Gibson asserted himself. When one of the teamsters who had come to town with the boom came with a heavy work harness on his shoulder, he went to meet him. The harness was thrown with a rattling crash on the floor and Jim examined it. “Oh, the devil, that’s an easy job,” he declared. “We’ll fix that up in a jiffy. You can have it to-morrow afternoon if you want it.”

For a time Jim made it a practice to come to where Joe stood at work at his bench and consult with him regarding prices to be charged for work. Then he returned to the customer and charged more than Joe had suggested. After a few weeks he slopped consulting Joe at all. “You’re no good,” he exclaimed, laughing. “What you’re doing in business I don’t know.” The old harness maker stared at him for a minute and then went to his bench and to work. “Business,” he muttered, “what do I know about business? I’m a harness maker, I am.”

After Jim came to work for him, Joe made in one year almost twice the amount he had lost in the failure of the plant-setting machine factory. The money was not invested in stock of any factory but lay in the bank. Still he was not happy. All day Jim Gibson, whom Joe had never dared tell the tales of his triumph as a workman and to whom he did not brag as he had formerly done to his apprentices, talked of his ability to get the best of customers. He had, he declared, managed, in the last place he had worked before he came to Bidwell, to sell a good many sets of harness as handmade that were in reality made in a factory. “It isn’t like the old times,” he said, “things are changing. We used to sell harness only to farmers or to teamsters right in our towns who owned their own horses. We always knew the men we did business with and always would know them. Now it’s different. The men now, you see, who are here in this town to work — well, next month or next year they’ll be somewhere else. All they care about you and me is how much work they can get for a dollar. Of course they talk big about honesty and all that stuff, but that’s only their guff. They think maybe we’ll fall for it and they’ll get more for the money they pay out. That’s what they’re up to.”

Jim tried hard to make his version of how the shop should be run clear to his employer. Every day he talked for hours regarding the matter. He tried to get Joe to put in a stock of factory-made harness and when he was unsuccessful was angry. “O the devil,” he cried. “Can’t you understand what you’re up against? The factories are bound to win. For why? Look here, there can’t any one but some old moss-back who has worked around horses all his life tell the difference between hand- and machine-sewed harness. The machine-made can be sold cheaper. It looks all right and the factories are able to put on a lot of do-dads. That catches the young fellows. It’s good business. Quick sales and profits, that’s the story.” Jim laughed and then said something that made the shivers run up and down Joe’s back. “If I had the money and was steady I’d start a shop in this town and show you up,” he said. “I’d pretty near run you out. The trouble with me is I wouldn’t stick to business if I had the money. I tried it once and made money; then when I got a little ahead I shut up the shop and went on a big drunk. I was no good for a month. When I work for some one else I’m all right. I get drunk on Saturdays and that satisfies me. I like to work and scheme for money, but it ain’t any good to me when I get it and never will be. What I want you to do here is to shut your eyes and give me a chance. That’s all I ask. Just shut your eyes and give me a chance.”

All day Joe sat astride his harness maker’s horse, and when he was not at work, stared out through a dirty window into an alleyway and tried to understand Jim’s idea of what a harness maker’s attitude should be toward his customers, now that new times had come. He felt very old. Although Jim was as old in years lived as himself, he seemed very young. He began to be a little afraid of the man. He could not understand why the money, nearly twenty-five hundred dollars he had put in the bank during the two years Jim had been with him, seemed so unimportant and the twelve hundred dollars he had earned slowly after twenty years of work seemed so important. As there was much repair work always waiting to be done in the shop, he did not go home to lunch, but every day carried a few sandwiches to the shop in his pocket. At the noon hour, when Jim had gone to his boarding-house, he was alone, and if no one came in, he was happy. It seemed to him the best time of the day. Every few minutes he went to the front door to look out. The quiet Main Street, on which his shop had faced since he was a young man just come home from his trade adventures, and which had always been such a sleepy place at the noon hour in the summer, was now like a battle-field from which an army had retreated. A great gash had been cut in the street where the new sewer was to be laid. Swarms of workingmen, most of them strangers, had come into Main Street from the factories by the railroad tracks. They stood in groups in lower Main Street by Wymer’s tobacco store. Some of them had gone into Ben Head’s saloon for a glass of beer and came out wiping their mustaches. The men who were digging the sewer, foreign men, Italians he had heard, sat on the banks of dry earth in the middle of the street. Their dinner pails were held between their legs and as they ate they talked in a strange language. He remembered the day he had come to Bidwell with his bride, the girl he had met on his trade journey and who had waited for him until he had mastered his trade and had a shop of his own. He had gone to New York State to get her and had arrived back in Bidwell at noon on just such another summer day. There had not been many people about, but every one had known him. On that day every one had been his friend. Birdie Spinks rushed out of his drug store and had insisted that he and his bride go home to dinner with him. Every one had wanted them to come to his house for dinner. It had been a happy, joyous time.

The harness maker had always been sorry his wife had borne him no children. He had said nothing and had always pretended he did not want them and now, at last, he was glad they had not come. He went back to his bench and to work, hoping Jim would be late in getting back from lunch. The shop was very quiet after the activity of the street that had so bewildered him. It was, he thought, like a retreat, almost like a church when you went to the door and looked in on a week day. He had done that once and had liked the empty silent church better than he did a church with a preacher and a lot of people in it. He had told his wife about the matter. “It was like the shop in the evening when I’ve got a job of work done and the boy has gone home,” he had said.

The harness maker looked out through the open door of his shop and saw Tom Butterworth and Steve Hunter going along Main Street, engaged in earnest conversation. Steve had a cigar stuck in the corner of his mouth and Tom had on a fancy vest. He thought again of the money he had lost in the plant-setting machine venture and was furious. The noon hour was spoiled and he was almost glad when Jim came back from his mid-day meal.

The position in which he found himself in the shop amused Jim Gibson. He chuckled to himself as he waited on the customers who came in, and as he worked at the bench. One day when he came back along Main Street from the noon meal, he decided to try an experiment. “If I lose my job what difference does it make?” he asked himself. He stopped at a saloon and had a drink of whisky. When he got to the shop he began to scold his employer, to threaten him as though he were his apprentice. Swaggering suddenly in, he walked to where Joe was at work and slapped him roughly on the back. “Come, cheer up, old daddy,” he said. “Get the gloom out of you. I’m tired of your muttering and growling at things.”

The employee stepped back and watched his employer. Had Joe ordered him out of the shop he would not have been surprised, and as he said later when he told Ben Head’s bartender of the incident, would not have cared very much. The fact that he did not care, no doubt saved him. Joe was frightened. For just a moment he was so angry he could not speak, and then he remembered that if Jim left him he would have to wait on trade and would have to dicker with the strange teamsters regarding the repairing of the work harness. Bending over the bench he worked for an hour in silence. Then, instead of demanding an explanation of the rude familiarity with which Jim had treated him, he began to explain. “Now look here, Jim,” he pleaded, “don’t you pay any attention to me. You do as you please here. Don’t you pay any attention to me.”

Jim said nothing, but a smile of triumph lit up his face. Late in the afternoon he left the shop. “If any one comes in, tell them to wait. I won’t be gone very long,” he said insolently. Jim went into Ben Head’s saloon and told the bartender how his experiment had come out. The story was later told from store to store up and down the Main Street of Bidwell. “He was like a boy who has been caught with his hand in the jam pot,” Jim explained. “I can’t think what’s the matter with him. Had I been in his, shoes I would have kicked Jim Gibson out of the shop. He told me not to pay any attention to him and to run the shop as I pleased. Now what do you think of that? Now what do you think of that for a man who owns his own shop and has money in the bank? I tell you, I don’t know how it is, but I don’t work for Joe any more. He works for me. Some day you come in the shop casual-like and I’ll boss him around for you. I’m telling you I don’t know how it is that it come about, but I’m the boss of the shop as sure as the devil.”

All of Bidwell was looking at itself and asking itself questions. Ed Hall, who had been a carpenter’s apprentice earning but a few dollars a week with his master, Ben Peeler, was now foreman in the corn-cutter factory and received a salary of twenty-five dollars every Saturday night. It was more money than he had ever dreamed of earning in a week. On pay nights he dressed himself in his Sunday clothes and had himself shaved at Joe Trotter’s barber shop. Then he went along Main Street, fingering the money in his pocket and half fearing he would suddenly awaken and find it all a dream. He went into Wymer’s tobacco store to get a cigar, and old Claude Wymer came to wait on him. On the second Saturday evening after he got his new position, the tobacconist, a rather obsequious man, called him Mr. Hall. It was the first time such a thing had happened and it upset him a little. He laughed and made a joke of it. “Don’t get high and mighty,” he said, and turned to wink at the men loafing in the shop. Later he thought about the matter and was sorry he had not accepted the new title without protest. “Well, I’m foreman, and a lot of the young fellows I’ve always known and fooled around with will be working under me,” he told himself. “I can’t be getting thick with them.”

Ed walked along the street feeling very keenly the importance of his new place in the community. Other young fellows in the factory were getting a dollar and a half a day. At the end of the week he got twenty-five dollars, almost three times as much. The money was an indication of superiority. There could be no doubt about that. Ever since he had been a boy he had heard older men speak respectfully of men who possessed money. “Get on in the world,” they said to young men, when they talked seriously. Among themselves they did not pretend that they did not want money. “It’s money makes the mare go,” they said.

Down Main Street to the New York Central tracks Ed went, and then turned out of the street and disappeared into the station. The evening train had passed and the place was deserted. He went into the dimly lighted waiting-room. An oil lamp, turned low, and fastened by a bracket to the wall made a little circle of light in a corner. The room was like a church in the early morning of a wintry day, cold and still. He went hurriedly to the light, and taking the roll of money from his pocket, counted it. Then he went out of the room and along the station platform almost to Main Street, but was not satisfied. On an impulse he returned to the waiting room again and, late in the evening on his way home, he stopped there for a final counting of the money before he went to bed.

Peter Fry was a blacksmith and had a son who was clerk in the Bidwell Hotel. He was a tall young fellow with curly yellow hair and watery blue eyes and smoked cigarettes, a habit that was an offense to the nostrils of the men of his times. His name was Jacob, but he was called in derision Fizzy Fry. The young man’s mother was dead and he got his meals at the hotel and at night slept on a cot in the hotel office. He had a passion for gayly colored neckties and waistcoats and was forever trying unsuccessfully to attract the attention of the town girls. When he and his father met on the street, they did not speak to each other. Sometimes the father stopped and stared at his son. “How did I happen to be the father of a thing like that?” he muttered aloud.

The blacksmith was a square-shouldered, heavily built man with a bushy black beard and a tremendous voice. When he was a young man he sang in the Methodist choir, but after his wife died he stopped going to church and began putting his voice to other uses. He smoked a short clay pipe that had become black with age and that at night could not be seen against his black curly beard. Smoke rolled out of his mouth in clouds and appeared to come up out of his belly. He was like a volcanic mountain and was called, by the men who loafed in Birdie Spinks’ drug store, Smoky Pete.

Smoky Pete was in more ways than one like a mountain given to eruptions. He did not get drunk, but after his wife died he got into the habit of having two or three drinks of whisky every evening. The whisky inflamed his mind and he strode up and down Main Street, ready to quarrel with any one his eye lighted upon. He got into the habit of roaring at his fellow citizens and making ribald jokes at their expense. Every one was a little afraid of him and he became in an odd way the guardian of the town morals. Sandy Ferris, a house painter, became a drunkard and did not support his family. Smoky Pete abused him in the public streets and in the sight of all men. “You cheap thing, warming your belly with whisky while jour children freeze, why don’t you try being a man?” he shouted at the house painter, who staggered into a side street and went to sleep off his intoxication in a stall in Clyde Neighbors’ livery barn. The blacksmith kept at the painter until the whole town took up his cry and the saloons became ashamed to accept his custom. He was forced to reform.

The blacksmith did not, however, discriminate in the choice of victims. His was not the spirit of the reformer. A merchant of Bidwell, who had always been highly respected and who was an elder in his church, went one evening to the county seat and there got into the company of a notorious woman known throughout the county as Nell Hunter. The two went into a little room at the back of a saloon and were seen by two Bidwell young men who had gone to the county seat for an evening of adventure. When the merchant, named Pen Beck, realized he had been seen, he was afraid the tale of his indiscretion would be carried to his home town, and left the woman to join the young men. He was not a drinking man, but began at once to buy drinks for his companions. The three got very drunk and drove home together late at night in a rig the young men had hired for the occasion from Clyde Neighbors. On the way the merchant kept trying to explain his presence in the company of the woman. “Don’t say anything about it,” he urged. “It would be misunderstood. I have a friend whose son has been taken in by the woman. I was trying to get her to let him alone.”

The two young men were delighted that they had caught the merchant off his guard. “It’s all right,” they assured him. “Be a good fellow and we won’t tell your wife or the minister of your church.” When they had all the drinks they could carry, they got the merchant into the buggy and began to whip the horse. They had driven half way to Bidwell and all of them had fallen into a drunken sleep, when the horse became frightened at something in the road and ran away. The buggy was overturned and they were all thrown into the road. One of the young men had an arm broken and Pen Beck’s coat was almost torn in two. He paid the young man’s doctor’s bill and settled with Clyde Neighbors for the damage to the buggy.

For a long time the story of the merchant’s adventure did not leak out, and when it did, but a few intimate friends of the young men knew it. Then it reached the ears of Smoky Pete. On the day he heard it he could hardly bear to wait until evening came. He hurried to Ben Head’s saloon, had two drinks of whisky and then went to stand with the loafers before Birdie Spinks’ drug store. At half past seven Pen Beck turned into Main Street from Cherry Street, where he lived. When he was more than three blocks away from the crowd of men before the drug store, Smoky Pete’s roaring voice began to question him. “Well, Penny, my lad, so you went for a night among the ladies?” he shouted. “You’ve been fooling around with my girl, Nell Hunter, over at the county seat. I’d like to know what you mean. You’ll have to make an explanation to me.”

The merchant stopped and stood on the sidewalk, unable to decide whether to face his tormentor or flee. It was just at the quiet time of the evening when the housewives of the town had finished their evening’s work and stood resting by the kitchen doors. It seemed to Pen Beck that Smoky Pete’s voice could be heard for a mile. He decided to face it out and if necessary to fight the blacksmith. As he came hurriedly toward the group before the drug store, Smoky Pete’s voice took up the story of the merchant’s wild night. He stepped out from the men in front of the store and seemed to be addressing himself to the whole street. Clerks, merchants, and customers rushed out of the stores. “Well,” he cried, “so you made a night of it with my girl Nell Hunter. When you sat with her in the back room of the saloon you didn’t know I was there. I was hidden under a table. If you’d done anything more than bite her on the neck I’d have come out and called you to time.”

Smoky Pete broke into a roaring laugh and waved his arms to the people gathered in the street and wondering what it was all about. It was for him one of the really delicious spots of his life. He tried to explain to the people what he was talking about. “He was with Nell Hunter in the back room of a saloon over at the county seat,” he shouted. “Edgar Duncan and Dave Oldham saw him there. He came home with them and the horse ran away. He didn’t commit adultery. I don’t want you to think that happened. All that happened was he bit my best girl, Nell Hunter, on the neck. That’s what makes me so mad. I don’t like to have her bitten by him. She is my girl and belongs to me.”

The blacksmith, forerunner of the modern city newspaper reporter in his love of taking the center of the stage in order to drag into public sight the misfortunes of his fellows, did not finish his tirade. The merchant, white with anger, rushed up and struck him a blow on the chest with his small and rather fat fist. The blacksmith knocked him into the gutter and later, when he was arrested, went proudly off to the office of the town mayor and paid his fine.

It was said by the enemies of Smoky Pete that he had not taken a bath for years. He lived alone in a small frame house at the edge of town. Behind his house was a large field. The house itself was unspeakably dirty. When the factories came to town, Tom Butterworth and Steve Hunter bought the field intending to cut it into building lots. They wanted to buy the blacksmith’s house and finally did secure it by paying a high price. He agreed to move out within a year but after the money was paid repented and wished he had not sold. A rumor began to run about town connecting the name of Tom Butterworth with that of Fanny Twist, the town milliner. It was said the rich farmer had been seen coming out of her shop late at night. The blacksmith also heard another story whispered in the streets. Louise Trucker, the farmer’s daughter who had at one time been seen creeping through a side street in the company of young Steve Hunter, had gone to Cleveland and it was said she had become the proprietor of a prosperous house of ill fame. Steve’s money, it was declared, had been used to set her up in business. The two stories offered unlimited opportunity for expansion in the blacksmith’s mind, but while he was preparing himself to do what he called bringing the two men down in the sight and hearing of the whole town, a thing happened that upset his plans. His son Fizzy Fry left his place as clerk in the hotel and went to work in the corn-cutting machine factory. One day his father saw him coming from the factory at noon with a dozen other workmen. The young man had on overalls and smoked a pipe. When he saw his father he stopped, and when the other men had gone on, explained his sudden transformation. “I’m in the shop now, but I won’t be there long,” he said proudly. “You know Tom Butterworth stays at the hotel? Well, he’s given me a chance. I got to stay in the shop for a while to learn about things. After that I’m to have a chance as shipping clerk. Then I’ll be a traveler on the road.” He looked at his father and his voice broke. “You haven’t thought very much of me, but I’m not so bad,” he said. “I don’t want to be a sissy, but I’m not very strong. I worked at the hotel because there wasn’t anything else I thought I could do.”

Peter Fry went home to his house but could not eat the food he had cooked for himself on the tiny stove in the kitchen. He went outdoors and stood for a long time, looking out across the cow-pasture Tom Butterworth and Steve Hunter had bought and that they proposed should become a part of the rapidly growing city. He had himself taken no part in the new impulses that had come upon the town, except that he had taken advantage of the failure of the town’s first industrial effort to roar insults at those of his townsmen who had lost their money. One evening he and Ed Hall had got into a fight about the matter on Main Street, and the blacksmith had been compelled to pay another fine. Now he wondered what was the matter with him. He had evidently made a mistake about his son. Had he made a mistake about Tom Butterworth and Steve Hunter?

The perplexed man went back to his shop and all the afternoon worked in silence. His heart had been set on the creation of a dramatic scene on Main Street, when he openly attacked the two most prominent men of the town, and he even pictured himself as likely to be put in the town jail where he would have an opportunity to roar things through the iron bars at the citizens gathered in the street. In anticipation of such an event, he had prepared himself to attack the reputation of other people. He had never attacked women but, if he were locked up, he intended to do so. John May had once told him that Tom Butterworth’s daughter, who had been away to college for a year, had been sent away because she was in the family way. John May had claimed he was responsible for her condition. Several of Tom’s farm hands he said had been on intimate terms with the girl. The blacksmith had told himself that if he got into trouble for publicly attacking the father he would be justified in telling what he knew about the daughter.

The blacksmith did not come into Main Street that evening. As he went home from work he saw Tom Butterworth standing with Steve Hunter before the post-office. For several weeks Tom had been spending most of his time away from town, had only appeared in town for a few hours at a time, and had not been seen on the streets in the evening. The blacksmith had been waiting to catch both men on the street at one time. Now that this opportunity had come, he began to be afraid he would not dare take it. “What right have I to spoil my boy’s chances?” he asked himself, as he went rather heavily along the street toward his own house.

It rained on that evening and for the first time in years Smoky Pete did not go into Main Street. He told himself that the rain kept him at home, but the thought did not satisfy him. All evening he moved restlessly about the house and at half past eight went to bed. He did not, however, sleep, but lay with his trousers on and with his pipe in his mouth, trying to think. Every few minutes he took the pipe from his mouth, blew out a cloud of smoke and swore viciously. At ten o’clock the farmer, who had owned the cow-pasture back of his house and who still kept his cows there, saw his neighbor tramping about in the rain in the field and saying things he had planned to say on Main Street in the hearing of the entire town.

The farmer also had gone to bed early, but at ten o’clock he decided that, as the rain continued to fall and as it was growing somewhat cold, he had better get up and let his cows into the barn. He did not dress, but threw a blanket about his shoulders and went out without a light. He let down the bars separating the field from the barnyard and then saw and heard Smoky Pete in the field. The blacksmith walked back and forth in the darkness, and as the farmer stood by the fence, began to talk in a loud voice. “Well, Tom Butterworth, you’re fooling around with Fanny Twist,” he cried into the silence and emptiness of the night. “You’re sneaking into her shop late at night, eh? Steve Hunter has set Louise Trucker up in business in a house in Cleveland. Are you and Fanny Twist going to open a house here? Is that the next industrial enterprise we’re to have here in this town?”

The amazed farmer stood in the rain in the darkness, listening to the words of his neighbor. The cows came through the gate and went into the barn. His bare legs were cold and he drew them alternately up under the blanket. For ten minutes Peter Fry tramped up and down in the field. Once he came quite near the farmer, who drew himself down beside the fence and listened, filled with amazement and fright. He could dimly see the tall, old man striding along and waving his arms about. When he had said many bitter, hateful things regarding the two most prominent men of Bidwell, he began to abuse Tom Butterworth’s daughter, calling her a bitch and the daughter of a dog. The farmer waited until Smoky Pete had gone back to his house and, when he saw a light in the kitchen, and fancied he could also see his neighbor cooking food at a stove, he went again into his own house. He had himself never quarreled with Smoky Pete and was glad. He was glad also that the field at the back of his house had been sold. He intended to sell the rest of his farm and move west to Illinois. “The man’s crazy,” he told himself. “Who but a crazy man would talk that way in the darkness? I suppose I ought to report him and get him locked up, but I guess I’ll forget what I heard. A man who would talk like that about nice respectable people would do anything. He might set fire to my house some night or something like that. I guess I’ll just forget what I heard.”


BOOK FOUR
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CHAPTER XII
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AFTER THE SUCCESS of his corn cutting machine and the apparatus for unloading coal cars that brought him a hundred thousand dollars in cash, Hugh could not remain the isolated figure he had been all through the first several years of his life in the Ohio community. From all sides men reached out their hands to him: and more than one woman thought she would like to be his wife. All men lead their lives behind a wall of misunderstanding they themselves have built, and most men die in silence and unnoticed behind the walls. Now and then a man, cut off from his fellows by the peculiarities of his nature, becomes absorbed in doing something that is impersonal, useful, and beautiful. Word of his activities is carried over the walls. His name is shouted and is carried by the wind into the tiny inclosure in which other men live and in which they are for the most part absorbed in doing some petty task for the furtherance of their own comfort. Men and women stop their complaining about the unfairness and inequality of life and wonder about the man whose name they have heard.

From Bidwell, Ohio, to farms all over the Middle West, Hugh McVey’s name had been carried. His machine for cutting corn was called the McVey Corn-Cutter. The name was printed in white letters against a background of red on the side of the machine. Farmer boys in the States of Indiana, Illinois, Iowa, Kansas, Nebraska, and all the great corn-growing States saw it and in idle moments wondered what kind of man had invented the machine they operated. A Cleveland newspaper man came to Bidwell and went to Pickleville to see Hugh. He wrote a story telling of Hugh’s early poverty and his efforts to become an inventor. When the reporter talked to Hugh he found the inventor so embarrassed and uncommunicative that he gave up trying to get a story. Then he went to Steve Hunter who talked to him for an hour. The story made Hugh a strikingly romantic figure. His people, the story said, came out of the mountains of Tennessee, but they were not poor whites. It was suggested that they were of the best English stock. There was a tale of Hugh’s having in his boyhood contrived some kind of an engine that carried water from a valley to a mountain community; another of his having seen a clock in a store in a Missouri town and of his having later made a clock of wood for his parents; and a tale of his having gone into the forest with his father’s gun, shot a wild hog and carried it down the mountain side on his shoulder in order to get money to buy school books. After the tale was printed the advertising manager of the corn-cutter factory got Hugh to go with him one day to Tom Butterworth’s farm. Many bushels of corn were brought out of the corn cribs and a great mountain of corn was built on the ground at the edge of a field. Back of the mountain of corn was a corn field just coming into tassel. Hugh was told to climb up on the mountain and sit there. Then his picture was taken. It was sent to newspapers all over the West with copies of the biography cut from the Cleveland paper. Later both the picture and the biography were used in the catalogue that described the McVey Corn-Cutter.

The cutting of corn and putting it in shocks against the time of the husking is heavy work. In recent times it has come about that much of the corn grown on mid-American prairie lands is not cut. The corn is left standing in the fields, and men go through it in the late fall to pick the yellow ears. The workers throw the corn over their shoulders into a wagon driven by a boy, who follows them in their slow progress, and it is then hauled away to the cribs. When a field has been picked, the cattle are turned in and all winter they nibble at the dry corn blades and tramp the stalks into the ground. All day long on the wide western prairies when the gray fall days have come, you may see the men and the horses working their way slowly through the fields. Like tiny insects they crawl across the immense landscapes. After them in the late fall and in the winter when the prairies are covered with snow, come the cattle. They are brought from the far West in cattle cars and after they have nibbled the corn blades all day, are taken to barns and stuffed to bursting with corn. When they are fat they are sent to the great killing-pens in Chicago, the giant city of the prairies. In the still fall nights, as you stand on prairie roads or in the barnyard back of one of the farm houses, you may hear the rustling of the dry corn blades and then the crash of the heavy bodies of the beasts going forward as they nibble and trample the corn.

In earlier days the method of corn harvesting was different. There was poetry in the operation then as there is now, but it was set to another rhythm. When the corn was ripe men went into the fields with heavy corn knives and cut the stalks of corn close to the ground. The stalks were cut with the right hand swinging the corn knife and carried on the left arm. All day a man carried a heavy load of the stalks from which yellow ears hung down. When the load became unbearably heavy it was carried to the shock, and when all the corn was cut in a certain area, the shock was made secure by binding it with tarred rope or with a tough stalk twisted to take the place of the rope. When the cutting was done the long rows of stalks stood up in the fields like sentinels, and the men crawled off to the farmhouses and to bed, utterly weary.

Hugh’s machine took all of the heavier part of the work away. It cut the corn near the ground and bound it into bundles that fell upon a platform. Two men followed the machine, one to drive the horses and the other to place the bundles of stalks against the shocks and to bind the completed shocks. The men went along smoking their pipes and talking. The horses stopped and the driver stared out over the prairies. His arms did not ache with weariness and he had time to think. The wonder and mystery of the wide open places got a little into his blood. At night when the work was done and the cattle fed and made comfortable in the barns, he did not go at once to bed but sometimes went out of his house and stood for a moment under the stars.

This thing the brain of the son of a mountain man, the poor white of the river town, had done for the people of the plains. The dreams he had tried so hard to put away from him and that the New England woman Sarah Shepard had told him would lead to his destruction had come to something. The car-dumping apparatus, that had sold for two hundred thousand dollars, had given Steve Hunter money to buy the plant-setting machine factory, and with Tom Butterworth to start manufacturing the corn-cutters, had affected the lives of fewer people, but it had carried the Missourian’s name into other places and had also made a new kind of poetry in railroad yards and along rivers at the back of cities where ships are loaded. On city nights as you lie in your houses you may hear suddenly a long reverberating roar. It is a giant that has cleared his throat of a carload of coal. Hugh McVey helped to free the giant. He is still doing it. In Bidwell, Ohio, he is still at it, making new inventions, cutting the bands that have bound the giant. He is one man who had not been swept aside from his purpose by the complexity of life.

That, however, came near happening. After the coming of his success, a thousand little voices began calling to him. The soft hands of women reached out of the masses of people about him, out of the old dwellers and new dwellers in the city that was growing up about the factories where his machines were being made in ever increasing numbers. New houses were constantly being built along Turner’s Pike that led down to his workshop at Pickleville. Beside Allie Mulberry a dozen mechanics were now employed in his experimental shop. They helped Hugh with a new invention, a hay-loading apparatus on which he was at work, and also made special tools for use in the corn-cutter factory and the new bicycle factory. A dozen new houses had been built in Pickleville itself. The wives of the mechanics lived in the houses and occasionally one of them came to see her husband at Hugh’s shop. He found it less and less difficult to talk to people. The workmen, themselves not given to the use of many words, did not think his habitual silence peculiar. They were more skilled than Hugh in the use of tools and thought it rather an accident that he had done what they had not done. As he had grown rich by that road they also tried their hand at inventions. One of them made a patent door hinge that Steve sold for ten thousand dollars, keeping half the money for his services, as he had done in the case of Hugh’s car-dumping apparatus. At the noon hour the men hurried to their houses to eat and then came back to loaf before the factory and smoke their noonday pipes. They talked of money-making, of the price of food stuffs, of the advisability of a man’s buying a house on the partial payment plan. Sometimes they talked of women and of their adventures with women. Hugh sat by himself inside the door of the shop and listened. At night after he had gone to bed he thought of what they had said. He lived in a house belonging to a Mrs. McCoy, the widow of a railroad section hand killed in a railroad accident, who had a daughter. The daughter, Rose McCoy, taught a country school and most of the year was away from home from Monday morning until late on Friday afternoon. Hugh lay in bed thinking of what his workmen had said of women and heard the old housekeeper moving about down stairs. Sometimes he got out of bed to sit by an open window. Because she was the woman whose life touched his most closely, he thought often of the school teacher. The McCoy house, a small frame affair with a picket fence separating it from Turner’s Pike, stood with its back door facing the Wheeling Railroad. The section hands on the railroad remembered their former fellow workman, Mike McCoy, and wanted to be good to his widow. They sometimes dumped half decayed railroad ties over the fence into a potato patch back of the house. At night, when heavily loaded coal trains rumbled past, the brakemen heaved large chunks of coal over the fence. The widow awoke whenever a train passed. When one of the brakemen threw a chunk of coal he shouted and his voice could be heard above the rumble of the coal cars. “That’s for Mike,” he cried. Sometimes one of the chunks knocked a picket out of the fence and the next day Hugh put it back again. When the train had passed the widow got out of bed and brought the coal into the house. “I don’t want to give the boys away by leaving it lying around in the daylight,” she explained to Hugh. On Sunday mornings Hugh took a crosscut saw and cut the railroad ties into lengths that would go into the kitchen stove. Slowly his place in the McCoy household had become fixed, and when he received the hundred thousand dollars and everybody, even the mother and daughter, expected him to move, he did not do so. He tried unsuccessfully to get the widow to take more money for his board and when that effort failed, life in the McCoy household went as it had when he was a telegraph operator receiving forty dollars a month.

In the spring or fall, as he sat by his window at night, and when the moon came up and the dust in Turner’s Pike was silvery white, Hugh thought of Rose McCoy, sleeping in some farmer’s house. It did not occur to him that she might also be awake and thinking. He imagined her lying very still in bed. The section hand’s daughter was a slender woman of thirty with tired blue eyes and red hair. Her skin had been heavily freckled in her youth and her nose was still freckled. Although Hugh did not know it, she had once been in love with George Pike, the Wheeling station agent, and a day had been set for the marriage. Then a difficulty arose in regard to religious beliefs and George Pike married another woman. It was then she became a school teacher. She was a woman of few words and she and Hugh had never been alone together, but as Hugh sat by the window on fall evenings, she lay awake in a room in the farmer’s house, where she was boarding during the school season, and thought of him. She thought that had Hugh remained a telegraph operator at forty dollars a month something might have happened between them. Then she had other thoughts, or rather, sensations that had little to do with thoughts. The room in which she lay was very still and a streak of moonlight came in through the window. In the barn back of the farmhouse she could hear the cattle stirring about. A pig grunted and in the stillness that followed she could hear the farmer, who lay in the next room with his wife, snoring gently. Rose was not very strong and the physical did not rule in her nature, but she was very lonely and thought that, like the farmer’s wife, she would like to have a man to lie with her. Warmth crept over her body and her lips became dry so that she moistened them with her tongue. Had you been able to creep unobserved into the room, you might have thought her much like a kitten lying by a stove. She closed her eyes and gave herself over to dreams. In her conscious mind she dreamed of being the wife of the bachelor Hugh McVey, but deep within her there was another dream, a dream having its basis in the memory of her one physical contact with a man. When they were engaged to be married George had often kissed her. On one evening in the spring they had gone to sit together on the grassy bank beside the creek in the shadow of the pickle factory, then deserted and silent, and had come near to going beyond kissing. Why nothing else had happened Rose did not exactly know. She had protested, but her protest had been feeble and had not expressed what she felt. George Pike had desisted in his effort to press love upon her because they were to be married, and he did not think it right to do what he thought of as taking advantage of a girl.

At any rate he did desist and long afterward, as she lay in the farmhouse consciously thinking of her mother’s bachelor boarder, her thoughts became less and less distinct and when she had slipped off into sleep, George Pike came back to her. She stirred uneasily in bed and muttered words. Rough but gentle hands touched her cheeks and played in her hair. As the night wore on and the position of the moon shifted, the streak of moonlight lighted her face. One of her hands reached up and seemed to be caressing the moonbeams. The weariness had all gone out of her face. “Yes, George, I love you, I belong to you,” she whispered.

Had Hugh been able to creep like the moonbeam into the presence of the sleeping school teacher, he must inevitably have loved her. Also he would perhaps have understood that it is best to approach human beings directly and boldly as he had approached the mechanical problems by which his days were filled. Instead he sat by his window in the presence of the moonlit night and thought of women as beings utterly unlike himself. Words dropped by Sarah Shepard to the awakening boy came creeping back to his mind. He thought women were for other men but not for him, and told himself he did not want a woman.

And then in Turner’s Pike something happened. A farmer boy, who had been to town and who had the daughter of a neighbor in his buggy, stopped in front of the house. A long freight train, grinding its way slowly past the station, barred the passage along the road. He held the reins in one hand and put the other about the waist of his companion. The two heads sought each other and lips met. They clung to each other. The same moon that shed its light on Rose McCoy in the distant farmhouse lighted the open place where the lovers sat in the buggy in the road. Hugh had to close his eyes and fight to put down an almost overpowering physical hunger in himself. His mind still protested that women were not for him. When his fancy made for him a picture of the school teacher Rose McCoy sleeping in a bed, he saw her only as a chaste white thing to be worshiped from afar and not to be approached, at least not by himself. Again he opened his eyes and looked at the lovers whose lips still clung together. His long slouching body stiffened and he sat up very straight in his chair. Then he closed his eyes again. A gruff voice broke the silence. “That’s for Mike,” it shouted and a great chunk of coal thrown from the train bounded across the potato patch and struck against the back of the house. Downstairs he could hear old Mrs. McCoy getting out of bed to secure the prize. The train passed and the lovers in the buggy sank away from each other. In the silent night Hugh could hear the regular beat of the hoofs of the farmer boy’s horse as it carried him and his woman away into the darkness.

The two people, living in the house with the old woman who had almost finished her life, and themselves trying feebly to reach out to life, never got to anything very definite in relation to each other. One Saturday evening in the late fall the Governor of the State came to Bidwell. There was a parade to be followed by a political meeting and the Governor, who was a candidate for re-election, was to address the people from the steps of the town hall. Prominent citizens were to stand on the steps beside the Governor. Steve and Tom were to be there, and they had asked Hugh to come, but he had refused. He asked Rose McCoy to go to the meeting with him, and they set out from the house at eight o’clock and walked to town. Then they stood at the edge of the crowd in the shadow of a store building and listened to the speech. To Hugh’s amazement his name was mentioned. The Governor spoke of the prosperity of the town, indirectly hinting that it was due to the political sagacity of the party of which he was a representative, and then mentioned several individuals also partly responsible. “The whole country is sweeping forward to new triumphs under our banner,” he declared, “but not every community is so fortunate as I find you here. Labor is employed at good wages. Life here is fruitful and happy. You are fortunate here in having among you such business men as Steven Hunter and Thomas Butterworth; and in the inventor Hugh McVey you have one of the greatest intellects and the most useful men that ever lived to help lift the burden off the shoulder of labor. What his brain is doing for labor, our party is doing in another way. The protective tariff is really the father of modern prosperity.”

The speaker paused and a cheer arose from the crowd. Hugh took hold of the school teacher’s arm and drew her away down a side street. They walked home in silence, but when they got to the house and were about to go in, the school teacher hesitated. She wanted to ask Hugh to walk about in the darkness with her but did not have the courage of her desires. As they stood at the gate and as the tall man with the long serious face looked down at her, she remembered the speaker’s words. “How could he care for me? How could a man like him care anything for a homely little school teacher like me?” she asked herself. Aloud she said something quite different. As they had come along Turner’s Pike she had made up her mind she would boldly suggest a walk under the trees along Turner’s Pike beyond the bridge, and had told herself that she would later lead him to the place beside the stream and in the shadow of the old pickle factory where she and George Pike had come so near being lovers. Instead she hesitated for a moment by the gate and then laughed awkwardly and passed in. “You should be proud. I would be proud if I could be spoken of like that. I don’t see why you keep living here in a cheap little house like ours,” she said.

On a warm spring Sunday night during the year in which Clara Butterworth came back to Bidwell to live, Hugh made what was for him an almost desperate effort to approach the school teacher. It had been a rainy afternoon and Hugh had spent a part of it in the house. He came over from his shop at noon and went to his room. When she was at home the school teacher occupied a room next his own. The mother who seldom left the house had on that day gone to the country to visit a brother. The daughter got dinner for herself and Hugh and he tried to help her wash the dishes. A plate fell out of his hands and its breaking seemed to break the silent, embarrassed mood that had possession of them. For a few minutes they were children and acted like children. Hugh picked up another plate and the school teacher told him to put it down. He refused. “You’re as awkward as a puppy. How you ever manage to do anything over at that shop of yours is more than I know.”

Hugh tried to keep hold of the plate which the school teacher tried to snatch away and for a few minutes they struggled laughing. Her cheeks were flushed and Hugh thought she looked bewitching. An impulse he had never had before came to him. He wanted to shout at the top of his lungs, throw the plate at the ceiling, sweep all of the dishes off the table and hear them crash on the floor, play like some huge animal loose in a tiny world. He looked at Rose and his hands trembled from the strength of the strange impulse. As he stood staring she took the plate out of his hand and went into the kitchen. Not knowing what else to do he put on his hat and went for a walk. Later he went to the shop and tried to work, but his hand trembled when he tried to hold a tool and the hay-loading apparatus on which he was at work seemed suddenly a very trivial and unimportant thing.

At four o’clock Hugh got back to the house and found it apparently empty, although the door leading to Turner’s Pike was open. The rain had stopped falling and the sun struggled to work its way through the clouds. He went upstairs to his own room and sat on the edge of his bed. The conviction that the daughter of the house was in her room next door came to him, and although the thought violated all the beliefs he had ever held regarding women in relation to himself, he decided that she had gone to her room to be near him when he came in. For some reason he knew that if he went to her door and knocked she would not be surprised and would not refuse him admission. He took off his shoes and set them gently on the floor. Then he went on tiptoes out into the little hallway. The ceiling was so low that he had to stoop to avoid knocking his head against it. He raised his hand intending to knock on the door, and then lost courage. Several times he went into the hallway with the same intent, and each time returned noiselessly to his own room. He sat in the chair by the window and waited. An hour passed. He heard a noise that indicated that the school teacher had been lying on her bed. Then he heard footsteps on the stairs, and presently saw her go out of the house and go along Turner’s Pike. She did not go toward town but over the bridge past his shop and into the country. Hugh drew himself back out of sight. He wondered where she could be going. “The roads are muddy. Why does she go out? Is she afraid of me?” he asked himself. When he saw her turn at the bridge and look back toward the house, his hands trembled again. “She wants me to follow. She wants me to go with her,” he thought.

Hugh did presently go out of the house and along the road but did not meet the school teacher. She had in fact crossed the bridge and had gone along the bank of the creek on the farther side. Then she crossed over again on a fallen log and went to stand by the wall of the pickle factory. A lilac bush grew beside the wall and she stood out of sight behind it. When she saw Hugh in the road her heart beat so heavily that she had difficulty in breathing. He went along the road and presently passed out of sight, and a great weakness took possession of her. Although the grass was wet she sat on the ground against the wall of the building and closed her eyes. Later she put her face in her hands and wept.

The perplexed inventor did not get back to his boarding house until late that night, and when he did he was unspeakably glad that he had not knocked on the door of Rose McCoy’s room. He had decided during the walk that the whole notion that she had wanted him had been born in his own brain. “She’s a nice woman,” he had said to himself over and over during the walk, and thought that in coming to that conclusion he had swept away all possibilities of anything else in her. He was tired when he got home and went at once to bed. The old woman came home from the country and her brother sat in his buggy and shouted to the school teacher, who came out of her room and ran down the stairs. He heard the two women carry something heavy into the house and drop it on the floor. The farmer brother had given Mrs. McCoy a bag of potatoes. Hugh thought of the mother and daughter standing together downstairs and was unspeakably glad he had not given way to his impulse toward boldness. “She would be telling her now. She is a good woman and would be telling her now,” he thought.

At two o’clock that night Hugh got out of bed. In spite of the conviction that women were not for him, he had found himself unable to sleep. Something that shone in the eyes of the school teacher, when she struggled with him for the possession of the plate, kept calling to him and he got up and went to the window. The clouds had all gone out of the sky and the night was clear. At the window next his own sat Rose McCoy. She was dressed in a night gown and was looking away along Turner’s Pike to the place where George Pike the station master lived with his wife. Without giving himself time to think, Hugh knelt on the floor and with his long arm reached across the space between the two windows. His fingers had almost touched the back of the woman’s head and ached to play in the mass of red hair that fell down over her shoulders, when again self-consciousness overcame him. He drew his arm quickly back and stood upright in the room. His head banged against the ceiling and he heard the window of the room next door go softly down. With a conscious effort he took himself in hand. “She’s a good woman. Remember, she’s a good woman,” he whispered to himself, and when he got again into his bed he refused to let his mind linger on the thoughts of the school teacher, but compelled them to turn to the unsolved problems he still had to face before he could complete his hay-loading apparatus. “You tend to your business and don’t be going off on that road any more,” he said, as though speaking to another person. “Remember she’s a good woman and you haven’t the right. That’s all you have to do. Remember you haven’t the right,” he added with a ring of command in his voice.


CHAPTER XIII
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HUGH FIRST SAW Clara Butterworth one day in July when she had been at home for a month. She came to his shop late one afternoon with her father and a man who had been employed to manage the new bicycle factory. The three got out of Tom’s buggy and came into the shop to see Hugh’s new invention, the hay-loading apparatus. Tom and the man named Alfred Buckley went to the rear of the shop, and Hugh was left alone with the woman. She was dressed in a light summer gown and her cheeks were flushed. Hugh stood by a bench near an open window and listened while she talked of how much the town had changed in the three years she had been away. “It is your doing, every one says that,” she declared.

Clara had been waiting for an opportunity to talk to Hugh. She began asking questions regarding his work and what was to come of it. “When everything is done by machines, what are people to do?” she asked. She seemed to take it for granted that the inventor had thought deeply on the subject of industrial development, a subject on which Kate Chanceller had often talked during a whole evening. Having heard Hugh spoken of as one who had a great brain, she wanted to see the brain at work.

Alfred Buckley came often to her father’s house and wanted to marry Clara. In the evening the two men sat on the front porch of the farmhouse and talked of the town and the big things that were to be done there. They spoke of Hugh, and Buckley, an energetic, talkative fellow with a long jaw and restless gray eyes who had come from New York City, suggested schemes for using him. Clara gathered that there was a plan on foot to get control of Hugh’s future inventions and thereby gain an advantage over Steve Hunter.

The whole matter puzzled Clara. Alfred Buckley had asked her to marry him and she had put the matter off. The proposal had been a formal thing, not at all what she had expected from a man she was to take as a partner for life, but Clara was at the moment very seriously determined upon marriage. The New York man was at her father’s house several evenings every week. She had never walked about with him nor had they in any way come close to each other. He seemed too much occupied with work to be personal and had proposed marriage by writing her a letter. Clara got the letter from the post-office and it upset her so that she felt she could not for a time go into the presence of any one she knew. “I am unworthy of you, but I want you to be my wife. I will work for you. I am new here and you do not know me very well. All I ask is the privilege of proving my merit. I want you to be my wife, but before I dare come and ask you to do me so great an honor I feel I must prove myself worthy,” the letter said.

Clara had driven into town alone on the day when she received it and later got into her buggy and drove south past the Butterworth farm into the hills. She forgot to go home to lunch or to the evening meal. The horse jogged slowly along, protesting and trying to turn back at every cross road, but she kept on and did not get home until midnight. When she reached the farmhouse her father was waiting. He went with her into the barnyard and helped unhitch the horse. Nothing was said, and after a moment’s conversation having nothing to do with the subject that occupied both their minds, she went upstairs and tried to think the matter out. She became convinced that her father had something to do with the proposal of marriage that he knew about it and had waited for her to come home in order to see how it had affected her.

Clara wrote a reply that was as non-committal as the proposal itself. “I do not know whether I want to marry you or not. I will have to become acquainted with you. I however thank you for the offer of marriage and when you feel that the right time has come, we will talk about it,” she wrote.

After the exchange of letters, Alfred Buckley came to her father’s house more often than before, but he and Clara did not become better acquainted. He did not talk to her, but to her father. Although she did not know it, the rumor that she was to marry the New York man had already run about town. She did not know whether her father or Buckley had told the tale.

On the front porch of the farmhouse through the summer evenings the two men talked of the progress, of the town and the part they were taking and hoped to take in its future growth. The New York man had proposed a scheme to Tom. He was to go to Hugh and propose a contract giving the two men an option on all his future inventions. As the inventions were completed they were to be financed in New York City, and the two men would give up manufacture and make money much more rapidly as promoters. They hesitated because they were afraid of Steve Hunter, and because Tom was afraid Hugh would not fall in with their plan. “It wouldn’t surprise me if Steve already had such a contract with him. He’s a fool if he hasn’t,” the older man said.

Evening after evening the two men talked and Clara sat in the deep shadows at the back of the porch and listened. The enmity that had existed between herself and her father seemed to be forgotten. The man who had asked her to marry him did not look at her, but her father did. Buckley did most of the talking and spoke of New York City business men, already famous throughout the Middle West as giants of finance, as though they were his life-long friends. “They’ll put over anything I ask them to,” he declared.

Clara tried to think of Alfred Buckley as a husband. Like Hugh McVey he was tall and gaunt but unlike the inventor, whom she had seen two or three times on the street, he was not carelessly dressed. There was something sleek about him, something that suggested a well-bred dog, a hound perhaps. As he talked he leaned forward like a greyhound in pursuit of a rabbit. His hair was carefully parted and his clothes fitted him like the skin of an animal. He wore a diamond scarf pin. His long jaw, it seemed to her, was always wagging. Within a few days after the receipt of his letter she had made up her mind that she did not want him as a husband, and she was convinced he did not want her. The whole matter of marriage had, she was sure, been in some way suggested by her father. When she came to that conclusion she was both angry and in an odd way touched. She did not interpret it as fear of some sort of indiscretion on her part, but thought that her father wanted her to marry because he wanted her to be happy. As she sat in the darkness on the front porch of the farmhouse the voices of the two men became indistinct. It was as though her mind went out of her body and like a living thing journeyed over the world. Dozens of men she had seen and had casually addressed, young fellows attending school at Columbus and boys of the town with whom she had gone to parties and dances when she was a young girl, came to stand before her. She saw their figures distinctly, but remembered them at some advantageous moment of her contact with them. At Columbus there was a young man from a town in the southern end of the State, one of the sort that is always in love with a woman. During her first year in school he had noticed Clara, had been undecided as to whether he had better pay attention to her or to a little black-eyed town girl who was in their classes. Several times he walked down the college hill and along the street with Clara. The two stood at a street crossing where she was in the habit of taking a car. Several cars went by as they stood together by a bush that grew by a high stone wall. They talked of trivial matters, a comedy club that had been organized in the school, the chances of victory for the football team. The young man was one of the actors in a play to be given by the comedy club and told Clara of his experiences at rehearsals. As he talked his eyes began to shine and he seemed to be looking, not at her face or body, but at something within her. For a time, perhaps for fifteen minutes, there was a possibility that the two people would love each other. Then the young man went away and later she saw him walking under the trees on the college campus with the little black-eyed town girl.

As she sat on the porch in the darkness in the summer evenings, Clara thought of the incident and of dozens of other swift-passing contacts she had made with men. The voices of the two men talking of money-making went on and on. Whenever she came back out of her introspective world of thought, Alfred Buckley’s long jaw was wagging. He was always at work, steadily, persistently urging something on her father. It was difficult for Clara to think of her father as a rabbit, but the notion that Alfred Buckley was like a hound stayed with her. “The wolf and the wolfhound,” she thought absent-mindedly.

Clara was twenty-three and seemed to herself mature. She did not intend wasting any more time going to school and did not want to be a professional woman, like Kate Chanceller. There was something she did want and in a way some man, she did not know what man it would be, was concerned in the matter. She was very hungry for love, but might have got that from another woman. Kate Chanceller would have loved her. She was not unconscious of the fact that their friendship had been something more than friendship. Kate loved to hold Clara’s hand and wanted to kiss and caress her. The inclination had been put down by Kate herself, a struggle had gone on in her, and Clara had been dimly conscious of it and had respected Kate for making it.

Why? Clara asked herself that question a dozen times during the early weeks of that summer. Kate Chanceller had taught her to think. When they were together Kate did both the thinking and the talking, but now Clara’s mind had a chance. There was something back of her desire for a man. She wanted something more than caresses. There was a creative impulse in her that could not function until she had been made love to by a man. The man she wanted was but an instrument she sought in order that she might fulfill herself. Several times during those evenings in the presence of the two men, who talked only of making money out of the products of another man’s mind, she almost forced her mind out into a concrete thought concerning women, and then it became again befogged.

Clara grew tired of thinking, and listened to the talk. The name of Hugh McVey played through the persistent conversation like a refrain. It became fixed in her mind. The inventor was not married. By the social system under which she lived that and that only made him a possibility for her purposes. She began to think of the inventor, and her mind, weary of playing about her own figure, played about the figure of the tall, serious-looking man she had seen on Main Street. When Alfred Buckley had driven away to town for the night, she went upstairs to her own room but did not get into bed. Instead, she put out her light and sat by an open window that looked out upon the orchard and from which she could see a little stretch of the road that ran past the farm house toward town. Every evening before Alfred Buckley went away, there was a little scene on the front porch. When the visitor got up to go, her father made some excuse for going indoors or around the corner of the house into the barnyard. “I will have Jim Priest hitch up your horse,” he said and hurried away. Clara was left in the company of the man who had pretended he wanted to marry her, and who, she was convinced, wanted nothing of the kind. She was not embarrassed, but could feel his embarrassment and enjoyed it. He made formal speeches.

“Well, the night is fine,” he said. Clara hugged the thought that he was uncomfortable. “He has taken me for a green country girl, impressed with him because he is from the city and dressed in fine clothes,” she thought. Sometimes her father stayed away five or ten minutes and she did not say a word. When her father returned Alfred Buckley shook hands with him and then turned to Clara, apparently now quite at his ease. “We have bored you, I’m afraid,” he said. He took her hand and leaning over, kissed the back of it ceremoniously. Her father looked away. Clara went upstairs and sat by the window. She could hear the two men continuing their talk in the road before the house. After a time the front door banged, her father came into the house and the visitor drove away. Everything became quiet and for a long time she could hear the hoofs of Alfred Buckley’s horse beating a rapid tattoo on the road that led down into town.

Clara thought of Hugh McVey. Alfred Buckley had spoken of him as a backwoodsman with a streak of genius. He constantly harped on the notion that he and Tom could use the man for their own ends, and she wondered if both of the men were making as great a mistake about the inventor as they were about her. In the silent summer night, when the sound of the horse’s hoofs had died away and when her father had quit stirring about the house, she heard another sound. The corn-cutting machine factory was very busy and had put on a night shift. When the night was still, or when there was a slight breeze blowing up the hill from town, there was a low rumbling sound coming from many machines working in wood and steel, followed at regular intervals by the steady breathing of a steam engine.

The woman at the window, like every one else in her town and in all the towns of the mid-western country, became touched with the idea of the romance of industry. The dreams of the Missouri boy that he had fought, had by the strength of his persistency twisted into new channels so that they had expressed themselves in definite things, in corn-cutting machines and in machines for unloading coal cars and for gathering hay out of a field and loading it on wagons without aid of human hands, were still dreams and capable of arousing dreams in others. They awoke dreams in the mind of the woman. The figures of other men that had been playing through her mind slipped away and but the one figure remained. Her mind made up stories concerning Hugh. She had read the absurd tale that had been printed in the Cleveland paper and her fancy took hold of it. Like every other citizen of America she believed in heroes. In books and magazines she had read of heroic men who had come up out of poverty by some strange alchemy to combine in their stout persons all of the virtues. The broad, rich land demanded gigantic figures, and the minds of men had created the figures. Lincoln, Grant, Garfield, Sherman, and a half dozen other men were something more than human in the minds of the generation that came immediately after the days of their stirring performance. Already industry was creating a new set of semi-mythical figures. The factory at work in the night-time in the town of Bidwell became, to the mind of the woman sitting by the window in the farm house, not a factory but a powerful animal, a powerful beast-like thing that Hugh had tamed and made useful to his fellows. Her mind ran forward and took the taming of the beast for granted. The hunger of her generation found a voice in her. Like every one else she wanted heroes, and Hugh, to whom she had never talked and about whom she knew nothing, became a hero. Her father, Alfred Buckley, Steve Hunter and the rest were after all pigmies. Her father was a schemer; he had even schemed to get her married, perhaps to further his own plans. In reality his schemes were so ineffective that she did not need to be angry with him. There was but one man of them all who was not a schemer. Hugh was what she wanted to be. He was a creative force. In his hands dead inanimate things became creative forces. He was what she wanted not herself but perhaps a son, to be. The thought, at last definitely expressed, startled Clara, and she arose from the chair by the window and prepared to go to bed. Something within her body ached, but she did not allow herself to pursue further the thoughts she had been having.

On the day when she went with her father and Alfred Buckley to visit Hugh’s shop, Clara knew that she wanted to marry the man she would see there. The thought was not expressed in her but slept like a seed newly planted in fertile soil. She had herself managed that she be taken to the factory and had also managed that she be left with Hugh while the two men went to look at the half-completed hay-loader at the back of the shop.

She had begun talking to Hugh while the four people stood on the little grass plot before the shop. They went inside and her father and Buckley went through a door toward the rear. She stopped by a bench and as she continued talking Hugh was compelled to stop and stand beside her. She asked questions, paid him vague compliments, and as he struggled, trying to make conversation, she studied him. To cover his confusion he half turned away and looked out through a window into Turner’s Pike. His eyes, she decided, were nice. They were somewhat small, but there was something gray and cloudy in them, and the gray cloudiness gave her confidence in the person behind the eyes. She could, she felt, trust him. There was something in his eyes that was like the things most grateful to her own nature, the sky seen across an open stretch of country or over a river that ran straight away into the distance. Hugh’s hair was coarse like the mane of a horse, and his nose was like the nose of a horse. He was, she decided, very like a horse; an honest, powerful horse, a horse that was humanized by the mysterious, hungering thing that expressed itself through his eyes. “If I have to live with an animal; if, as Kate Chanceller once said, we women have to decide what other animal we are to live with before we can begin being humans, I would rather live with a strong, kindly horse than a wolf or a wolfhound,” she found herself thinking.


CHAPTER XIV
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HUGH HAD NO suspicion that Clara had him under consideration as a possible husband. He knew nothing about her, but after she went away he began to think. She was a woman and good to look upon and at once took Rose McCoy’s place in his mind. All unloved men and many who are loved play in a half subconscious way with the figures of many women as women’s minds play with the figures of men, seeing them in many situations, vaguely caressing them, dreaming of closer contacts. With Hugh the impulse toward women had started late, but it was becoming every day more active. When he talked to Clara and while she stayed in his presence, he was more embarrassed than he had ever been before, because he was more conscious of her than he had ever been of any other woman. In secret he was not the modest man he thought himself. The success of his corn-cutting machine and his car-dumping apparatus and the respect, amounting almost to worship, he sometimes saw in the eyes of the people of the Ohio town had fed his vanity. It was a time when all America was obsessed with one idea, and to the people of Bidwell nothing could be more important, necessary and vital to progress than the things Hugh had done. He did not walk and talk like the other people of the town, and his body was over-large and loosely put together, but in secret he did not want to be different even in a physical way. Now and then there came an opportunity for a test of physical strength: an iron bar was to be lifted or a part of some heavy machine swung into place in the shop. In such a test he had found he could lift almost twice the load another could handle. Two men grunted and strained, trying to lift a heavy bar off the floor and put it on a bench. He came along and did the job alone and without apparent effort.

In his room at night or in the late afternoon or evening in the summer when he walked on country roads, he sometimes felt keen hunger for recognition of his merits from his fellows, and having no one to praise him, he praised himself. When the Governor of the State spoke in praise of him before a crowd and when he made Rose McCoy come away because it seemed immodest for him to stay and hear such words, he found himself unable to sleep. After tossing in his bed for two or three hours he got up and crept quietly out of the house. He was like a man who, having an unmusical voice, sings to himself in a bath-room while the water is making a loud, splashing noise. On that night Hugh wanted to be an orator. As he stumbled in the darkness along Turner’s Pike he imagined himself Governor of a State addressing a multitude of people. A mile north of Pickleville a dense thicket grew beside the road, and Hugh stopped and addressed the young trees and bushes. In the darkness the mass of bushes looked not unlike a crowd standing at attention, listening. The wind blew and played in the thick, dry growth and there was a sound as of many voices whispering words of encouragement. Hugh said many foolish things. Expressions he had heard from the lips of Steve Hunter and Tom Butterworth came into his mind and were repeated by his lips. He spoke of the swift growth that had come to the town of Bidwell as though it were an unmixed blessing, the factories, the homes of happy, contented people, the coming of industrial development as something akin to a visit of the gods. Rising to the height of egotism he shouted, “I have done it. I have done it.”

Hugh heard a buggy coming along the road and fled into the thicket. A farmer, who had gone to town for the evening and who had stayed after the political meeting to talk with other farmers in Ben Head’s saloon, went homeward, asleep in his buggy. His head nodded up and down, heavy with the vapors rising from many glasses of beer. Hugh came out of the thicket feeling somewhat ashamed. The next day he wrote a letter to Sarah Shepherd and told her of his progress. “If you or Henry want any money, I can let you have all you want,” he wrote, and did not resist the temptation to tell her something of what the Governor had said of his work and his mind. “Anyway they must think I amount to something whether I do or not,” he said wistfully.

Having awakened to his own importance in the life about him, Hugh wanted direct, human appreciation. After the failure of the effort both he and Rose had made to break through the wall of embarrassment and reserve that kept them apart, he knew pretty definitely that he wanted a woman, and the idea, once fixed in his mind, grew to gigantic proportions. All women became interesting, and he looked with hungry eyes at the wives of the workmen who sometimes came to the shop door to pass a word with their husbands, at young farm girls who drove along Turner’s Pike on summer afternoons, town girls who walked in the Bidwell Main Street in the evening, at fair women and dark women. As he wanted a woman more consciously and determinedly he became more afraid of individual women. His success and his association with the workmen in his shop had made him less self-conscious in the presence of men, but the women were different. In their presence he was ashamed of his secret thoughts of them.

On the day when he was left alone with Clara, Tom Butterworth and Alfred Buckley stayed at the back of the shop for nearly twenty minutes. It was a hot day and beads of sweat stood on Hugh’s face. His sleeves were rolled to his elbows and his hands and hairy arms were covered with shop grime. He put up his hand to wipe the sweat from his forehead, leaving a long, black mark. Then he became aware of the fact that as she talked the woman looked at him in an absorbed, almost calculating way. It was as though he were a horse and she were a buyer examining him to be sure he was sound and of a kindly disposition. While she stood beside him her eyes were shining and her cheeks were flushed. The awakening, assertive male thing in him whispered that the flush on her cheeks and the shining eyes were indicative of something. His mind had been taught that lesson by the slight and wholly unsatisfactory experience with the school teacher at his boarding-house.

Clara drove away from the shop with her father and Alfred Buckley. Tom drove and Alfred Buckley leaned forward and talked. “You must find out whether or not Steve has an option on the new tool. It would be foolish to ask outright and give ourselves away. That inventor is stupid and vain. Those fellows always are. They appear to be quiet and shrewd, but they always let the cat out of the bag. The thing to do is to flatter him in some way. A woman could find out all he knows in ten minutes.” He turned to Clara and smiled. There was something infinitely impertinent in the fixed, animal-like stare of his eyes. “We do take you into our plans, your father and me, eh?” he said. “You must be careful not to give us away when you talk to that inventor.”

From his shop window Hugh stared at the backs of the heads of the three people. The top of Tom Butterworth’s buggy had been let down, and when he talked Alfred Buckley leaned forward and his head disappeared. Hugh thought Clara must look like the kind of woman men meant when they spoke of a lady. The farmer’s daughter had an instinct for clothes, and Hugh’s mind got the idea of gentility by way of the medium of clothes. He thought the dress she had worn the most stylish thing he had ever seen. Clara’s friend Kate Chanceller, while mannish in her dress, had an instinct for style and had taught Clara some valuable lessons. “Any woman can dress well if she knows how,” Kate had declared. She had taught Clara how to study and emphasize by dress the good points of her body. Beside Clara, Rose McCoy looked dowdy and commonplace.

Hugh went to the rear of his shop to where there was a water-tap and washed his hands. Then he went to a bench and tried to take up the work he had been doing. Within five minutes he went to wash his hands again. He went out of the shop and stood beside the small stream that rippled along beneath willow bushes and disappeared under the bridge beneath Turner’s Pike, and then went back for his coat and quit work for the day. An instinct led him to go past the creek again and he knelt on the grass at the edge and again washed his hands.

Hugh’s growing vanity was fed by the thought that Clara was interested in him, but it was not yet strong enough to sustain the thought. He took a long walk, going north from the shop along Turner’s Pike for two or three miles and then by a cross road between corn and cabbage fields to where he could, by crossing a meadow, get into a wood. For an hour he sat on a log at the wood’s edge and looked south. Away in the distance, over the roofs of the houses of the town, he could see a white speck against a background of green — the Butterworth farm house. Almost at once he decided that the thing he had seen in Clara’s eyes and that was sister to something he had seen in Rose McCoy’s eyes had nothing to do with him. The mantle of vanity he had been wearing dropped off and left him naked and sad. “What would she be wanting of me?” he asked himself, and got up from the log to look with critical eyes at his long, bony body. For the first time in two or three years he thought of the words so often repeated in his presence by Sarah Shepard in the first few months after he left his father’s shack by the shore of the Mississippi River and came to work at the railroad station. She had called his people lazy louts and poor white trash and had railed against his inclination to dreams. By struggle and work he had conquered the dreams but could not conquer his ancestry, nor change the fact that he was at bottom poor white trash. With a shudder of disgust he saw himself again a boy in ragged clothes that smelled of fish, lying stupid and half asleep in the grass beside the Mississippi River. He forgot the majesty of the dreams that sometimes came to him, and only remembered the swarms of flies that, attracted by the filth of their clothes, hovered over him and over the drunken father who lay sleeping beside him.

A lump arose in his throat and for a moment he was consumed with self-pity. Then he went out of the wood, crossed the field, and with his peculiar, long, shambling gait that got him over the ground with surprising rapidity, went again along the road. Had there been a stream nearby he would have been tempted to tear off his clothes and plunge in. The notion that he could ever become a man who would in any way be attractive to a woman like Clara Butterworth seemed the greatest folly in the world. “She’s a lady. What would she be wanting of me? I ain’t fitten for her. I ain’t fitten for her,” he said aloud, unconsciously falling into the dialect of his father.

Hugh walked the entire afternoon away and in the evening went back to his shop and worked until midnight. So energetically did he work that several knotty problems in the construction of the hay-loading apparatus were cleared away.

On the second evening after the encounter with Clara, Hugh went for a walk in the streets of Bidwell. He thought of the work on which he had been engaged all day and then of the woman he had made up his mind he could under no circumstances win. As darkness came on he went into the country, and at nine returned along the railroad tracks past the corn-cutter factory. The factory was working day and night, and the new plant, also beside the tracks and but a short distance away, was almost completed. Behind the new plant was a field Tom Butterworth and Steve Hunter had bought and laid out in streets of workingmen’s houses. The houses were cheaply constructed and ugly, and in all directions there was a vast disorder; but Hugh did not see the disorder or the ugliness of the buildings. The sight that lay before him strengthened his waning vanity. Something of the loose shuffle went out of his stride and he threw back his shoulders. “What I have done here amounts to something. I’m all right,” he thought, and had almost reached the old corn-cutter plant when several men came out of a side door and getting upon the tracks, walked before him.

In the corn-cutter plant something had happened that excited the men. Ed Hall the superintendent had played a trick on his fellow townsmen. He had put on overalls and gone to work at a bench in a long room with some fifty other men. “I’m going to show you up,” he said, laughing. “You watch me. We’re behind on the work and I’m going to show you up.”

The pride of the workmen had been touched, and for two weeks they had worked like demons to outdo the boss. At night when the amount of work done was calculated, they laughed at Ed. Then they heard that the piece-work plan was to be installed in the factory, and were afraid they would be paid by a scale calculated on the amount of work done during the two weeks of furious effort.

The workman who stumbled along the tracks cursed Ed Hall and the men for whom he worked. “I lost six hundred dollars in the plant-setting machine failure and this is all I get, to be played a trick on by a young suck like Ed Hall,” a voice grumbled. Another voice took up the refrain. In the dim light Hugh could see the speaker, a man with a bent back, a product of the cabbage fields, who had come to town to find employment. Although he did not recognize it, he had heard the voice before. It came from a son of the cabbage farmer, Ezra French and was the same voice he had once heard complaining at night as the French boys crawled across a cabbage field in the moonlight. The man now said something that startled Hugh. “Well,” he declared, “it’s a joke on me. I quit Dad and made him sore; now he won’t take me back again. He says I’m a quitter and no good. I thought I’d come to town to a factory and find it easier here. Now I’ve got married and have to stick to my job no matter what they do. In the country I worked like a dog a few weeks a year, but here I’ll probably have to work like that all the time. It’s the way things go. I thought it was mighty funny, all this talk about the factory work being so easy. I wish the old days were back. I don’t see how that inventor or his inventions ever helped us workers. Dad was right about him. He said an inventor wouldn’t do nothing for workers. He said it would be better to tar and feather that telegraph operator. I guess Dad was right.”

The swagger went out of Hugh’s walk and he stopped to let the men pass out of sight and hearing along the track. When they had gone a little away a quarrel broke out. Each man felt the others must be in some way responsible for his betrayal in the matter of the contest with Ed Hall and accusations flew back and forth. One of the men threw a heavy stone that ran down along the tracks and jumped into a ditch filled with dry weeds. It made a heavy crashing sound. Hugh heard heavy footsteps running. He was afraid the men were going to attack him, and climbed over a fence, crossed a barnyard, and got into an empty street. As he went along trying to understand what had happened and why the men were angry, he met Clara Butterworth, standing and apparently waiting for him under a street lamp.

 

 

 

Hugh walked beside Clara, too perplexed to attempt to understand the new impulses crowding in upon his mind. She explained her presence in the street by saying she had been to town to mail a letter and intended walking home by a side road. “You may come with me if you’re just out for a walk,” she said. The two walked in silence. Hugh’s mind, unaccustomed to traveling in wide circles, centered on his companion. Life seemed suddenly to be crowding him along strange roads. In two days he had felt more new emotions and had felt them more deeply than he would have thought possible to a human being. The hour through which he had just passed had been extraordinary. He had started out from his boarding-house sad and depressed. Then he had come by the factories and pride in what he thought he had accomplished swept in on him. Now it was apparent the workers in the factories were not happy, that there was something the matter. He wondered if Clara would know what was wrong and would tell him if he asked. He wanted to ask many questions. “That’s what I want a woman for. I want some one close to me who understands things and will tell me about them,” he thought. Clara remained silent and Hugh decided that she, like the complaining workman stumbling along the tracks, did not like him. The man had said he wished Hugh had never come to town. Perhaps every one in Bidwell secretly felt that way.

Hugh was no longer proud of himself and his achievements. Perplexity had captured him. When he and Clara got out of town into a country road, he began thinking of Sarah Shepard, who had been friendly and kind to him when he was a lad, and wished she were with him, or better yet that Clara would take the attitude toward him she had taken. Had Clara taken it into her head to scold as Sarah Shepard had done he would have been relieved.

Instead Clara walked in silence, thinking of her own affairs and planning to use Hugh for her own ends. It had been a perplexing day for her. Late that afternoon there had been a scene between her and her father and she had left home and come to town because she could no longer bear being in his presence. When she had seen Hugh coming toward her she had stopped under a street lamp to wait for him. “I could set everything straight by getting him to ask me to marry him,” she thought.

The new difficulty that had arisen between Clara and her father was something with which she had nothing to do. Tom, who thought himself so shrewd and crafty, had been taken in by the city man, Alfred Buckley. A federal officer had come to town during the afternoon to arrest Buckley. The man had turned out to be a notorious swindler wanted in several cities. In New York he had been one of a gang who distributed counterfeit money, and in other states he was wanted for swindling women, two of whom he married unlawfully.

The arrest had been like a shot fired at Tom by a member of his own household. He had almost come to think of Alfred Buckley as one of his family, and as he drove rapidly along the road toward home, he had been profoundly sorry for his daughter and had intended to ask her to forgive him for his part in betraying her into a false position. That he had not openly committed himself to any of Buckley’s schemes, had signed no papers and written no letters that would betray the conspiracy he had entered into against Steve, filled him with joy. He had intended to be generous, and even, if necessary, confess to Clara his indiscretion in talking of a possible marriage, but when he got to the farm house and had taken Clara into the parlor and had closed the door, he changed his mind. He told her of Buckley’s arrest, and then started tramping excitedly up and down in the room. Her coolness infuriated him. “Don’t set there like a clam!” he shouted. “Don’t you know what’s happened? Don’t you know you’re disgraced, have brought disgrace on my name?”

The angry father explained that half the town knew of her engagement to marry Alfred Buckley, and when Clara declared they were not engaged and that she had never intended marrying the man, his anger did not abate. He had himself whispered the suggestion about town, had told Steve Hunter, Gordon Hart, and two or three others, that Alfred Buckley and his daughter would no doubt do what he spoke of as “hitting it off,” and they had of course told their wives. The fact that he had betrayed his daughter into an ugly position gnawed at his consciousness. “I suppose the rascal told it himself,” he said, in reply to her statement, and again gave way to anger. He glared at his daughter and wished she were a son so he could strike with his fists. His voice arose to a shout and could be heard in the barnyard where Jim Priest and a young farm hand were at work. They stopped work and listened. “She’s been up to something. Do you suppose some man has got her in trouble?” the young farm hand asked.

In the house Tom expressed his old dissatisfaction with his daughter. “Why haven’t you married and settled down like a decent woman?” he shouted. “Tell me that. Why haven’t you married and settled down? Why are you always getting in trouble? Why haven’t you married and settled down?”

 

 

 

Clara walked in the road beside Hugh and thought that all her troubles would come to an end if he would ask her to be his wife. Then she became ashamed of her thoughts. As they passed the last street lamp and prepared to set out by a roundabout way along a dark road, she turned to look at Hugh’s long, serious face. The tradition that had made him appear different from other men in the eyes of the people of Bidwell began to affect her. Ever since she had come home she had been hearing people speak of him with something like awe in their voices. For her to marry the town’s hero would, she knew, set her on a high place in the eyes of her people. It would be a triumph for her and would re-establish her, not only in her father’s eyes but in the eyes of every one. Every one seemed to think she should marry; even Jim Priest had said so. He had said she was the marrying kind. Here was her chance. She wondered why she did not want to take it.

Clara had written her friend Kate Chanceller a letter in which she had declared her intention of leaving home and going to work, and had come to town afoot to mail it. On Main Street as she went through the crowds of men who had come to loaf the evening away before the stores, the force of what her father had said concerning the connection of her name with that of Buckley the swindler had struck her for the first time. The men were gathered together in groups, talking excitedly. No doubt they were discussing Buckley’s arrest. Her own name was, no doubt, being bandied about. Her cheeks burned and a keen hatred of mankind had possession of her. Now her hatred of others awoke in her an almost worshipful attitude toward Hugh. By the time they had walked together for five minutes all thought of using him to her own ends had gone. “He’s not like Father or Henderson Woodburn or Alfred Buckley,” she told herself. “He doesn’t scheme and twist things about trying to get the best of some one else. He works, and because of his efforts things are accomplished.” The figure of the farm hand Jim Priest working in a field of corn came to her mind. “The farm hand works,” she thought, “and the corn grows. This man sticks to his task in his shop and makes a town grow.”

In her father’s presence during the afternoon Clara had remained calm and apparently indifferent to his tirade. In town in the presence of the men she was sure were attacking her character, she had been angry, ready to fight. Now she wanted to put her head on Hugh’s shoulder and cry.

They came to the bridge near where the road turned and led to her father’s house. It was the same bridge to which she had come with the school teacher and to which John May had followed, looking for a fight. Clara stopped. She did not want any one at the house to know that Hugh had walked home with her. “Father is so set on my getting married, he would go to see him to-morrow,” she thought. She put her arms upon the rail of the bridge and bending over buried her face between them. Hugh stood behind her, turning his head from side to side and rubbing his hands on his trouser legs, beside himself with embarrassment. There was a flat, swampy field beside the road and not far from the bridge, and after a moment of silence the voices of a multitude of frogs broke the stillness. Hugh became overwhelmingly sad. The notion that he was a big man and deserved to have a woman to live with and understand him went entirely away. For the moment he wanted to be a boy and put his head on the shoulder of the woman. He did not look at Clara but at himself. In the dim light his hands, nervously fumbling about, his long, loosely-put-together body, everything connected with his person, seemed ugly and altogether unattractive. He could see the woman’s small firm hands that lay on the railing of the bridge. They were, he thought, like everything connected with her person, shapely and beautiful, just as everything connected with his own person was unshapely and ugly.

Clara aroused herself from the meditative mood that had taken possession of her, and after shaking Hugh’s hand and explaining that she did not want him to go further went away. When he thought she had quite gone she came back. “You’ll hear I was engaged to that Alfred Buckley who has got into trouble and has been arrested,” she said. Hugh did not reply and her voice became sharp and a little challenging. “You’ll hear we were going to be married. I don’t know what you’ll hear. It’s a lie,” she said and turning, hurried away.


CHAPTER XV
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HUGH AND CLARA were married in less than a week after their first walk together. A chain of circumstances touching their two lives hurled them into marriage, and the opportunity for the intimacy with a woman for which Hugh so longed came to him with a swiftness that made him fairly dizzy.

It was a Wednesday evening and cloudy. After dining in silence with his landlady, Hugh started along Turner’s Pike toward Bidwell, but when he had got almost into town, turned back. He had left the house intending to go through town to the Medina Road and to the woman who now occupied so large a place in his thoughts, but hadn’t the courage. Every evening for almost a week he had taken the walk, and every evening and at almost the same spot he turned back. He was disgusted and angry with himself and went to his shop, walking in the middle of the road and kicking up clouds of dust. People passed along the path under the trees at the side of the road and turned to stare at him. A workingman with a fat wife, who puffed as she walked at his side, turned to look and then began to scold. “I tell you what, old woman, I shouldn’t have married and had kids,” he grumbled. “Look at me, then look at that fellow. He goes along there thinking big thoughts that will make him richer and richer. I have to work for two dollars a day, and pretty soon I’ll be old and thrown on the scrap-heap. I might have been a rich inventor like him had I given myself a chance.”

The workman went on his way, grumbling at his wife who paid no attention to his words. Her breath was needed for the labor of walking, and as for the matter of marriage, that had been attended to. She saw no reason for wasting words over the matter. Hugh went to the shop and stood leaning against the door frame. Two or three workmen were busy near the back door and had lighted gas lamps that hung over the work benches. They did not see Hugh, and their voices ran through the empty building. One of them, an old man with a bald head, entertained his fellows by giving an imitation of Steve Hunter. He lighted a cigar and putting on his hat tipped it a little to one side. Puffing out his chest he marched up and down talking of money. “Here’s a ten-dollar cigar,” he said, handing a long stogie to one of the other workmen. “I buy them by the thousands to give away. I’m interested in uplifting the lives of workmen in my home town. That’s what takes all my attention.”

The other workmen laughed and the little man continued to prance up and down and talk, but Hugh did not hear him. He stared moodily at the people going along the road toward town. Darkness was coming but he could still see dim figures striding along. Over at the foundry back of the corn-cutting machine plant the night shift was pouring off, and a sudden glare of light played across the heavy smoke cloud that lay over the town. The bells of the churches began to call people to the Wednesday evening prayer-meetings. Some enterprising citizen had begun to build workmen’s houses in a field beyond Hugh’s shop and these were occupied by Italian laborers. A crowd of them came past. What would some day be a tenement district was growing in a field beside a cabbage patch belonging to Ezra French who had said God would not permit men to change the field of their labors.

An Italian passed under a lamp near the Wheeling station. He wore a bright red handkerchief about his neck and was clad in a brightly colored shirt. Like the other people of Bidwell, Hugh did not like to see foreigners about. He did not understand them and when he saw them going about the streets in groups, was a little afraid. It was a man’s duty, he thought, to look as much as possible like all his fellow men, to lose himself in the crowds, and these fellows did not look like other men. They loved color, and as they talked they made rapid gestures with their hands. The Italian in the road was with a woman of his own race, and in the growing darkness put his arm about her shoulder. Hugh’s heart began to beat rapidly and he forgot his American prejudices. He wished he were a workman and that Clara were a workman’s daughter. Then, he thought, he might find courage to go to her. His imagination, quickened by the flame of desire and running in new channels, made it possible for him, at the moment to see himself in the young Italian’s place, walking in the road with Clara. She was clad in a calico dress and her soft brown eyes looked at him full of love and understanding.

The three workingmen had completed the job for which they had come back to work after the evening meal, and now turned out the lights and came toward the front of the shop. Hugh drew back from the door and concealed himself by standing in the heavy shadows by the wall. So realistic were his thoughts of Clara that he did not want them intruded upon.

The workmen went out of the shop door and stood talking. The bald-headed man was telling a tale to which the others listened eagerly. “It’s all over town,” he said. “From what I hear every one say it isn’t the first time she’s been in such a mess. Old Tom Butterworth claimed he sent her away to school three years ago, but now they say that isn’t the truth. What they say is that she was in the family way to one of her father’s farm hands and had to get out of town.” The man laughed. “Lord, if Clara Butterworth was my daughter she’d be in a nice fix, wouldn’t she, eh?” he said, laughing. “As it is, she’s all right. She’s gone now and got herself mixed up with this swindler Buckley, but her father’s money will make it all right. If she’s going to have a kid, no one’ll know. Maybe she’s already had the kid. They say she’s a regular one for the men.”

As the man talked Hugh came to the door and stood in the darkness listening. For a time the words would not penetrate his consciousness, and then he remembered what Clara had said. She had said something about Alfred Buckley and that there would be a story connecting her name with his. She had been hot and angry and had declared the story a lie. Hugh did not know what the story was about, but it was evident there was a story abroad, a scandalous story concerning her and Alfred Buckley. A hot, impersonal anger took possession of him. “She’s in trouble — here’s my chance,” he thought. His tall figure straightened and as he stepped through the shop door his head struck sharply against the door frame, but he did not feel the blow that at another time might have knocked him down. During his whole life he had never struck any one with his fists, and had never felt a desire to do so, but now hunger to strike and even to kill took complete possession of him. With a cry of rage his fist shot out and the old man who had done the talking was knocked senseless into a clump of weeds that grew near the door. Hugh whirled and struck a second man who fell through the open doorway into the shop. The third man ran away into the darkness along Turner’s Pike.

Hugh walked rapidly to town and through Main Street. He saw Tom Butterworth walking in the street with Steve Hunter, but turned a corner to avoid a meeting. “My chance has come,” he kept saying to himself as he hurried along Medina Road. “Clara’s in some kind of trouble. My chance has come.”

By the time he got to the door of the Butterworth house, Hugh’s new-found courage had almost left him, but before it had quite gone he raised his hand and knocked on the door. By good fortune Clara came to open it. Hugh took off his hat and turned it awkwardly in his hands. “I came out here to ask you to marry me,” he said. “I want you to be my wife. Will you do it?”

Clara stepped out of the house and closed the door. A whirl of thoughts ran through her brain. For a moment she felt like laughing, and then what there was in her of her father’s shrewdness came to her rescue. “Why shouldn’t I do it?” she thought. “Here’s my chance. This man is excited and upset now, but he is a man I can respect. It’s the best marriage I’ll ever have a chance to make. I do not love him, but perhaps that will come. This may be the way marriages are made.”

Clara put out her hand and laid it on Hugh’s arm. “Well,” she said, hesitatingly, “you wait here a moment.”

She went into the house and left Hugh standing in the darkness. He was terribly afraid. It seemed to him that every secret desire of his life had got itself suddenly and bluntly expressed. He felt naked and ashamed. “If she comes out and says she’ll marry me, what will I do? What’ll I do then?” he asked himself.

When she did come out Clara wore her hat and a long coat. “Come,” she said, and led him around the house and through the barnyard to one of the barns. She went into a dark stall and led forth a horse and with Hugh’s help pulled a buggy out of a shed into the barnyard. “If we’re going to do it there’s no use putting it off,” she said with a trembling voice. “We might as well go to the county seat and do it at once.”

The horse was hitched and Clara got into the buggy. Hugh climbed in and sat beside her. She had started to drive out of the barnyard when Jim Priest stepped suddenly out of the darkness and took hold of the horse’s head. Clara held the buggy whip in her hand and raised it to hit the horse. A desperate determination that nothing should interfere with her marriage with Hugh had taken possession of her. “If necessary I’ll ride the man down,” she thought. Jim came to stand beside the buggy. He looked past Clara at Hugh. “I thought maybe it was that Buckley,” he said. He put a hand on the buggy dash and laid the other on Clara’s arm. “You’re a woman now, Clara, and I guess you know what you’re doing. I guess you know I’m your friend,” he said slowly. “You been in trouble, I know. I couldn’t help hearing what your father said to you about Buckley, he talked so loud. Clara, I don’t want to see you get into trouble.”

The farm hand stepped away from the buggy and then came back and again put his hand on Clara’s arm. The silence that lay over the barnyard lasted until the woman felt she could speak without a break in her voice.

“I’m not going very far, Jim,” she said, laughing nervously. “This is Mr. Hugh McVey and we’re going over to the county seat to get married. We’ll be back home before midnight. You put a candle in the window for us.”

Hitting the horse a sharp blow, Clara drove quickly past the house and into the road. She turned south into the hill country through which lay the road to the county seat. As the horse trotted quickly along, the voice of Jim Priest called to her out of the darkness of the barnyard, but she did not stop. The afternoon and evening had been cloudy and the night was dark. She was glad of that. As the horse went swiftly along she turned to look at Hugh who sat up very stiffly on the buggy seat and stared straight ahead. The long horse-like face of the Missourian with its huge nose and deeply furrowed cheeks was ennobled by the soft darkness, and a tender feeling crept over her. When he had asked her to become his wife, Clara had pounced like a wild animal abroad seeking prey and the thing in her that was like her father, hard, shrewd and quick-witted, had led her to decide to see the thing through at once. Now she became ashamed, and her tender mood took the hardness and shrewdness away. “This man and I have a thousand things we should say to each other before we rush into marriage,” she thought, and was half inclined to turn the horse and drive back. She wondered if Hugh had also heard the stories connecting her name with that of Buckley, the stories she was sure were now running from lip to lip through the streets of Bidwell, and what version of the tale had been carried to him. “Perhaps he came to propose marriage in order to protect me,” she thought, and decided that if he had come for that reason she was taking an unfair advantage. “It is what Kate Chanceller would call ‘doing the man a dirty, low-down trick,’” she told herself; but even as the thought came she leaned forward and touching the horse with the whip urged him even more swiftly along the road.

A mile south of the Butterworth farmhouse the road to the county seat crossed the crest of a hill, the highest point in the county, and from the road there was a magnificent view of the country lying to the south. The sky had begun to clear, and as they reached the point known as Lookout Hill, the moon broke through a tangle of clouds. Clara stopped the horse and turned to look down the hillside. Below lay the lights of her father’s farmhouse — where he had come as a young man and to which long ago he had brought his bride. Far below the farmhouse a clustered mass of lights outlined the swiftly growing town. The determination that had carried Clara thus far wavered again and a lump came into her throat.

Hugh also turned to look but did not see the dark beauty of the country wearing its night jewels of lights. The woman he wanted so passionately and of whom he was so afraid had her face turned from him, and he dared to look at her. He saw the sharp curve of her breasts and in the dim light her cheeks seemed to glow with beauty. An odd notion came to him. In the uncertain light her face seemed to move independent of her body. It drew near him and then drew away. Once he thought the dimly seen white cheek would touch his own. He waited breathless. A flame of desire ran through his body.

Hugh’s mind flew back through the years to his boyhood and young manhood. In the river town when he was a boy the raftsmen and hangers-on of the town’s saloons, who had sometimes come to spend an afternoon on the river banks with his father John McVey, often spoke of women and marriage. As they lay on the burned grass in the warm sunlight they talked and the boy who lay half asleep nearby listened. The voices came to him as though out of the clouds or up out of the lazy waters of the great river and the talk of women awoke his boyhood lusts. One of the men, a tall young fellow with a mustache and with dark rings under his eyes, told in a lazy, drawling voice the tale of an adventure had with a woman one night when a raft on which he was employed had tied up near the city of St. Louis, and Hugh listened enviously. As he told the tale the young man a little awoke from his stupor, and when he laughed the other men lying about laughed with him. “I got the best of her after all,” he boasted. “After it was all over we went into a little room at the back of a saloon. I watched my chance and when she went to sleep sitting in a chair I took eight dollars out of her stocking.”

That night in the buggy beside Clara, Hugh thought of himself lying by the river bank on the summer days. Dreams had come to him there, sometimes gigantic dreams; but there had also come ugly thoughts and desires. By his father’s shack there was always the sharp rancid smell of decaying fish and swarms of flies filled the air. Out in the clean Ohio country, in the hills south of Bidwell, it seemed to him that the smell of decaying fish came back, that it was in his clothes, that it had in some way worked its way into his nature. He put up his hand and swept it across his face, an unconscious return of the perpetual movement of brushing flies away from his face as he lay half asleep by the river.

Little lustful thoughts kept coming to Hugh and made him ashamed. He moved restlessly in the buggy seat and a lump came into his throat. Again he looked at Clara. “I’m a poor white,” he thought. “It isn’t fitten I should marry this woman.”

From the high spot in the road Clara looked down at her father’s house and below at the lights of the town, that had already spread so far over the countryside, and up through the hills toward the farm where she had spent her girlhood and where, as Jim Priest had said, “the sap had begun to run up the tree.” She began to love the man who was to be her husband, but like the dreamers of the town, saw him as something a little inhuman, as a man almost gigantic in his bigness. Many things Kate Chanceller had said as the two developing women walked and talked in the streets of Columbus came back to her mind. When they had started again along the road she continually worried the horse by tapping him with the whip. Like Kate, Clara wanted to be fair and square. “A woman should be fair and square, even with a man,” Kate had said. “The man I’m going to have as a husband is simple and honest,” she thought. “If there are things down there in town that are not square and fair, he had nothing to do with them.” Realizing a little Hugh’s difficulty in expressing what he must feel, she wanted to help him, but when she turned and saw how he did not look at her but continually stared into the darkness, pride kept her silent. “I’ll have to wait until he’s ready. Already I’ve taken things too much into my own hands. I’ll put through this marriage, but when it comes to anything else he’ll have to begin,” she told herself, and a lump came into her throat and tears to her eyes.


CHAPTER XVI

[image: img29.jpg]

AS HE STOOD alone in the barnyard, excited at the thought of the adventure on which Clara and Hugh had set out, Jim Priest remembered Tom Butterworth. For more than thirty years Jim had worked for Tom and they had one strong impulse that bound them together — their common love of fine horses. More than once the two men had spent an afternoon together in the grand stand at the fall trotting meeting at Cleveland. In the late morning of such a day Tom found Jim wandering from stall to stall, looking at the horses being rubbed down and prepared for the afternoon’s races. In a generous mood he bought his employee’s lunch and took him to a seat in the grand stand. All afternoon the two men watched the races, smoked and quarreled. Tom contended that Bud Doble, the debonair, the dramatic, the handsome, was the greatest of all race horse drivers, and Jim Priest held Bud Doble in contempt. For him there was but one man of all the drivers he whole-heartedly admired, Pop Geers, the shrewd and silent. “That Geers of yours doesn’t drive at all. He just sits up there like a stick,” Tom grumbled. “If a horse can win all right, he’ll ride behind him all right. What I like to see is a driver. Now you look at that Doble. You watch him bring a horse through the stretch.”

Jim looked at his employer with something like pity in his eyes. “Huh,” he exclaimed. “If you haven’t got eyes you can’t see.”

The farm hand had two strong loves in his life, his employer’s daughter and the race horse driver, Geers. “Geers,” he declared, “was a man born old and wise.” Often he had seen Geers at the tracks on a morning before some important race. The driver sat on an upturned box in the sun before one of the horse stalls. All about him there was the bantering talk of horsemen and grooms. Bets were made and challenges given. On the tracks nearby horses, not entered in the races for that day, were being exercised. Their hoofbeats made a kind of music that made Jim’s blood tingle. Negroes laughed and horses put their heads out at stall doors. The stallions neighed loudly and the heels of some impatient steed rattled against the sides of a stall.

Every one about the stalls talked of the events of the afternoon and Jim leaned against the front of one of the stalls and listened, filled with happiness. He wished the fates had made him a racing man. Then he looked at Pop Geers, the silent one, who sat for hours dumb and uncommunicative on a feed box, tapping lightly on the ground with his racing whip and chewing straw. Jim’s imagination was aroused. He had once seen that other silent American, General Grant, and had been filled with admiration for him.

That was on a great day in Jim’s life, the day on which he had seen Grant going to receive Lee’s surrender at Appomattox. There had been a battle with the Union men pursuing the fleeing Rebs out of Richmond, and Jim, having secured a bottle of whisky, and having a chronic dislike of battles, had managed to creep away into a wood. In the distance he heard shouts and presently saw several men riding furiously down a road. It was Grant with his aides going to the place where Lee waited. They rode to the place near where Jim sat with his back against a tree and the bottle between his legs; then stopped. Then Grant decided not to take part in the ceremony. His clothes were covered with mud and his beard was ragged. He knew Lee and knew he would be dressed for the occasion. He was that kind of a man; he was one fitted for historic pictures and occasions. Grant wasn’t. He told his aides to go on to the spot where Lee waited, told them what arrangements were to be made, then jumped his horse over a ditch and rode along a path under the trees toward the spot where Jim lay.

That was an event Jim never forgot. He was fascinated at the thought of what the day meant to Grant and by his apparent indifference. He sat silently by the tree and when Grant got off his horse and came near, walking now in the path where the sunlight sifted down through the trees, he closed his eyes. Grant came to where he sat and stopped, apparently thinking him dead. His hand reached down and took the bottle of whisky. For a moment they had something between them, Grant and Jim. They both understood that bottle of whisky. Jim thought Grant was about to drink, and opened his eyes a little. Then he closed them. The cork was out of the bottle and Grant clutched it in his hand tightly. From the distance there came a vast shout that was picked up and carried by voices far away. The wood seemed to rock with it. “It’s done. The war’s over,” Jim thought. Then Grant reached over and smashed the bottle against the trunk of the tree above Jim’s head. A piece of the flying glass cut his cheek and blood came. He opened his eyes and looked directly into Grant’s eyes. For a moment the two men stared at each other and the great shout again rolled over the country. Grant went hurriedly along the path to where he had left his horse, and mounting, rode away.

Standing in the race track looking at Geers, Jim thought of Grant. Then his mind came back to this other hero. “What a man!” he thought. “Here he goes from town to town and from race track to race track all through the spring, summer and fall, and he never loses his head, never gets excited. To win horse races is the same as winning battles. When I’m at home plowing corn on summer afternoons, this Geers is away somewhere at some track with all the people gathered about and waiting. To me it would be like being drunk all the time, but you see he isn’t drunk. Whisky could make him stupid. It couldn’t make him drunk. There he sits hunched up like a sleeping dog. He looks as though he cared about nothing on earth, and he’ll sit like that through three-quarters of the hardest race, waiting, taking advantage of every little stretch of firm hard ground on the track, saving his horse, watching, watching his horse too, waiting. What a man! He works the horse into fourth place, into third, into second. The crowd in the grand stand, such fellows as Tom Butterworth, have not seen what he’s doing. He sits still. By God, what a man! He waits. He looks half asleep. If he doesn’t have to do it, he makes no effort. If the horse has it in him to win without help he sits still. The people are shouting and jumping up out of their seats in the grand stand, and if that Bud Doble has a horse in the race he’s leaning forward in the sulky, shouting at his horse and making a holy show of himself.

“Ha, that Geers! He waits. He doesn’t think of the people but of the horse he’s driving. When the time comes, just the right time, that Geers, he lets the horse know. They are one at that moment, like Grant and I were over that bottle of whisky. Something happens between them. Something inside the man says, ‘now,’ and the message runs along the reins to the horse’s brain. It flies down into his legs. There is a rush. The head of the horse has just worked its way out in front by inches — not too soon, nothing wasted. Ha, that Geers! Bud Doble, huh!”

On the night of Clara’s marriage after she and Hugh had disappeared down the county seat road, Jim hurried into the barn and, bringing out a horse, sprang on his back. He was sixty-three but could mount a horse like a young man. As he rode furiously toward Bidwell he thought, not of Clara and her adventure, but of her father. To both men the right kind of marriage meant success in life for a woman. Nothing else really mattered much if that were accomplished. He thought of Tom Butterworth, who, he told himself, had fussed with Clara just as Bud Doble often fussed with a horse in a race. He had himself been like Pop Geers. All along he had known and understood the mare colt, Clara. Now she had come through; she had won the race of life.

“Ha, that old fool!” Jim whispered to himself as he rode swiftly down the dark road. When the horse ran clattering over a small wooden bridge and came to the first of the houses of the town, he felt like one coming to announce a victory, and half expected a vast shout to come out of the darkness, as it had come in the moment of Grant’s victory over Lee.

Jim could not find his employer at the hotel or in Main Street, but remembered a tale he had heard whispered. Fanny Twist the milliner lived in a little frame house in Garfield Street, far out at the eastern edge of town, and he went there. He banged boldly on the door and the woman appeared. “I’ve got to see Tom Butterworth,” he said. “It’s important. It’s about his daughter. Something has happened to her.”

The door closed and presently Tom came around the corner of the house. He was furious. Jim’s horse stood in the road, and he went straight to him and took hold of the bit. “What do you mean by coming here?” he asked sharply. “Who told you I was here? What business you got coming here and making a show of yourself? What’s the matter of you? Are you drunk or out of your head?”

Jim got off the horse and told Tom the news. For a moment the two stood looking at each other. “Hugh McVey — Hugh McVey, by crackies, are you right, Jim?” Tom exclaimed. “No missfire, eh? She’s really gone and done it? Hugh McVey, eh? By crackies!”

“They’re on the way to the county seat now,” Jim said softly. “Missfire! Not on your life.” His voice lost the cool, quiet tone he had so often dreamed of maintaining in great emergencies. “I figure they’ll be back by twelve or one,” he said eagerly. “We got to blow ’em out, Tom. We got to give that girl and her husband the biggest blowout ever seen in this county, and we got just about three hours to get ready for it.”

“Get off that horse and give me a boost,” Tom commanded. With a grunt of satisfaction he sprang to the horse’s back. The belated impulse to philander that an hour before sent him creeping through back streets and alleyways to the door of Fanny Twist’s house was all gone, and in its place had come the spirit of the man of affairs, the man who, as he himself often boasted, made things move and kept them on the move. “Now look here, Jim,” he said sharply, “there are three livery stables in this town. You engage every horse they’ve got for the night. Have the horses hitched to any kind of rigs you can find, buggies, surreys, spring wagons, anything. Have them get drivers off the streets, anywhere. Then have them all brought around in front of the Bidwell House and held for me. When you’ve done that, you go to Henry Heller’s house. I guess you can find it. You found this house where I was fast enough. He lives on Campus Street just beyond the new Baptist Church. If he’s gone to bed you get him up. Tell him to get his orchestra together and have him bring all the lively music he’s got. Tell him to bring his men to the Bidwell House as fast as he can get them there.”

Tom rode off along the street followed by Jim Priest, running at the horse’s heels. When he had gone a little way he stopped. “Don’t let any one fuss with you about prices to-night, Jim,” he called. “Tell every one it’s for me. Tell ’em Tom Butterworth’ll pay what they ask. The sky’s the limit to-night, Jim. That’s the word, the sky’s the limit.”

To the older citizens of Bidwell, those who lived there when every citizen’s affairs were the affair of the town, that evening will be long remembered. The new men, the Italians, Greeks, Poles, Rumanians, and many other strange-talking, dark-skinned men who had come with the coming of the factories, went on with their lives on that evening as on all others. They worked in the night shift at the Corn-Cutting Machine Plant, at the foundry, the bicycle factory or at the big new Tool Machine Factory that had just moved to Bidwell from Cleveland. Those who were not at work lounged in the streets or wandered aimlessly in and out of saloons. Their wives and children were housed in the hundreds of new frame houses in the streets that now crept out in all directions. In those days in Bidwell new houses seemed to spring out of the ground like mushrooms. In the morning there was a field or an orchard on Turner Pike or on any one of a dozen roads leading out of town. On the trees in the orchard green apples hung down waiting, ready to ripen. Grasshoppers sang in the long grass beneath the trees.

Then appeared Ben Peeler with a swarm of men. The trees were cut and the song of the grasshopper choked beneath piles of boards. There was a great shouting and rattling of hammers. A whole street of houses, all alike, universally ugly, had been added to the vast number of new houses already built by that energetic carpenter and his partner Gordon Hart.

To the people who lived in these houses, the excitement of Tom Butterworth and Jim Priest meant nothing. Half sullenly they worked, striving to make money enough to take them back to their native lands. In the new place they had not, as they had hoped, been received as brothers. A marriage or a death there meant nothing to them.

To the old townsmen however, those who remembered Tom when he was a simple farmer and when Steve Hunter was looked upon with contempt as a boasting young squirt, the night rocked with excitement. Men ran through the streets. Drivers lashed their horses along roads. Tom was everywhere. He was like a general in charge of the defenses of a besieged town. The cooks at all three of the town’s hotels were sent back into their kitchens, waiters were found and hurried out to the Butterworth house, and Henry Heller’s orchestra was instructed to get out there at once and to start playing the liveliest possible music.

Tom asked every man and woman he saw to the wedding party. The hotel keeper was invited with his wife and daughter and two or three keepers of stores who came to the hotel to bring supplies were asked, commanded to come. Then there were the men of the factories, the office men and superintendents, new men who had never seen Clara. They also, with the town bankers and other solid fellows with money in the banks, who were investors in Tom’s enterprises, were invited. “Put on the best clothes you’ve got in the world and have your women folks do the same,” he said laughing. “Then you get out to my house as soon as you can. If you haven’t any way to get there, come to the Bidwell House. I’ll get you out.”

Tom did not forget that in order to have his wedding party go as he wished, he would need to serve drinks. Jim Priest went from bar to bar. “What wine you got — good wine? How much you got?” he asked at each place. Steve Hunter had in the cellar of his house six cases of champagne kept there against a time when some important guest, the Governor of the State or a Congressman, might come to town. He felt that on such occasions it was up to him to see that the town, as he said, “did itself proud.” When he heard what was going on he hurried to the Bidwell House and offered to send his entire stock of wine out to Tom’s house, and his offer was accepted.

 

 

 

Jim Priest had an idea. When the guests were all assembled and when the farm kitchen was filled with cooks and waiters who stumbled over each other, he took his idea to Tom. There was, he explained, a short-cut through fields and along lanes to a point on the county seat road, three miles from the house. “I’ll go there and hide myself,” he said. “When they come along, suspecting nothing, I’ll cut out on horseback and get here a half hour before them. You make every one in the house hide and keep still when they drive into the yard. We’ll put out all the lights. We’ll give that pair the surprise of their lives.”

Jim had concealed a quart bottle of wine in his pocket and, as he rode away on his mission, stopped from time to time to take a hearty drink. As his horse trotted along lanes and through fields, the horse that was bringing Clara and Hugh home from their adventure cocked his ears and remembered the comfortable stall filled with hay in the Butterworth barn. The horse trotted swiftly along and Hugh in the buggy beside Clara was lost in the same dense silence that all the evening had lain over him like a cloak. In a dim way he was resentful and felt that time was running too fast. The hours and the passing events were like the waters of a river in flood time, and he was like a man in a boat without oars, being carried helplessly forward. Occasionally he thought courage had come to him and he half turned toward Clara and opened his mouth, hoping words would come to his lips, but the silence that had taken hold of him was like a disease whose grip on its victim could not be broken. He closed his mouth and wet his lips with his tongue. Clara saw him do the thing several times. He began to seem animal-like and ugly to her. “It’s not true that I thought of her and asked her to be my wife only because I wanted a woman,” Hugh reassured himself. “I’ve been lonely, all my life I’ve been lonely. I want to find my way into some one’s heart, and she is the one.”

Clara also remained silent. She was angry. “If he didn’t want to marry me, why did he ask me? Why did he come?” she asked herself. “Well, I’m married. I’ve done the thing we women are always thinking about,” she told herself, her mind taking another turn. The thought frightened her and a shiver of dread ran over her body. Then her mind went to the defense of Hugh. “It isn’t his fault. I shouldn’t have rushed things as I have. Perhaps I’m not meant for marriage at all,” she thought.

The ride homeward dragged on indefinitely. The clouds were blown out of the sky, the moon came out and the stars looked down on the two perplexed people. To relieve the feeling of tenseness that had taken hold of her Clara’s mind resorted to a trick. Her eyes sought out a tree or the lights of a farmhouse far ahead and she tried to count the hoof beats of the horse until they had come to it. She wanted to hurry homeward and at the same time looked forward with dread to the night alone in the dark farmhouse with Hugh. Not once during the homeward drive did she take the whip out of its socket or speak to the horse.

When at last the horse trotted eagerly across the crest of the hill, from which there was such a magnificent view of the country below, neither Clara nor Hugh turned to look. With bowed heads they rode, each trying to find courage to face the possibilities of the night.

 

 

 

In the farmhouse Tom and his guests waited in winelit suspense, and at last Jim Priest rode shouting out of a lane to the door. “They’re coming — they’re coming,” he shouted, and ten minutes later and after Tom had twice lost his temper and cursed the girl waitresses from the town hotels who were inclined to giggle, all was silent and dark about the house and the barnyard. When all was quiet Jim Priest crept into the kitchen, and stumbling over the legs of the guests, made his way to a front window where he placed a lighted candle. Then he went out of the house to lie on his back beneath a bush in the yard. In the house he had secured for himself a second bottle of wine, and as Clara with her husband turned in at the gate and drove into the barnyard, the only sound that broke the intense silence came from the soft gurgle of the wine finding its way down his throat.


CHAPTER XVII
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AS IN MOST older American homes, the kitchen at the rear of the Butterworth farmhouse was large and comfortable. Much of the life of the house had been led there. Clara sat in a deep window that looked out across a little gully where in the spring a small stream ran down along the edge of the barnyard. She was then a quiet child and loved to sit for hours unobserved and undisturbed. At her back was the kitchen with the warm, rich smells and the soft, quick, persistent footsteps of her mother. Her eyes closed and she slept. Then she awoke. Before her lay a world into which her fancy could creep out. Across the stream before her eyes went a small, wooden bridge and over this in the spring horses went away to the fields or to sheds where they were hitched to milk or ice wagons. The sound of the hoofs of the horses pounding on the bridge was like thunder, harnesses rattled, voices shouted. Beyond the bridge was a path leading off to the left and along the path were three small houses where hams were smoked. Men came from the wagon sheds bearing the meat on their shoulders and went into the little houses. Fires were lighted and smoke crawled lazily up through the roofs. In a field that lay beyond the smoke houses a man came to plow. The child, curled into a little, warm ball in the window seat, was happy. When she closed her eyes fancies came like flocks of white sheep running out of a green wood. Although she was later to become a tomboy and run wild over the farm and through the barns, and although all her life she loved the soil and the sense of things growing and of food for hungry mouths being prepared, there was in her, even as a child, a hunger for the life of the spirit. In her dreams women, beautifully gowned and with rings on their hands, came to brush the wet, matted hair back from her forehead. Across the little wooden bridge before her eyes came wonderful men, women, and children. The children ran forward. They cried out to her. She thought of them as brothers and sisters who were to come to live in the farmhouse and who were to make the old house ring with laughter. The children ran toward her with outstretched hands, but never arrived at the house. The bridge extended itself. It stretched out under their feet so that they ran forward forever on the bridge.

And behind the children came men and women, sometimes together, sometimes walking alone. They did not seem like the children to belong to her. Like the women who came to touch her hot forehead, they were beautifully gowned and walked with stately dignity.

The child climbed out of the window and stood on the kitchen floor. Her mother hurried about. She was feverishly active and often did not hear when the child spoke. “I want to know about my brothers and sisters: where are they, why don’t they come here?” she asked, but the mother did not hear, and if she did, had nothing to say. Sometimes she stopped to kiss the child and tears came to her eyes. Then something cooking on the kitchen stove demanded attention. “You run outside,” she said hurriedly, and turned again to her work.

 

 

 

From the chair where Clara sat at the wedding feast provided by the energy of her father and the enthusiasm of Jim Priest, she could see over her father’s shoulder into the farm house kitchen. As when she was a child, she closed her eyes and dreamed of another kind of feast. With a growing sense of bitterness she realized that all her life, all through her girlhood and young womanhood, she had been waiting for this, her wedding night, and that now, having come, the occasion for which she had waited so long and concerning which she had dreamed so many dreams, had aborted into an occasion for the display of ugliness and vulgarity. Her father, the only other person in the room in any way related to her, sat at the other end of the long table. Her aunt had gone away on a visit, and in the crowded, noisy room there was no woman to whom she could turn for understanding. She looked past her father’s shoulder and directly into the wide window seat where she had spent so many hours of her childhood. Again she wanted brothers and sisters. “The beautiful men and women of the dreams were meant to come at this time, that’s what the dreams were about; but, like the unborn children that ran with outstretched hands, they cannot get over the bridge and into the house,” she thought vaguely. “I wish Mother had lived, or that Kate Chanceller were here,” she whispered to herself as, raising her eyes, she looked at her father.

Clara felt like an animal driven into a corner and surrounded by foes. Her father sat at the feast between two women, Mrs. Steve Hunter who was inclined to corpulency, and a thin woman named Bowles, the wife of an undertaker of Bidwell. They continually whispered, smiled, and nodded their heads. Hugh sat on the opposite side of the same table, and when he raised his eyes from the plate of food before him, could see past the head of a large, masculine-looking woman into the farmhouse parlor where there was another table, also filled with guests. Clara turned from looking at her father to look at her husband. He was merely a tall man with a long face, who could not raise his eyes. His long neck stuck itself out of a stiff white collar. To Clara he was, at the moment, a being without personality, one that the crowd at the table had swallowed up as it so busily swallowed food and wine. When she looked at him he seemed to be drinking a good deal. His glass was always being filled and emptied. At the suggestion of the woman who sat beside him, he performed the task of emptying it, without raising his eyes, and Steve Hunter, who sat on the other side of the table, leaned over and filled it again. Steve like her father whispered and winked. “On the night of my wedding I was piped, you bet, as piped as a hatter. It’s a good thing. It gives a man nerve,” he explained to the masculine-looking woman to whom he was telling, with a good deal of attention to details, the tale of his own marriage night.

Clara did not look at Hugh again. What he did seemed no concern of hers. Bowles the Bidwell undertaker had surrendered to the influence of the wine that had been flowing freely since the guests arrived and now got to his feet and began to talk. His wife tugged at his coat and tried to force him back into his seat, but Tom Butterworth jerked her arm away. “Ah, let him alone. He’s got a story to tell,” he said to the woman, who blushed and put her handkerchief over her face. “Well, it’s a fact, that’s how it happened,” the undertaker declared in a loud voice. “You see the sleeves of her nightgown were tied in hard knots by her rascally brothers. When I tried to unfasten them with my teeth I bit big holes in the sleeves.”

Clara gripped the arm of her chair. “If I can let the night pass without showing these people how much I hate them I’ll do well enough,” she thought grimly. She looked at the dishes laden with food and wished she could break them one by one over the heads of her father’s guests. As a relief to her mind, she again looked past her father’s head and through a doorway into the kitchen.

In the big room three or four cooks were busily engaged in the preparation of food, and waitresses continually brought steaming dishes and put them on the tables. She thought of her mother’s life, the life led in that room, married to the man who was her own father and who no doubt, but for the fact that circumstances had made him a man of wealth, would have been satisfied to see his daughter led into just such another life.

“Kate was right about men. They want something from women, but what do they care what kind of lives we lead after they get what they want?” she thought grimly.

The more to separate herself from the feasting, laughing crowd, Clara tried to think out the details of her mother’s life. “It was the life of a beast,” she thought. Like herself, her mother had come to the house with her husband on the night of her marriage. There was just such another feast. The country was new then and the people for the most part desperately poor. Still there was drinking. She had heard her father and Jim Priest speak of the drinking bouts of their youth. The men came as they had come now, and with them came women, women who had been coarsened by the life they led. Pigs were killed and game brought from the forests. The men drank, shouted, fought, and played practical jokes. Clara wondered if any of the men and women in the room would dare go upstairs into her sleeping room and tie knots in her night clothes. They had done that when her mother came to the house as a bride. Then they had all gone away and her father had taken his bride upstairs. He was drunk, and her own husband Hugh was now getting drunk. Her mother had submitted. Her life had been a story of submission. Kate Chanceller had said it was so married women lived, and her mother’s life had proven the truth of the statement. In the farmhouse kitchen, where now three or four cooks worked so busily, she had worked her life out alone. From the kitchen she had gone directly upstairs and to bed with her husband. Once a week on Saturday afternoons she went into town and stayed long enough to buy supplies for another week of cooking. “She must have been kept going until she dropped down dead,” Clara thought, and her mind taking another turn, added, “and many others, both men and women, must have been forced by circumstances to serve my father in the same blind way. It was all done in order that prosperity and money with which to do vulgar things might be his.”

Clara’s mother had brought but one child into the world. She wondered why. Then she wondered if she would become the mother of a child. Her hands no longer gripped the arms of her chair, but lay on the table before her. She looked at them and they were strong. She was herself a strong woman. After the feast was over and the guests had gone away, Hugh, given courage by the drinks he continued to consume, would come upstairs to her. Some twist of her mind made her forget her husband, and in fancy she felt herself about to be attacked by a strange man on a dark road at the edge of a forest. The man had tried to take her into his arms and kiss her and she had managed to get her hands on his throat. Her hands lying on the table twitched convulsively.

In the big farmhouse dining-room and in the parlor where the second table of guests sat, the wedding feast went on. Afterward when she thought of it, Clara always remembered her wedding feast as a horsey affair. Something in the natures of Tom Butterworth and Jim Priest, she thought, expressed itself that night. The jokes that went up and down the table were horsey, and Clara thought the women who sat at the tables heavy and mare-like.

Jim did not come to the table to sit with the others, was in fact not invited, but all evening he kept appearing and reappearing and had the air of a master of ceremonies. Coming into the dining room he stood by the door, scratching his head. Then he went out. It was as though he had said to himself, “Well, it’s all right, everything is going all right, everything is lively, you see.” All his life Jim had been a drinker of whisky and knew his limitations. His system as a drinking man had always been quite simple. On Saturday afternoons, when the work about the barns was done for the day and the other employees had gone away, he went to sit on the steps of a corncrib with the bottle in his hand. In the winter he went to sit by the kitchen fire in a little house below the apple orchard where he and the other employees slept. He took a long drink from the bottle and then holding it in his hand sat for a time thinking of the events of his life. Whisky made him somewhat sentimental. After one long drink he thought of his youth in a town in Pennsylvania. He had been one of six children, all boys, and at an early age his mother had died. Jim thought of her and then of his father. When he had himself come west into Ohio, and later when he was a soldier in the Civil War, he despised his father and reverenced the memory of his mother. In the war he had found himself physically unable to stand up before the enemy during a battle. When the report of guns was heard and the other men of his company got grimly into line and went forward, something happened to his legs and he wanted to run away. So great was the desire in him that craftiness grew in his brain. Watching his chance, he pretended to have been shot and fell to the ground, and when the others had gone on crept away and hid himself. He found it was not impossible to disappear altogether and reappear in another place. The draft went into effect and many men not liking the notion of war were willing to pay large sums to the men who would go in their places. Jim went into the business of enlisting and deserting. All about him were men talking of the necessity of saving the country, and for four years he thought only of saving his own hide. Then suddenly the war was over and he became a farm hand. As he worked all week in the fields, and in the evening sometimes, as he lay in his bed and the moon came up, he thought of his mother and of the nobility and sacrifice of her life. He wished to be such another. After having two or three drinks out of the bottle, he admired his father, who in the Pennsylvania town had borne the reputation of being a liar and a rascal. After his mother’s death his father had managed to marry a widow who owned a farm. “The old man was a slick one,” he said aloud, tipping up the bottle and taking another long drink. “If I had stayed at home until I got more understanding, the old man and I together might have done something.” He finished the bottle and went away to sleep on the hay, or if it were winter, threw himself into one of the bunks in the bunk house. He dreamed of becoming one who went through life beating people out of money, living by his wits, getting the best of every one.

Until the night of Clara’s wedding Jim had never tasted wine, and as it did not bring on a desire for sleep, he thought himself unaffected. “It’s like sweetened water,” he said, going into the darkness of the barnyard and emptying another half bottle down his throat. “The stuff has no kick. Drinking it is like drinking sweet cider.”

Jim got into a frolicsome mood and went through the crowded kitchen and into the dining room where the guests were assembled. At the moment the rather riotous laughter and story telling had ceased and everything was quiet. He was worried. “Things aren’t going well. Clara’s party is becoming a frost,” he thought resentfully. He began to dance a heavy-footed jig on a little open place by the kitchen door and the guests stopped talking to watch. They shouted and clapped their hands. A thunder of applause arose. The guests who were seated in the parlor and who could not see the performance got up and crowded into the doorway that connected the two rooms. Jim became extraordinarily bold, and as one of the young women Tom had hired as waitresses at that moment went past bearing a large dish of food, he swung himself quickly about and took her into his arms. The dish flew across the floor and broke against a table leg and the young woman screamed. A farm dog that had found its way into the kitchen rushed into the room and barked loudly. Henry Heller’s orchestra, concealed under a stairway that led to the upper part of the house, began to play furiously. A strange animal fervor swept over Jim. His legs flew rapidly about and his heavy feet made a great clatter on the floor. The young woman in his arms screamed and laughed. Jim closed his eyes and shouted. He felt that the wedding party had until that moment been a failure and that he was transforming it into a success. Rising to their feet the men shouted, clapped their hands and beat with their fists on the table. When the orchestra came to the end of the dance, Jim stood flushed and triumphant before the guests, holding the woman in his arms. In spite of her struggles he held her tightly against his breast and kissed her eyes, cheeks, and mouth. Then releasing her he winked and made a gesture for silence. “On a wedding night some one’s got to have the nerve to do a little love-making,” he said, looking pointedly toward the place where Hugh sat with head bent and with his eyes staring at a glass of wine that sat at his elbow.

 

 

 

It was past two o’clock when the feast came to an end. When the guests began to depart, Clara stood for a moment alone and tried to get herself in hand. Something inside her felt cold and old. If she had often thought she wanted a man, and that life as a married woman would put an end to her problems, she did not think so at that moment. “What I want above everything else is a woman,” she thought. All the evening her mind had been trying to clutch and hold the almost forgotten figure of her mother, but it was too vague and shadowy. With her mother she had never walked and talked late at night through streets of towns when the world was asleep and when thoughts were born in herself. “After all,” she thought, “Mother may also have belonged to all this.” She looked at the people preparing to depart. Several men had gathered in a group by the door. One of them told a story at which the others laughed loudly. The women standing about had flushed and, Clara thought, coarse faces. “They have gone into marriage like cattle,” she told herself. Her mind, running out of the room, began to caress the memory of her one woman friend, Kate Chanceller. Often on late spring afternoons as she and Kate had walked together something very like love-making had happened between them. They went along quietly and evening came on. Suddenly they stopped in the street and Kate had put her arms about Clara’s shoulders. For a moment they stood thus close together and a strange gentle and yet hungry look came into Kate’s eyes. It only lasted a moment and when it happened both women were somewhat embarrassed. Kate laughed and taking hold of Clara’s arm pulled her along the sidewalk. “Let’s walk like the devil,” she said, “come on, let’s get up some speed.”

Clara put her hands to her eyes as though to shut out the scene in the room. “If I could have been with Kate this evening I could have come to a man believing in the possible sweetness of marriage,” she thought.


CHAPTER XVIII
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JIM PRIEST WAS very drunk, but insisted on hitching a team to the Butterworth carriage and driving it loaded with guests to town. Every one laughed at him, but he drove up to the farmhouse door and in a loud voice declared he knew what he was doing. Three men got into the carriage and beating the horses furiously Jim sent them galloping away.

When an opportunity offered, Clara went silently out of the hot dining-room and through a door to a porch at the back of the house. The kitchen door was open and the waitresses and cooks from town were preparing to depart. One of the young women came out into the darkness accompanied by a man, evidently one of the guests. They had both been drinking and stood for a moment in the darkness with their bodies pressed together. “I wish it were our wedding night,” the man’s voice whispered, and the woman laughed. After a long kiss they went back into the kitchen.

A farm dog appeared and going up to Clara licked her hand. She went around the house and stood back of a bush in the darkness near where the carriages were being loaded. Her father with Steve Hunter and his wife came and got into a carriage. Tom was in an expansive, generous mood. “You know, Steve, I told you and several others my Clara was engaged to Alfred Buckley,” he said. “Well, I was mistaken. The whole thing was a lie. The truth is I shot off my mouth without talking to Clara. I had seen them together and now and then Buckley used to come out here to the house in the evening, although he never came except when I was here. He told me Clara had promised to marry him, and like a fool I took his word. I never even asked. That’s the kind of a fool I was and I was a bigger fool to go telling the story. All the time Clara and Hugh were engaged and I never suspected. They told me about it to-night.”

Clara stood by the bush until she thought the last of the guests had gone. The lie her father had told seemed only a part of the evening’s vulgarity. Near the kitchen door the waitresses, cooks and musicians were being loaded into the bus that had been driven out from the Bidwell House. She went into the dining-room. Sadness had taken the place of the anger in her, but when she saw Hugh the anger came back. Piles of dishes filled with food lay all about the room and the air was heavy with the smell of food. Hugh stood by a window looking out into the dark farmyard. He held his hat in his hand. “You might put your hat away,” she said sharply. “Have you forgotten you’re married to me and that you now live here in this house?” She laughed nervously and walked to the kitchen door.

Her mind still clung to the past and to the days when she was a child and had spent so many hours in the big, silent kitchen. Something was about to happen that would take her past away — destroy it, and the thought frightened her. “I have not been very happy in this house but there have been certain moments, certain feelings I’ve had,” she thought. Stepping through the doorway she stood for a moment in the kitchen with her back to the wall and with her eyes closed. Through her mind went a troop of figures, the stout determined figure of Kate Chanceller who had known how to love in silence; the wavering, hurrying figure of her mother; her father as a young man coming in after a long drive to warm his hands by the kitchen fire; a strong, hard-faced woman from town who had once worked for Tom as cook and who was reported to have been the mother of two illegitimate children; and the figures of her childhood fancy walking over the bridge toward her, clad in beautiful raiment.

Back of these figures were other figures, long forgotten but now sharply remembered — farm girls who had come to work by the day; tramps who had been fed at the kitchen door; young farm hands who suddenly disappeared from the routine of the farm’s life and were never seen again, a young man with a red bandana handkerchief about his neck who had thrown her a kiss as she stood with her face pressed against a window.

Once a high school girl from town had come to spend the night with Clara. After the evening meal the two girls walked into the kitchen and stood by a window, looking out. Something had happened within them. Moved by a common impulse they went outside and walked for a long way under the stars along the silent country roads. They came to a field where men were burning brush. Where there had been a forest there was now only a stump field and the figures of the men carrying armloads of the dry branches of trees and throwing them on the fire. The fire made a great splash of color in the gathering darkness and for some obscure reason both girls were deeply moved by the sight, sound, and perfume of the night. The figures of the men seemed to dance back and forth in the light. Instinctively Clara turned her face upward and looked at the stars. She was conscious of them and of their beauty and the wide sweeping beauty of night as she had never been before. A wind began to sing in the trees of a distant forest, dimly seen far away across fields. The sound was soft and insistent and crept into her soul. In the grass at her feet insects sang an accompaniment to the soft, distant music.

How vividly Clara now remembered that night! It came sharply back as she stood with closed eyes in the farm kitchen and waited for the consummation of the adventure on which she had set out. With it came other memories. “How many fleeting dreams and half visions of beauty I have had!” she thought.

Everything in life that she had thought might in some way lead toward beauty now seemed to Clara to lead to ugliness. “What a lot I’ve missed,” she muttered, and opening her eyes went back into the dining-room and spoke to Hugh, still standing and staring out into the darkness.

“Come,” she said sharply, and led the way up a stairway. The two went silently up the stairs, leaving the lights burning brightly in the rooms below. They came to a door leading to a bedroom, and Clara opened it. “It’s time for a man and his wife to go to bed,” she said in a low, husky voice. Hugh followed her into the room. He walked to a chair by a window and sitting down, took off his shoes and sat holding them in his hand. He did not look at Clara but into the darkness outside the window. Clara let down her hair and began to unfasten her dress. She took off an outer dress and threw it over a chair. Then she went to a drawer and pulling it out looked for a night dress. She became angry and threw several garments on the floor. “Damn!” she said explosively, and went out of the room.

Hugh sprang to his feet. The wine he had drunk had not taken effect and Steve Hunter had been forced to go home disappointed. All the evening something stronger than wine had been gripping him. Now he knew what it was. All through the evening thoughts and desires had whirled through his brain. Now they were all gone. “I won’t let her do it,” he muttered, and running quickly to the door closed it softly. With the shoes still held in his hand he crawled through a window. He had expected to leap into the darkness, but by chance his stocking feet alighted on the roof of the farm kitchen that extended out from the rear of the house. He ran quickly down the roof and jumped, alighting in a clump of bushes that tore long scratches on his cheeks.

For five minutes Hugh ran toward the town of Bidwell, then turned, and climbing a fence, walked across a field. The shoes were still gripped tightly in his hand and the field was stony, but he did not notice and was unconscious of pain from his bruised feet or from the torn places on his cheeks. Standing in the field he heard Jim Priest drive homeward along the road.

 “My bonny lies over the ocean,

 My bonny lies over the sea,

 My bonny lies over the ocean,

 O, bring back my bonny to me.”

 

sang the farm hand.

Hugh walked across several fields, and when he came to a small stream, sat down on the bank and put on his shoes. “I’ve had my chance and missed it,” he thought bitterly. Several times he repeated the words. “I’ve had my chance and I’ve missed,” he said again as he stopped by a fence that separated the fields in which he had been walking. At the words he stopped and put his hand to his throat. A half-stifled sob broke from him. “I’ve had my chance and missed,” he said again.


CHAPTER XIX
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ON THE DAY after the feast managed by Tom and Jim, it was Tom who brought Hugh back to live with his wife. The older man had come to the farmhouse on the next morning bringing three women from town who were, as he explained to Clara, to clear away the mess left by the guests. The daughter had been deeply touched by what Hugh had done, and at the moment loved him deeply, but did not choose to let her father know how she felt. “I suppose you got him drunk, you and your friends,” she said. “At any rate, he’s not here.”

Tom said nothing, but when Clara had told the story of Hugh’s disappearance, drove quickly away. “He’ll come to the shop,” he thought and went there, leaving his horse tied to a post in front. At two o’clock his son-in-law came slowly over the Turner’s Pike bridge and approached the shop. He was hatless and his clothes and hair were covered with dust, while in his eyes was the look of a hunted animal. Tom met him with a smile and asked no questions. “Come,” he said, and taking Hugh by the arm led him to the buggy. As he untied the horse he stopped to light a cigar. “I’m going down to one of my lower farms. Clara thought you would like to go with me,” he said blandly.

Tom drove to the McCoy house and stopped.

“You’d better clean up a little,” he said without looking at Hugh. “You go in and shave and change your clothes. I’m going up-town. I got to go to a store.”

Driving a short distance along the road, Tom stopped and shouted. “You might pack your grip and bring it along,” he called. “You’ll be needing your things. We won’t be back here to-day.”

The two men stayed together all that day, and in the evening Tom took Hugh to the farmhouse and stayed for the evening meal. “He was a little drunk,” he explained to Clara. “Don’t be hard on him. He was a little drunk.”

For both Clara and Hugh that evening was the hardest of their lives. After the servants had gone, Clara sat under a lamp in the dining-room and pretended to read a book and in desperation Hugh also tried to read.

Again the time came to go upstairs to the bedroom, and again Clara led the way. She went to the door of the room from which Hugh had fled and opening it stepped aside. Then she put out her hand. “Good-night,” she said, and going down a hallway went into another room and closed the door.

Hugh’s experience with the school teacher was repeated on that second night in the farmhouse. He took off his shoes and prepared for bed. Then he crept out into the hallway and went softly to the door of Clara’s room. Several times he made the journey along the carpeted hallway, and once his hand was on the knob of the door, but each time he lost heart and returned to his own room. Although he did not know it Clara, like Rose McCoy on that other occasion, expected him to come to her, and knelt on the floor just inside the door, waiting, hoping for, and fearing the coming of the man.

Unlike the school teacher, Clara wanted to help Hugh. Marriage had perhaps given her that impulse, but she did not follow it, and when at last Hugh, shaken and ashamed, gave up the struggle with himself, she arose and went to her bed where she threw herself down and wept, as Hugh had wept standing in the darkness of the fields on the night before.


CHAPTER XX
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IT WAS A hot, dusty day, a week after Hugh’s marriage to Clara, and Hugh was at work in his shop at Bidwell. How many days, weeks, and months he had already worked there, thinking in iron — twisted, turned, tortured to follow the twistings and turnings of his mind — standing all day by a bench beside other workmen — before him always the little piles of wheels, strips of unworked iron and steel, blocks of wood, the paraphernalia of the inventor’s trade. Beside him, now that money had come to him, more and more workmen, men who had invented nothing, who were without distinction in the life of the community, who had married no rich man’s daughter.

In the morning the other workmen, skillful fellows, who knew as Hugh had never known, the science of their iron craft, came straggling through the shop door into his presence. They were a little embarrassed before him. The greatness of his name rang in their minds.

Many of the workmen were husbands, fathers of families. In the morning they left their houses gladly but nevertheless came somewhat reluctantly to the shop. As they came along the street, past other houses, they smoked a morning pipe. Groups were formed. Many legs straggled along the street. At the door of the shop each man stopped. There was a sharp tapping sound. Pipe bowls were knocked out against the door sill. Before he came into the shop, each man looked out across the open country that stretched away to the north.

For a week Hugh had been married to a woman who had not yet become his wife. She belonged, still belonged, to a world he had thought of as outside the possibilities of his life. Was she not young, strong, straight of body? Did she not array herself in what seemed unbelievably beautiful clothes? The clothes she wore were a symbol of herself. For him she was unattainable.

And yet she had consented to become his wife, had stood with him before a man who had said words about honor and obedience.

Then there had come the two terrible evenings — when he had gone back to the farmhouse with her to find the wedding feast set in their honor, and that other evening when old Tom had brought him to the farmhouse a defeated, frightened man who hoped the woman would put out her hand, would reassure him.

Hugh was sure he had missed the great opportunity of his life. He had married, but his marriage was not a marriage. He had got himself into a position from which there was no possibility of escaping. “I’m a coward,” he thought, looking at the other workmen in the shop. They, like himself, were married men and lived in a house with a woman. At night they went boldly into the presence of the woman. He had not done that when the opportunity offered, and Clara could not come to him. He could understand that. His hands had builded a wall and the passing days were huge stones put on top of the wall. What he had not done became every day a more and more impossible thing to do.

Tom, having taken Hugh back to Clara, was still concerned over the outcome of their adventure. Every day he came to the shop and in the evening came to see them at the farmhouse. He hovered about, was like a mother bird whose offspring had been prematurely pushed out of the nest. Every morning he came into the shop to talk with Hugh. He made jokes about married life. Winking at a man standing nearby he put his hand familiarly on Hugh’s shoulder. “Well, how does married life go? It seems to me you’re a little pale,” he said laughing.

In the evening he came to the farmhouse and sat talking of his affairs, of the progress and growth of the town and his part in it. Without hearing his words both Clara and Hugh sat in silence, pretending to listen, glad of his presence.

Hugh came to the shop at eight. On other mornings, all through that long week of waiting, Clara had driven him to his work, the two riding in silence down Medina Road and through the crowded streets of the town; but on that morning he had walked.

On Medina Road, near the bridge where he had once stood with Clara and where he had seen her hot with anger, something had happened, a trivial thing. A male bird pursued a female among the bushes beside the road. The two feathered, living creatures, vividly colored, alive with life, pitched and swooped through the air. They were like moving balls of light going in and out of the dark green of foliage. There was in them a madness, a riot of life.

Hugh had been tricked into stopping by the roadside. A tangle of things that had filled his mind, the wheels, cogs, levers, all the intricate parts of the hay-loading machine, the things that lived in his mind until his hand had made them into facts, were blown away like dust. For a moment he watched the living riotous things and then, as though jerking himself back into a path from which his feet had wandered, hurried onward to the shop, looking as he went not into the branches of trees, but downward at the dust of the road.

In the shop Hugh tried all morning to refurnish the warehouse of his mind, to put back into it the things blown so recklessly away. At ten Tom came in, talked for a moment and then flitted away. “You are still there. My daughter still has you. You have not run away again,” he seemed to be saying to himself.

The day grew warm and the sky, seen through the shop window by the bench where Hugh tried to work, was overcast with clouds.

At noon the workmen went away, but Clara, who on other days had come to drive Hugh to the farmhouse for lunch, did not appear. When all was silent in the shop he stopped work, washed his hands and put on his coat.

He went to the shop door and then came back to the bench. Before him lay an iron wheel on which he had been at work. It was intended to drive some intricate part of the hay-loading machine. Hugh took it in his hand and carried it to the back of the shop where there was an anvil. Without consciousness and scarcely realizing what he did he laid it on the anvil and taking a great sledge in his hand swung it over his head.

The blow struck was terrific. Into it Hugh put all of his protest against the grotesque position into which he had been thrown by his marriage to Clara.

The blow accomplished nothing. The sledge descended and the comparatively delicate metal wheel was twisted, knocked out of shape. It spurted from under the head of the sledge and shot past Hugh’s head and out through a window, breaking a pane of glass. Fragments of the broken glass fell with a sharp little tinkling sound upon a heap of twisted pieces of iron and steel lying beside the anvil....

Hugh did not eat lunch that day nor did he go to the farmhouse or return to work at the shop. He walked, but this time did not walk in country roads where male and female birds dart in and out of bushes. An intense desire to know something intimate and personal concerning men and women and the lives they led in their houses had taken possession of him. He walked in the daylight up and down in the streets of Bidwell.

To the right, over the bridge leading out of Turner’s Road, the main street of Bidwell ran along a river bank. In that direction the hills out of the country to the south came down to the river’s edge and there was a high bluff. On the bluff and back of it on a sloping hillside many of the more pretentious new houses of the prosperous Bidwell citizens had been built. Facing the river were the largest houses, with grounds in which trees and shrubs had been planted and in the streets along the hill, less and less pretentious as they receded from the river, were other houses built and being built, long rows of houses, long streets of houses, houses in brick, stone, and wood.

Hugh went from the river front back into this maze of streets and houses. Some instinct led him there. It was where the men and women of Bidwell who had prospered and had married went to live, to make themselves houses. His father-in-law had offered to buy him a river front place and already that meant much in Bidwell.

He wanted to see women who, like Clara, had got themselves husbands, what they were like. “I’ve seen enough of men,” he thought half resentfully as he went along.

All afternoon he walked in streets, going up and down before houses in which women lived with their men. A detached mood had possession of him. For an hour he stood under a tree idly watching workmen engaged in building another house. When one of the workmen spoke to him he walked away and went into a street where men were laying a cement pavement before a completed house.

In a furtive way he kept looking about for women, hungering to see their faces. “What are they up to? I’d like to find out,” his mind seemed to be saying.

The women came out of the doors of the houses and passed him as he went slowly along. Other women in carriages drove in the streets. They were well-dressed women and seemed sure of themselves. “Things are all right with me. For me things are settled and arranged,” they seemed to say. All the streets in which he walked seemed to be telling the story of things settled and arranged. The houses spoke of the same things. “I am a house. I am not built until things are settled and arranged. I mean that,” they said.

Hugh grew very tired. In the later afternoon a small bright-eyed woman — no doubt she had been one of the guests at his wedding feast — stopped him. “Are you planning to buy or build up our way, Mr. McVey?” she asked. He shook his head. “I’m looking around,” he said and hurried away.

Anger took the place of perplexity in him. The women he saw in the streets and in the doors of the houses were such women as his own woman Clara. They had married men— “no better than myself,” he told himself, growing bold.

They had married men and something had happened to them. Something was settled. They could live in streets and in houses. Their marriages had been real marriages and he had a right to a real marriage. It was not too much to expect out of life.

“Clara has a right to that also,” he thought and his mind began to idealize the marriages of men and women. “On every hand here I see them, the neat, well-dressed, handsome women like Clara. How happy they are!

“Their feathers have been ruffled though,” he thought angrily. “It was with them as with that bird I saw being pursued through the trees. There has been pursuit and a pretense of trying to escape. There has been an effort made that was not an effort, but feathers have been ruffled here.”

When his thoughts had driven him into a half desperate mood Hugh went out of the streets of bright, ugly, freshly built, freshly painted and furnished houses, and down into the town. Several men homeward bound at the end of their day of work called to him. “I hope you are thinking of buying or building up our way,” they said heartily.

 

 

 

It began to rain and darkness came, but Hugh did not go home to Clara. It did not seem to him that he could spend another night in the house with her, lying awake, hearing the little noises of the night, waiting — for courage. He could not sit under the lamp through another evening pretending to read. He could not go with Clara up the stairs only to leave her with a cold “good-night” at the top of the stairs.

Hugh went up the Medina Road almost to the house and then retraced his steps and got into a field. There was a low swampy place in which the water came up over his shoetops, and after he had crossed that there was a field overgrown with a tangle of vines. The night became so dark that he could see nothing and darkness reigned over his spirit. For hours he walked blindly, but it did not occur to him that as he waited, hating the waiting, Clara also waited; that for her also it was a time of trial and uncertainty. To him it seemed her course was simple and easy. She was a white pure thing — waiting — for what? for courage to come in to him in order that an assault be made upon her whiteness and purity.

That was the only answer to the question Hugh could find within himself. The destruction of what was white and pure was a necessary thing in life. It was a thing men must do in order that life go on. As for women, they must be white and pure — and wait.

 

 

 

Filled with inward resentment Hugh at last did go to the farmhouse. Wet and with dragging, heavy feet he turned out of the Medina Road to find the house dark and apparently deserted.

Then a new and puzzling situation arose. When he stepped over the threshold and into the house he knew Clara was there.

On that day she had not driven him to work in the morning or gone for him at noon hour because she did not want to look at him in the light of day, did not want again to see the puzzled, frightened look in his eyes. She had wanted him in the darkness alone, had waited for darkness. Now it was dark in the house and she waited for him.

How simple it was! Hugh came into the living-room, stumbled forward into the darkness, and found the hat-rack against the wall near the stairway leading to the bedrooms above. Again he had surrendered what he would no doubt have called the manhood in himself, and hoped only to be able to escape the presence he felt in the room, to creep off upstairs to his bed, to lie awake listening to noises, waiting miserably for another day to come. But when he had put his dripping hat on one of the pegs of the rack and had found the lower step with his foot thrust into darkness, a voice called to him.

“Come here, Hugh,” Clara said softly and firmly, and like a boy caught doing a forbidden act he went toward her. “We have been very silly, Hugh,” he heard her voice saying softly.

 

 

 

Hugh went to where Clara sat in a chair by a window. From him there was no protest and no attempt to escape the love-making that followed. For a moment he stood in silence and could see her white figure below him in the chair. It was like something still far away, but coming swiftly as a bird flies to him — upward to him. Her hand crept up and lay in his hand. It seemed unbelievably large. It was not soft, but hard and firm. When her hand had rested in his for a moment she arose and stood beside him. Then the hand went out of his and touched, caressed his wet coat, his wet hair, his cheeks. “My flesh must be white and cold,” he thought, and then he did not think any more.

Gladness took hold of him, a gladness that came up out of the inner parts of himself as she had come up to him out of the chair. For days, weeks, he had been thinking of his problem as a man’s problem, his defeat had been a man’s defeat.

Now there was no defeat, no problem, no victory. In himself he did not exist. Within himself something new had been born or another something that had always lived with him had stirred to life. It was not awkward. It was not afraid. It was a thing as swift and sure as the flight of the male bird through the branches of trees and it was in pursuit of something light and swift in her, something that would fly through light and darkness but fly not too swiftly, something of which he need not be afraid, something that without the need of understanding he could understand as one understands the need of breath in a close place.

With a laugh as soft and sure as her own Hugh took Clara into his arms. A few minutes later they went up stairs and twice Hugh stumbled on the stairway. It did not matter. His long awkward body was a thing outside himself. It might stumble and fall many times but the new thing he had found, the thing inside himself that responded to the thing inside the shell that was Clara his wife, did not stumble. It flew like a bird out of darkness into the light. At the moment he thought the sweeping flight of life thus begun would run on forever.


BOOK FIVE
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CHAPTER XXI
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IT WAS A summer night in Ohio and the wheat in the long, flat fields that stretched away to the north from the town of Bidwell was ripe for the cutting. Between the wheat fields lay corn and cabbage fields. In the corn fields the green stalks stood up like young trees. Facing the fields lay the white roads, once the silent roads, hushed and empty through the nights and often during many hours of the day, the night silence broken only at long intervals by the clattering hoofs of homeward bound horses and the silence of days by creaking wagons. Along the roads on a summer evening went the young farm hand in his buggy for which he had spent a summer’s wage, a long summer of sweaty toil in hot fields. The hoofs of his horse beat a soft tattoo on the roads. His sweetheart sat beside him and he was in no hurry. All day he had been at work in the harvest and on the morrow he would work again. It did not matter. For him the night would last until the cocks in isolated farmyards began to hail the dawn. He forgot the horse and did not care what turning he took. All roads led to happiness for him.

Beside the long roads was an endless procession of fields broken now and then by a strip of woodland, where the shadows of trees fell upon the roads and made pools of an inky blackness. In the long, dry grass in fence corners insects sang; in the young cabbage fields rabbits ran, flitting away like shadows in the moonlight. The cabbage fields were beautiful too.

Who has written or sung of the beauties of corn fields in Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, or of the vast Ohio cabbage fields? In the cabbage fields the broad outer leaves fall down to make a background for the shifting, delicate colors of soils. The leaves are themselves riotous with color. As the season advances they change from light to dark greens, a thousand shades of purples, blues and reds appear and disappear.

In silence the cabbage fields slept beside the roads in Ohio. Not yet had the motor cars come to tear along the roads, their flashing lights — beautiful too, when seen by one afoot on the roads on a summer night — had not yet made the roads an extension of the cities. Akron, the terrible town, had not yet begun to roll forth its countless millions of rubber hoops, filled each with its portion of God’s air compressed and in prison at last like the farm hands who have gone to the cities. Detroit and Toledo had not begun to send forth their hundreds of thousands of motor cars to shriek and scream the nights away on country roads. Willis was still a mechanic in an Indiana town, and Ford still worked in a bicycle repair shop in Detroit.

It was a summer night in the Ohio country and the moon shone. A country doctor’s horse went at a humdrum pace along the roads. Softly and at long intervals men afoot stumbled along. A farm hand whose horse was lame walked toward town. An umbrella mender, benighted on the roads, hurried toward the lights of the distant town. In Bidwell, the place that had been on other summer nights a sleepy town filled with gossiping berry pickers, things were astir.

Change, and the thing men call growth, was in the air. Perhaps in its own way revolution was in the air, the silent, the real revolution that grew with the growth of the towns. In the stirring, bustling town of Bidwell that quiet summer night something happened that startled men. Something happened, and then in a few minutes it happened again. Heads wagged, special editions of daily newspapers were printed, the great hive of men was disturbed, under the invisible roof of the town that had so suddenly become a city, the seeds of self-consciousness were planted in new soil, in American soil.

Before all this began, however, something else happened. The first motor car ran through the streets of Bidwell and out upon the moonlit roads. The motor car was driven by Tom Butterworth and in it sat his daughter Clara with her husband Hugh McVey. During the week before, Tom had brought the car from Cleveland, and the mechanic who rode with him had taught him the art of driving. Now he drove alone and boldly. Early in the evening he had run out to the farmhouse to take his daughter and son-in-law for their first ride. Hugh sat in the seat beside him and after they had started and were clear of the town, Tom turned to him. “Now watch me step on her tail,” he said proudly, using for the first time the motor slang he had picked up from the Cleveland mechanic.

As Tom sent the car hurling over the roads, Clara sat alone in the back seat unimpressed by her father’s new acquisition. For three years she had been married and she felt that she did not yet know the man she had married. Always the story had been the same, moments of light and then darkness again. A new machine that went along roads at a startlingly increased rate of speed might change the whole face of the world, as her father declared it would, but it did not change certain facts of her life. “Am I a failure as a wife, or is Hugh impossible as a husband?” she asked herself for perhaps the thousandth time as the car, having got into a long stretch of clear, straight road, seemed to leap and sail through the air like a bird. “At any rate I have married me a husband and yet I have no husband, I have been in a man’s arms but I have no lover, I have taken hold of life, but life has slipped through my fingers.”

Like her father, Hugh seemed to Clara absorbed in only the things outside himself, the outer crust of life. He was like and yet unlike her father. She was baffled by him. There was something in the man she wanted and could not find. “The fault must be in me,” she told herself. “He’s all right, but what’s the matter with me?”

After that night when he ran away from her bridal bed, Clara had more than once thought the miracle had happened. It did sometimes. On that night when he came to her out of the rain it had happened. There was a wall a blow could shatter, and she raised her hand to strike the blow. The wall was shattered and then builded itself again. Even as she lay at night in her husband’s arms the wall reared itself up in the darkness of the sleeping room.

Over the farmhouse on such nights dense silence brooded and she and Hugh, as had become their habit together, were silent. In the darkness she put up her hand to touch her husband’s face and hair. He lay still and she had the impression of some great force holding him back, holding her back. A sharp sense of struggle filled the room. The air was heavy with it.

When words came they did not break the silence. The wall remained.

The words that came were empty, meaningless words. Hugh suddenly broke forth into speech. He spoke of his work at the shop and of his progress toward the solution of some difficult, mechanical problem. If it were evening when the thing happened the two people got out of the lighted house where they had been sitting together, each feeling darkness would help the effort they were both making to tear away the wall. They walked along a lane, past the barns and over the little wooden bridge across the stream that ran down through the barnyard. Hugh did not want to talk of the work at the shop, but could find words for no other talk. They came to a fence where the lane turned and from where they could look down the hillside and into the town. He did not look at Clara but stared down the hillside and the words, in regard to the mechanical difficulties that had occupied his mind all day, ran on and on. When later they went back to the house he felt a little relieved. “I’ve said words. There is something achieved,” he thought.

 

 

 

And now after the three years as a married woman Clara sat in the motor with her father and husband and with them was sent whirling swiftly through the summer night. The car ran down the hill road from the Butterworth farm, through a dozen residence streets in town and then out upon the long, straight roads in the rich, flat country to the north. It had skirted the town as a hungry wolf might have encircled silently and swiftly the fire-lit camp of a hunter. To Clara the machine seemed like a wolf, bold and cunning and yet afraid. Its great nose pushed through the troubled air of the quiet roads, frightening horses, breaking the silence with its persistent purring, drowning the song of insects. The headlights also disturbed the slumbers of the night. They flashed into barnyards where fowls slept on the lower branches of trees, played on the sides of barns sent the cattle in fields galloping away into darkness, and frightened horribly the wild things, the red squirrels and chipmunks that live in wayside fences in the Ohio country. Clara hated the machine and began to hate all machines. Thinking of machinery and the making of machines had, she decided, been at the bottom of her husband’s inability to talk with her. Revolt against the whole mechanical impulse of her generation began to take possession of her.

And as she rode another and more terrible kind of revolt against the machine began in the town of Bidwell. It began in fact before Tom with his new motor left the Butterworth farm, it began before the summer moon came up, before the gray mantle of night had been laid over the shoulders of the hills south of the farmhouse.

Jim Gibson, the journeyman harness maker who worked in Joe Wainsworth’s shop, was beside himself on that night. He had just won a great victory over his employer and felt like celebrating. For several days he had been telling the story of his anticipated victory in the saloons and store, and now it had happened. After dining at his boarding-house he went to a saloon and had a drink. Then he went to other saloons and had other drinks, after which he swaggered through the streets to the door of the shop. Although he was in his nature a spiritual bully, Jim did not lack energy, and his employer’s shop was filled with work demanding attention. For a week both he and Joe had been returning to their work benches every evening. Jim wanted to come because some driving influence within made him love the thought of keeping the work always on the move, and Joe because Jim made him come.

Many things were on the move in the striving, hustling town on that evening. The system of checking on piece work, introduced by the superintendent Ed Hall in the corn-cutting machine plant, had brought on Bidwell’s first industrial strike. The discontented workmen were not organized, and the strike was foredoomed to failure, but it had stirred the town deeply. One day, a week before, quite suddenly some fifty or sixty men had decided to quit. “We won’t work for a fellow like Ed Hall,” they declared. “He sets a scale of prices and then, when we have driven ourselves to the limit to make a decent day’s pay, he cuts the scale.” Leaving the shop the men went in a body to Main Street and two or three of them, developing unexpected eloquence, began delivering speeches on street corners. On the next day the strike spread and for several days the shop had been closed. Then a labor organizer came from Cleveland and on the day of his arrival the story ran through the street that strike breakers were to be brought in.

And on that evening of many adventures another element was introduced into the already disturbed life of the community. At the corner of Main and McKinley Streets and just beyond the place where three old buildings were being torn down to make room for the building of a new hotel, appeared a man who climbed upon a box and attacked, not the piece work prices at the corn-cutting machine plant, but the whole system that built and maintained factories where the wage scale of the workmen could be fixed by the whim or necessity of one man or a group of men. As the man on the box talked, the workmen in the crowd who were of American birth began to shake their heads. They went to one side and gathering in groups discussed the stranger’s words. “I tell you what,” said a little old workman, pulling nervously at his graying mustache, “I’m on strike and I’m for sticking out until Steve Hunter and Tom Butterworth fire Ed Hall, but I don’t like this kind of talk. I’ll tell you what that man’s doing. He’s attacking our Government, that’s what he’s doing.” The workmen went off to their homes grumbling. The Government was to them a sacred thing, and they did not fancy having their demands for a better wage scale confused by the talk of anarchists and socialists. Many of the laborers of Bidwell were sons and grandsons of pioneers who had opened up the country where the great sprawling towns were now growing into cities. They or their fathers had fought in the great Civil War. During boyhood they had breathed a reverence for government out of the very air of the towns. The great men of whom the school-books talked had all been connected with the Government. In Ohio there had been Garfield, Sherman, McPherson the fighter and others. From Illinois had come Lincoln and Grant. For a time the very ground of the mid-American country had seemed to spurt forth great men as now it was spurting forth gas and oil. Government had justified itself in the men it had produced.

And now there had come among them men who had no reverence for government. What a speaker for the first time dared say openly on the streets of Bidwell, had already been talked in the shops. The new men, the foreigners coming from many lands, had brought with them strange doctrines. They began to make acquaintances among the American workmen. “Well,” they said, “you’ve had great men here; no doubt you have; but you’re getting a new kind of great men now. These new men are not born out of people. They’re being born out of capital. What is a great man? He’s one who has the power. Isn’t that a fact? Well, you fellows here have got to find out that nowadays power comes with the possession of money. Who are the big men of this town? — not some lawyer or politician who can make a good speech, but the men who own the factories where you have to work. Your Steve Hunter and Tom Butterworth are the great men of this town.”

The socialist, who had come to speak on the streets of Bidwell, was a Swede, and his wife had come with him. As he talked his wife made figures on a blackboard. The old story of the trick by which the citizens of the town had lost their money in the plant-setting machine company was revived and told over and over. The Swede, a big man with heavy fists, spoke of the prominent citizens of the town as thieves who by a trick had robbed their fellows. As he stood on the box beside his wife, and raising his fists shouted crude sentences condemning the capitalist class, men who had gone away angry came back to listen. The speaker declared himself a workman like themselves and, unlike the religious salvationists who occasionally spoke on the streets, did not beg for money. “I’m a workman like yourselves,” he shouted. “Both my wife and myself work until we’ve saved a little money. Then we come out to some town like this and fight capital until we’re busted. We’ve been fighting for years now and we’ll keep on fighting as long as we live.”

As the orator shouted out his sentences he raised his fist as though to strike, and looked not unlike one of his ancestors, the Norsemen, who in old times had sailed far and wide over unknown seas in search of the fighting they loved. The men of Bidwell began to respect him. “After all, what he says sounds like mighty good sense,” they declared, shaking their heads. “Maybe Ed Hall isn’t any worse than any one else. We got to break up the system. That’s a fact. Some of these days we got to break up the system.”

 

 

 

Jim Gibson got to the door of Joe’s shop at half-past seven o’clock. Several men stood on the sidewalk and he stopped and stood before them, intending to tell again the story of his triumph over his employer. Inside the shop Joe was already at his bench and at work. The men, two of them strikers from the corn-cutting machine plant, complained bitterly of the difficulty of supporting their families, and a third man, a fellow with a big black mustache who smoked a pipe, began to repeat some of the axioms in regard to industrialism and the class war he had picked up from the socialist orator. Jim listened for a moment and then, turning, put his thumb on his buttocks and wriggled his fingers. “Oh, hell,” he sneered, “what are you fools talking about? You’re going to get up a union or get into the socialist party. What’re you talking about? A union or a party can’t help a man who can’t look out for himself.”

The blustering and half intoxicated harness maker stood in the open shop door and told again and in detail the story of his triumph over his employer. Then another thought came and he spoke of the twelve hundred dollars Joe had lost in the stock, of the plant-setting machine company. “He lost his money and you fellows are going to get licked in this fight,” he declared. “You’re all wrong, you fellows, when you talk about unions or joining the socialist party. What counts is what a man can do for himself. Character counts. Yes, sir, character makes a man what he is.”

Jim pounded on his chest and glared about him.

“Look at me,” he said. “I was a drunkard and down and out when I came to this town; a drunkard, that’s what I was and that’s what I am. I came here to this shop to work, and now, if you want to know, ask any one in town who runs this place. The socialist says money is power. Well, there’s a man inside here who has the money, but you bet I’ve got the power.”

Slapping his knees with his hands Jim laughed heartily. A week before, a traveling man had come to the shop to sell machine-made harness. Joe had ordered the man out and Jim had called him back. He had placed an order for eighteen sets of the harness and had made Joe sign the order. The harness had arrived that afternoon and was now hung in the shop. “It’s hanging in the shop now,” Jim cried. “Go see for yourself.”

Triumphantly Jim walked up and down before the men on the sidewalk, and his voice rang through the shop where Joe sat on his harness-maker’s horse under a swinging lamp hard at work. “I tell you, character’s the thing that counts,” the roaring voice cried. “You see I’m a workingman like you fellows, but I don’t join a union or a socialist party. I get my way. My boss Joe in there’s a sentimental old fool, that’s what he is. All his life he’s made harnesses by hand and he thinks that’s the only way. He claims he has pride in his work, that’s what he claims.”

Jim laughed again. “Do you know what he did the other day when that traveler had gone out of the shop and after I had made him sign that order?” he asked. “Cried, that’s what he did. By God, he did, — sat there and cried.”

Again Jim laughed, but the workmen on the sidewalk did not join in his merriment. Going to one of them, the one who had declared his intention of joining the union, Jim began to berate him. “You think you can lick Ed Hall with Steve Hunter and Tom Butterworth back of him, eh?” he asked sharply. “Well, I’ll tell you what — you can’t. All the unions in the world won’t help you. You’ll get licked — for why?

“For why? Because Ed Hall is like me, that’s for why. He’s got character, that’s what he’s got.”

Growing weary of his boasting and the silence of his audience, Jim started to walk in at the door, but when one of the workmen, a pale man of fifty with a graying mustache, spoke, he turned to listen. “You’re a suck, a suck and a lickspittle, that’s what you are,” said the pale man, his voice trembling with passion.

Jim ran through the crowd of men and knocked the speaker to the sidewalk with a blow of his fist. Two of the other workmen seemed about to take up the cause of their fallen brother, but when in spite of their threats Jim stood his ground, they hesitated. They went to help the pale workman to his feet, and Jim went into the shop and closed the door. Climbing onto his horse he went to work, and the men went off along the sidewalk, still threatening to do what they had not done when the opportunity offered.

Joe worked in silence beside his employee and night began to settle down over the disturbed town. Above the clatter of many voices in the street outside could be heard the loud voice of the socialist orator who had taken up his stand for the evening at a nearby corner. When it had become quite dark outside, the old harness maker climbed down from his horse and going to the front door opened it softly and looked up and down the street. Then he closed it again and walked toward the rear of the shop. In his hand he held his harness-maker’s knife, shaped like a half moon and with an extraordinarily sharp circular edge. The harness maker’s wife had died during the year before and since that time he had not slept well at night. Often for a week at a time he did not sleep at all, but lay all night with wide-open eyes, thinking strange, new thoughts. In the daytime and when Jim was not about, he sometimes spent hours sharpening the moon-shaped knife on a piece of leather; and on the day after the incident of the placing of the order for the factory-made harness he had gone into a hardware store and bought a cheap revolver. He had been sharpening the knife as Jim talked to the workmen outside. When Jim began to tell the story of his humiliation he had stopped sewing at the broken harness in his vise and, getting up, had taken the knife from its hiding-place under a pile of leather on a bench to give its edge a few last caressing strokes.

Holding the knife in his hand Joe went with shambling steps toward the place where Jim sat absorbed in his work. A brooding silence seemed to lie over the shop and even outside in the street all noises suddenly ceased. Old Joe’s gait changed. As he passed behind the horse on which Jim sat, life came into his figure and he walked with a soft, cat-like tread. Joy shone in his eyes. As though warned of something impending, Jim turned and opened his mouth to growl at his employer, but his words never found their way to his lips. The old man made a peculiar half step, half leap past the horse, and the knife whipped through the air. At one stroke he had succeeded in practically severing Jim Gibson’s head from his body.

There was no sound in the shop. Joe threw the knife into a corner and ran quickly past the horse where the body of Jim Gibson sat upright. Then the body fell to the floor with a thump and there was the sharp rattle of heels on the board floor. The old man locked the front door and listened impatiently. When all was again quiet he went to search for the knife he had thrown away, but could not find it. Taking Jim’s knife from a bench under the hanging lamp, he stepped over the body and climbed upon his horse to turn out the lights.

For an hour Joe stayed in the shop with the dead man. The eighteen sets of harness shipped from a Cleveland factory had been received that morning, and Jim had insisted they be unpacked and hung on hooks along the shop walls. He had bullied Joe into helping hang the harnesses, and now Joe took them down alone. One by one they were laid on the floor and with Jim’s knife the old man cut each strap into little pieces that made a pile of litter on the floor reaching to his waist. When that was done he went again to the rear of the shop, again stepping almost carelessly over the dead man, and took the revolver out of the pocket of an overcoat that hung by the door.

Joe went out of the shop by the back door, and having locked it carefully, crept through an alleyway and into the lighted street where people walked up and down. The next place to his own was a barber shop, and as he hurried along the sidewalk, two young men came out and called to him. “Hey,” they called, “do you believe in factory-made harness now-days, Joe Wainsworth? Hey, what do you say? Do you sell factory-made harness?”

Joe did not answer, but stepping off the sidewalk, walked in the road. A group of Italian laborers passed, talking rapidly and making gestures with their hands. As he went more deeply into the heart of the growing city, past the socialist orator and a labor organizer who was addressing a crowd of men on another corner, his step became cat-like as it had been in the moment before the knife flashed at the throat of Jim Gibson. The crowds of people frightened him. He imagined himself set upon by a crowd and hanged to a lamp-post. The voice of the labor orator arose above the murmur of voices in the street. “We’ve got to take power into our hands. We’ve got to carry on our own battle for power,” the voice declared.

The harness maker turned a corner into a quiet street, his hand caressing affectionately the revolver in the side pocket of his coat. He intended to kill himself, but had not wanted to die in the same room with Jim Gibson. In his own way he had always been a very sensitive man and his only fear was that rough hands fall upon him before he had completed the evening’s work. He was quite sure that had his wife been alive she would have understood what had happened. She had always understood everything he did or said. He remembered his courtship. His wife had been a country girl and on Sundays, after their marriage, they had gone together to spend the day in the wood. After Joe had brought his wife to Bidwell they continued the practice. One of his customers, a well-to-do farmer, lived five miles north of town, and on his farm there was a grove of beech trees. Almost every Sunday for several years he got a horse from the livery stable and took his wife there. After dinner at the farmhouse, he and the farmer gossiped for an hour, while the women washed the dishes, and then he took his wife and went into the beech forest. No underbrush grew under the spreading branches of the trees, and when the two people had remained silent for a time, hundreds of squirrels and chipmunks came to chatter and play about them. Joe had brought nuts in his pocket and threw them about. The quivering little animals drew near and then with a flip of their tails scampered away. One day a boy from a neighboring farm came to the wood and shot one of the squirrels. It happened just as Joe and his wife came from the farmhouse and he saw the wounded squirrel hang from the branch of a tree, and then fall. It lay at his feet and his wife grew ill and leaned against him for support. He said nothing, but stared at the quivering thing on the ground. When it lay still the boy came and picked it up. Still Joe said nothing. Taking his wife’s arm he walked to where they were in the habit of sitting, and reached in his pocket for the nuts to scatter on the ground. The farm boy, who had felt the reproach in the eyes of the man and woman, had gone out of the wood. Suddenly Joe began to cry. He was ashamed and did not want his wife to see, and she pretended she had not seen.

On the night when he had killed Jim, Joe decided he would walk to the farm and the beech forest and there kill himself. He hurried past a long row of dark stores and warehouses in the newly built section of town and came to a residence street. He saw a man coming toward him and stepped into the stairway of a store building. The man stopped under a street lamp to light a cigar, and the harness maker recognized him. It was Steve Hunter, who had induced him to invest the twelve hundred dollars in the stock of the plant-setting machine company, the man who had brought the new times to Bidwell, the man who was at the bottom of all such innovations as machine-made harnesses. Joe had killed his employee, Jim Gibson, in cold anger, but now a new kind of anger took possession of him. Something danced before his eyes and his hands trembled so that he was afraid the gun he had taken out of his pocket would fall to the sidewalk. It wavered as he raised it and fired, but chance came to his assistance. Steve Hunter pitched forward to the sidewalk.

Without stopping to pick up the revolver that had fallen out of his hand, Joe now ran up a stairway and got into a dark, empty hall. He felt his way along a wall and came presently to another stairway, leading down. It brought him into an alleyway, and going along this he came out near the bridge that led over the river and into what in the old days had been Turner’s Pike, the road out which he had driven with his wife to the farm and the beech forest.

But one thing now puzzled Joe Wainsworth. He had lost his revolver and did not know how he was to manage his own death. “I must do it some way,” he thought, when at last, after nearly three hours steady plodding and hiding in fields to avoid the teams going along the road he got to the beech forest. He went to sit under a tree near the place where he had so often sat through quiet Sunday afternoons with his wife beside him. “I’ll rest a little and then I’ll think how I can do it,” he thought wearily, holding his head in his hands. “I mustn’t go to sleep. If they find me they’ll hurt me. They’ll hurt me before I have a chance to kill myself. They’ll hurt me before I have a chance to kill myself,” he repeated, over and over, holding his head in his hands and rocking gently back and forth.


CHAPTER XXII
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THE CAR DRIVEN by Tom Butterworth stopped at a town, and Tom got out to fill his pockets with cigars and incidentally to enjoy the wonder and admiration of the citizens. He was in an exalted mood and words flowed from him. As the motor under its hood purred, so the brain under the graying old head purred and threw forth words. He talked to the idlers before the drug stores in the towns and, when the car started again and they were out in the open country, his voice, pitched in a high key to make itself heard above the purring engine, became shrill. Having struck the shrill tone of the new age the voice went on and on.

But the voice and the swift-moving car did not stir Clara. She tried not to hear the voice, and fixing her eyes on the soft landscape flowing past under the moon, tried to think of other times and places. She thought of nights when she had walked with Kate Chanceller through the streets of Columbus, and of the silent ride she had taken with Hugh that night they were married. Her mind went back into her childhood and she remembered the long days she had spent riding with her father in this same valley, going from farm to farm to haggle and dicker for the purchase of calves and pigs. Her father had not talked then but sometimes, when they had driven far and were homeward bound in the failing light of evening, words did come to him. She remembered one evening in the summer after her mother died and when her father often took her with him on his drives. They had stopped for the evening meal at the house of a farmer and when they got on the road again, the moon came out. Something present in the spirit of the night stirred Tom, and he spoke of his life as a boy in the new country and of his fathers and brothers. “We worked hard, Clara,” he said. “The whole country was new and every acre we planted had to be cleared.” The mind of the prosperous farmer fell into a reminiscent mood and he spoke of little things concerning his life as a boy and young man; the days of cutting wood alone in the silent, white forest when winter came and it was time for getting out firewood and logs for new farm buildings, the log rollings to which neighboring farmers came, when great piles of logs were made and set afire that space might be cleared for planting. In the winter the boy went to school in the village of Bidwell and as he was even then an energetic, pushing youth, already intent on getting on in the world, he set traps in the forest and on the banks of streams and walked the trap line on his way to and from school. In the spring he sent his pelts to the growing town of Cleveland where they were sold. He spoke of the money he got and of how he had finally saved enough to buy a horse of his own.

Tom had talked of many other things on that night, of the spelling-downs at the schoolhouse in town, of huskings and dances held in the barns and of the evening when he went skating on the river and first met his wife. “We took to each other at once,” he said softly. “There was a fire built on the bank of the river and after I had skated with her we went and sat down to warm ourselves.

“We wanted to get married to each other right away,” he told Clara. “I walked home with her after we got tired of skating, and after that I thought of nothing but how to get my own farm and have a home of my own.”

As the daughter sat in the motor listening to the shrill voice of the father, who now talked only of the making of machines and money, that other man talking softly in the moonlight as the horse jogged slowly along the dark road seemed very far away. All such men seemed very far away. “Everything worth while is very far away,” she thought bitterly. “The machines men are so intent on making have carried them very far from the old sweet things.”

The motor flew along the roads and Tom thought of his old longing to own and drive fast racing horses. “I used to be half crazy to own fast horses,” he shouted to his son-in-law. “I didn’t do it, because owning fast horses meant a waste of money, but it was in my mind all the time. I wanted to go fast: faster than any one else.” In a kind of ecstasy he gave the motor more gas and shot the speed up to fifty miles an hour. The hot, summer air, fanned into a violent wind, whistled past his head. “Where would the damned race horses be now,” he called, “where would your Maud S. or your J.I.C. be, trying to catch up with me in this car?”

Yellow wheat fields and fields of young corn, tall now and in the light breeze that was blowing whispering in the moonlight, flashed past, looking like squares on a checker board made for the amusement of the child of some giant. The car ran through miles of the low farming country, through the main streets of towns, where the people ran out of the stores to stand on the sidewalks and look at the new wonder, through sleeping bits of woodlands — remnants of the great forests in which Tom had worked as a boy — and across wooden bridges over small streams, beside which grew tangled masses of elderberries, now yellow and fragrant with blossoms.

At eleven o’clock having already achieved some ninety miles Tom turned the car back. Running more sedately he again talked of the mechanical triumphs of the age in which he had lived. “I’ve brought you whizzing along, you and Clara,” he said proudly. “I tell you what, Hugh, Steve Hunter and I have brought you along fast in more ways that one. You’ve got to give Steve credit for seeing something in you, and you’ve got to give me credit for putting my money back of your brains. I don’t want to take no credit from Steve. There’s credit enough for all. All I got to say for myself is that I saw the hole in the doughnut. Yes, sir, I wasn’t so blind. I saw the hole in the doughnut.”

Tom stopped to light a cigar and then drove on again. “I’ll tell you what, Hugh,” he said, “I wouldn’t say so to any one not of my family, but the truth is, I’m the man that’s been putting over the big things there in Bidwell. The town is going to be a city now and a mighty big city. Towns in this State like Columbus, Toledo and Dayton, had better look out for themselves. I’m the man has always kept Steve Hunter steady and going straight ahead down the track, as this car goes with my hand at the steering wheel.

“You don’t know anything about it, and I don’t want you should talk, but there are new things coming to Bidwell,” he added. “When I was in Chicago last month I met a man who has been making rubber buggy and bicycle tires. I’m going in with him and we’re going to start a plant for making automobile-tires right in Bidwell. The tire business is bound to be one of the greatest on earth and they ain’t no reason why Bidwell shouldn’t be the biggest tire center ever known in the world.” Although the car now ran quietly, Tom’s voice again became shrill. “There’ll be hundreds of thousands of cars like this tearing over every road in America,” he declared. “Yes, sir, they will; and if I calculate right Bidwell’ll be the great tire town of the world.”

For a long time Tom drove in silence, and when he again began to talk it was a new mood. He told a tale of life in Bidwell that stirred both Hugh and Clara deeply. He was angry and had Clara not been in the car would have become violently profane.

“I’d like to hang the men who are making trouble in the shops in town,” he broke forth. “You know who I mean, I mean the labor men who are trying to make trouble for Steve Hunter and me. There’s a socialist talking every night on the street over there. I’ll tell you, Hugh, the laws of this country are wrong.” For ten minutes he talked of the labor difficulties in the shops.

“They better look out,” he declared, and was so angry that his voice rose to something like a suppressed scream. “We’re inventing new machines pretty fast now-days,” he cried. “Pretty soon we’ll do all the work by machines. Then what’ll we do? We’ll kick all the workers out and let ’em strike till they’re sick, that’s what we’ll do. They can talk their fool socialism all they want, but we’ll show ’em, the fools.”

His angry mood passed, and as the car turned into the last fifteen-mile stretch of road that led to Bidwell, he told the tale that so deeply stirred his passengers. Chuckling softly he told of the struggle of the Bidwell harness maker, Joe Wainsworth, to prevent the sale of machine-made harness in the community, and of his experience with his employee, Jim Gibson. Tom had heard the tale in the bar-room of the Bidwell House and it had made a profound impression on his mind. “I’ll tell you what,” he declared, “I’m going to get in touch with Jim Gibson. That’s the kind of man to handle workers. I only heard about him to-night, but I’m going to see him to-morrow.”

Leaning back in his seat Tom laughed heartily as he told of the traveling man who had visited Joe Wainsworth’s shop and the placing of the order for the factory-made harness. In some intangible way he felt that when Jim Gibson laid the order for the harness on the bench in the shop and by the force of his personality compelled Joe Wainsworth to sign, he justified all such men as himself. In imagination he lived in that moment with Jim, and like Jim the incident aroused his inclination to boast. “Why, a lot of cheap laboring skates can’t down such men as myself any more than Joe Wainsworth could down that Jim Gibson,” he declared. “They ain’t got the character, you see, that’s what the matter, they ain’t got the character.” Tom touched some mechanism connected with the engine of the car and it shot suddenly forward. “Suppose one of them labor leaders were standing in the road there,” he cried. Instinctively Hugh leaned forward and peered into the darkness through which the lights of the car cut like a great scythe, and on the back seat Clara half rose to her feet. Tom shouted with delight and as the car plunged along the road his voice rose in triumph. “The damn fools!” he cried. “They think they can stop the machines. Let ’em try. They want to go on in their old hand-made way. Let ’em look out. Let ’em look out for such men as Jim Gibson and me.”

Down a slight incline in the road shot the car and swept around a wide curve, and then the jumping, dancing light, running far ahead, revealed a sight that made Tom thrust out his foot and jam on the brakes.

In the road and in the very center of the circle of light, as though performing a scene on the stage, three men were struggling. As the car came to a stop, so sudden that it pitched both Clara and Hugh out of their seats, the struggle came to an end. One of the struggling figures, a small man without coat or hat, had jerked himself away from the others and started to run toward the fence at the side of the road and separating it from a grove of trees. A large, broad-shouldered man sprang forward and catching the tail of the fleeing man’s coat pulled him back into the circle of light. His fist shot out and caught the small man directly on the mouth. He fell like a dead thing, face downward in the dust of the road.

Tom ran the car slowly forward and its headlight continued to play over the three figures. From a little pocket at the side of his driver’s seat he took a revolver. He ran the car quickly to a position near the group in the road and stopped.

“What’s up?” he asked sharply.

Ed Hall the factory superintendent, the man who had struck the blow that had felled the little man, stepped forward and explained the tragic happenings of the evening in town. The factory superintendent had remembered that as a boy he had once worked for a few weeks on the farm of which the wood beside the road was a part, and that on Sunday afternoons the harness maker had come to the farm with his wife and the two people had gone to walk in the very place where he had just been found. “I had a hunch he would be out here,” he boasted. “I figured it out. Crowds started out of town in all directions, but I cut out alone. Then I happened to see this fellow and just for company I brought him along.” He put up his hand and, looking at Tom, tapped his forehead. “Cracked,” he declared, “he always was. A fellow I knew saw him once in that woods,” he said pointing. “Somebody had shot a squirrel and he took on about it as though he had lost a child. I said then he was crazy, and he has sure proved I was right.”

At a word from her father Clara went to sit on the front seat on Hugh’s knees. Her body trembled and she was cold with fear. As her father had told the story of Jim Gibson’s triumph over Joe Wainsworth she had wanted passionately to kill that blustering fellow. Now the thing was done. In her mind the harness maker had come to stand for all the men and women in the world who were in secret revolt against the absorption of the age in machines and the products of machines. He had stood as a protesting figure against what her father had become and what she thought her husband had become. She had wanted Jim Gibson killed and it had been done. As a child she had gone often to Wainsworth’s shop with her father or some farm hand, and she now remembered sharply the peace and quiet of the place. At the thought of the same place, now become the scene of a desperate killing, her body shook so that she clutched at Hugh’s arms, striving to steady herself.

Ed Hall took the senseless figure of the old man in the road into his arms and half threw it into the back seat of the car. To Clara it was as though his rough, misunderstanding hands were on her own body. The car started swiftly along the road and Ed told again the story of the night’s happenings. “I tell you, Mr. Hunter is in mighty bad shape, he may die,” he said. Clara turned to look at her husband and thought him totally unaffected by what had happened. His face was quiet like her father’s face. The factory superintendent’s voice went on explaining his part in the adventures of the evening. Ignoring the pale workman who sat lost in the shadows in a corner of the rear seat, he spoke as though he had undertaken and accomplished the capture of the murderer single-handed. As he afterwards explained to his wife, Ed felt he had been a fool not to come alone. “I knew I could handle him all right,” he explained. “I wasn’t afraid, but I had figured it all out he was crazy. That made me feel shaky. When they were getting up a crowd to go out on the hunt, I says to myself, I’ll go alone. I says to myself, I’ll bet he’s gone out to that woods on the Riggly farm where he and his wife used to go on Sundays. I started and then I saw this other man standing on a corner and I made him come with me. He didn’t want to come and I wish I’d gone alone. I could have handled him and I’d got all the credit.”

In the car Ed told the story of the night in the streets of Bidwell. Some one had seen Steve Hunter shot down in the street and had declared the harness maker had done it and had then run away. A crowd had gone to the harness shop and had found the body of Jim Gibson. On the floor of the shop were the factory-made harnesses cut into bits. “He must have been in there and at work for an hour or two, stayed right in there with the man he had killed. It’s the craziest thing any man ever done.”

The harness maker, lying on the floor of the car where Ed had thrown him, stirred and sat up. Clara turned to look at him and shivered. His shirt was torn so that the thin, old neck and shoulders could be plainly seen in the uncertain light, and his face was covered with blood that had dried and was now black with dust. Ed Hall went on with the tale of his triumph. “I found him where I said to myself I would. Yes, sir, I found him where I said to myself I would.”

The car came to the first of the houses of the town, long rows of cheaply built frame houses standing in what had once been Ezra French’s cabbage patch, where Hugh had crawled on the ground in the moonlight, working out the mechanical problems that confronted him in the building of his plant-setting machine. Suddenly the distraught and frightened man crouched on the floor of the car, raised himself on his hands and lurched forward, trying to spring over the side. Ed Hall caught him by the arm and jerked him back. He drew back his arm to strike again but Clara’s voice, cold and intense with passion, stopped him. “If you touch him, I’ll kill you,” she said. “No matter what he does, don’t you dare strike him again.”

Tom drove the car slowly through the streets of Bidwell to the door of a police station. Word of the return of the murderer had run ahead, and a crowd had gathered. Although it was past two o’clock the lights still burned in stores and saloons, and crowds stood at every corner. With the aid of a policeman, Ed Hall, with one eye fixed cautiously on the front seat where Clara sat, started to lead Joe Wainsworth away. “Come on now, we won’t hurt you,” he said reassuringly, and had got his man free of the car when he broke away. Springing back into the rear seat the crazed man turned to look at the crowd. A sob broke from his lips. For a moment he stood trembling with fright, and then turning, he for the first time saw Hugh, the man in whose footsteps he had once crept in the darkness in Turner’s Pike, the man who had invented the machine by which the earnings of a lifetime had been swept away. “It wasn’t me. You did it. You killed Jim Gibson,” he screamed, and springing forward sank his fingers and teeth into Hugh’s neck.


CHAPTER XXIII
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ONE DAY IN the month of October, four years after the time of his first motor ride with Clara and Tom, Hugh went on a business trip to the city of Pittsburgh. He left Bidwell in the morning and got to the steel city at noon. At three o’clock his business was finished and he was ready to return.

Although he had not yet realized it, Hugh’s career as a successful inventor had received a sharp check. The trick of driving directly at the point, of becoming utterly absorbed in the thing before him, had been lost. He went to Pittsburgh to see about the casting of new parts for the hay-loading machine, but what he did in Pittsburgh was of no importance to the men who would manufacture and sell that worthy, labor-saving tool. Although he did not know it, a young man from Cleveland, in the employ of Tom and Steve, had already done what Hugh was striving half-heartedly to do. The machine had been finished and ready to market in October three years before, and after repeated tests a lawyer had made formal application for patent. Then it was discovered that an Iowa man had already made application for and been granted a patent on a similar apparatus.

When Tom came to the shop and told him what had happened Hugh had been ready to drop the whole matter, but that was not Tom’s notion. “The devil!” he said. “Do you think we’re going to waste all this money and labor?”

Drawings of the Iowa man’s machine were secured, and Tom set Hugh at the task of doing what he called “getting round” the other fellow’s patents. “Do the best you can and we’ll go ahead,” he said. “You see we’ve got the money and that means power. Make what changes you can and then we’ll go on with our manufacturing plans. We’ll whipsaw this other fellow through the courts. We’ll fight him till he’s sick of fight and then we’ll buy him out cheap. I’ve had the fellow looked up and he hasn’t any money and is a boozer besides. You go ahead. We’ll get that fellow all right.”

Hugh had tried valiantly to go along the road marked out for him by his father-in-law and had put aside other plans to rebuild the machine he had thought of as completed and out of the way. He made new parts, changed other parts, studied the drawings of the Iowa man’s machine, did what he could to accomplish his task.

Nothing happened. A conscientious determination not to infringe on the work of the Iowa man stood in his way.

Then something did happen. At night as he sat alone in his shop after a long study of the drawings of the other man’s machine, he put them aside and sat staring into the darkness beyond the circle of light cast by his lamp. He forgot the machine and thought of the unknown inventor, the man far away over forests, lakes and rivers, who for months had worked on the same problem that had occupied his mind. Tom had said the man had no money and was a boozer. He could be defeated, bought cheap. He was himself at work on the instrument of the man’s defeat.

Hugh left his shop and went for a walk, and the problem connected with the twisting of the iron and steel parts of the hay-loading apparatus into new forms was again left unsolved. The Iowa man had become a distinct, almost understandable personality to Hugh. Tom had said he drank, got drunk. His own father had been a drunkard. Once a man, the very man who had been the instrument of his own coming to Bidwell, had taken it for granted he was a drunkard. He wondered if some twist of life might not have made him one.

Thinking of the Iowa man, Hugh began to think of other men. He thought of his father and of himself. When he was striving to come out of the filth, the flies, the poverty, the fishy smells, the shadowy dreams of his life by the river, his father had often tried to draw him back into that life. In imagination he saw before him the dissolute man who had bred him. On afternoons of summer days in the river town, when Henry Shepard was not about, his father sometimes came to the station where he was employed. He had begun to earn a little money and his father wanted it to buy drinks. Why?

There was a problem for Hugh’s mind, a problem that could not be solved in wood and steel. He walked and thought about it when he should have been making new parts for the hay-loading apparatus. He had lived but little in the life of the imagination, had been afraid to live that life, had been warned and re-warned against living it. The shadowy figure of the unknown inventor in the state of Iowa, who had been brother to himself, who had worked on the same problems and had come to the same conclusions, slipped away, followed by the almost equally shadowy figure of his father. Hugh tried to think of himself and his own life.

For a time that seemed a simple and easy way out of the new and intricate task he had set for his mind. His own life was a matter of history. He knew about himself. Having walked far out of town, he turned and went back toward his shop. His way led through the new city that had grown up since his coming to Bidwell. Turner’s Pike that had been a country road along which on summer evenings lovers strolled to the Wheeling station and Pickleville was now a street. All that section of the new city was given over to workers’ homes and here and there a store had been built. The Widow McCoy’s place was gone and in its place was a warehouse, black and silent under the night sky. How grim the street in the late night! The berry pickers who once went along the road at evening were now gone forever. Like Ezra French’s sons they had perhaps become factory hands. Apple and cherry trees once grew along the road. They had dropped their blossoms on the heads of strolling lovers. They also were gone. Hugh had once crept along the road at the heels of Ed Hall, who walked with his arm about a girl’s waist. He had heard Ed complaining of his lot in life and crying out for new times. It was Ed Hall who had introduced the piecework plan in the factories of Bidwell and brought about the strike, during which three men had been killed and ill-feeling engendered in hundreds of silent workers. That strike had been won by Tom and Steve and they had since that time been victorious in a larger and more serious strike. Ed Hall was now at the head of a new factory being built along the Wheeling tracks. He was growing fat and was prosperous.

When Hugh got to his shop he lighted his lamp and again got out the drawings he had come from home to study. They lay unnoticed on the desk. He looked at his watch. It was two o’clock. “Clara may be awake. I must go home,” he thought vaguely. He now owned his own motor car and it stood in the road before the shop. Getting in he drove away into the darkness over the bridge, out of Turner’s Pike and along a street lined with factories and railroad sidings. Some of the factories were working and were ablaze with lights. Through lighted windows he could see men stationed along benches and bending over huge, iron machines. He had come from home that evening to study the work of an unknown man from the far away state of Iowa, to try to circumvent that man. Then he had gone to walk and to think of himself and his own life. “The evening has been wasted. I have done nothing,” he thought gloomily as his car climbed up a long street lined with the homes of the wealthier citizens of his town and turned into the short stretch of Medina Road still left between the town and the Butterworth farmhouse.

 

 

 

On the day when he went to Pittsburgh, Hugh got to the station where he was to take the homeward train at three, and the train did not leave until four. He went into a big waiting-room and sat on a bench in a corner. After a time he arose and going to a stand bought a newspaper, but did not read it. It lay unopened on the bench beside him. The station was filled with men, women, and children who moved restlessly about. A train came in and a swarm of people departed, were carried into faraway parts of the country, while new people came into the station from a nearby street. He looked at those who were going out into the train shed. “It may be that some of them are going to that town in Iowa where that fellow lives,” he thought. It was odd how thoughts of the unknown Iowa man clung to him.

One day, during the same summer and but a few months earlier, Hugh had gone to the town of Sandusky, Ohio, on the same mission that had brought him to Pittsburgh. How many parts for the hay-loading machine had been cast and later thrown away! They did the work, but he decided each time that he had infringed on the other man’s machine. When that happened he did not consult Tom. Something within him warned him against doing that. He destroyed the part. “It wasn’t what I wanted,” he told Tom who had grown discouraged with his son-in-law but did not openly voice his dissatisfaction. “Oh, well, he’s lost his pep, marriage has taken the life out of him. We’ll have to get some one else on the job,” he said to Steve, who had entirely recovered from the wound received at the hands of Joe Wainsworth.

On that day when he went to Sandusky, Hugh had several hours to wait for his homebound train and went to walk by the shores of a bay. Some brightly colored stones attracted his attention and he picked several of them up and put them in his pockets. In the station at Pittsburgh he took them out and held them in his hand. A light came in at a window, a long, slanting light that played over the stones. His roving, disturbed mind was caught and held. He rolled the stones back and forth. The colors blended and then separated again. When he raised his eyes, a woman and a child on a nearby bench, also attracted by the flashing bit of color held like a flame in his hand, were looking at him intently.

He was confused and walked out of the station into the street. “What a silly fellow I have become, playing with colored stones like a child,” he thought, but at the same time put the stones carefully into his pockets.

Ever since that night when he had been attacked in the motor, the sense of some indefinable, inner struggle had been going on in Hugh, as it went on that day in the station at Pittsburgh and on the night in the shop, when he found himself unable to fix his attention on the prints of the Iowa man’s machine. Unconsciously and quite without intent he had come into a new level of thought and action. He had been an unconscious worker, a doer and was now becoming something else. The time of the comparatively simple struggle with definite things, with iron and steel, had passed. He fought to accept himself, to understand himself, to relate himself with the life about him. The poor white, son of the defeated dreamer by the river, who had forced himself in advance of his fellows along the road of mechanical development, was still in advance of his fellows of the growing Ohio towns. The struggle he was making was the struggle his fellows of another generation would one and all have to make.

Hugh got into his home-bound train at four o’clock and went into the smoking car. The somewhat distorted and twisted fragment of thoughts that had all day been playing through his mind stayed with him. “What difference does it make if the new parts I have ordered for the machine have to be thrown away?” he thought. “If I never complete the machine, it’s all right. The one the Iowa man had made does the work.”

For a long time he struggled with that thought. Tom, Steve, all the Bidwell men with whom he had been associated, had a philosophy into which the thought did not fit. “When you put your hand to the plow do not turn back,” they said. Their language was full of such sayings. To attempt to do a thing and fail was the great crime, the sin against the Holy Ghost. There was unconscious defiance of a whole civilization in Hugh’s attitude toward the completion of the parts that would help Tom and his business associates “get around” the Iowa man’s patent.

The train from Pittsburgh went through northern Ohio to a junction where Hugh would get another train for Bidwell. Great booming towns, Youngstown, Akron, Canton, Massillon — manufacturing towns all — lay along the way. In the smoker Hugh sat, again playing with the colored stones held in his hand. There was relief for his mind in the stones. The light continually played about them, and their color shifted and changed. One could look at the stones and get relief from thoughts. Raising his eyes he looked out of the car window. The train was passing through Youngstown. His eyes looked along grimy streets of worker’s houses clustered closely about huge mills. The same light that had played over the stones in his hand began to play over his mind, and for a moment he became not an inventor but a poet. The revolution within had really begun. A new declaration of independence wrote itself within him. “The gods have thrown the towns like stones over the flat country, but the stones have no color. They do not burn and change in the light,” he thought.

Two men who sat in a seat in the westward bound train began to talk, and Hugh listened. One of them had a son in college. “I want him to be a mechanical engineer,” he said. “If he doesn’t do that I’ll get him started in business. It’s a mechanical age and a business age. I want to see him succeed. I want him to keep in the spirit of the times.”

Hugh’s train was due in Bidwell at ten, but did not arrive until half after eleven. He walked from the station through the town toward the Butterworth farm.

At the end of their first year of marriage a daughter had been born to Clara, and some time before his trip to Pittsburgh she had told him she was again pregnant. “She may be sitting up. I must get home,” he thought, but when he got to the bridge near the farmhouse, the bridge on which he had stood beside Clara that first time they were together, he got out of the road and went to sit on a fallen log at the edge of a grove of trees.

“How quiet and peaceful the night!” he thought and leaning forward held his long, troubled face in his hands. He wondered why peace and quiet would not come to him, why life would not let him alone. “After all, I’ve lived a simple life and have done good work,” he thought. “Some of the things they’ve said about me are true enough. I’ve invented machines that save useless labor, I’ve lightened men’s labor.”

Hugh tried to cling to that thought, but it would not stay in his mind. All the thoughts that gave his mind peace and quiet flew away like birds seen on a distant horizon at evening. It had been so ever since that night when he was suddenly and unexpectedly attacked by the crazed harness maker in the motor. Before that his mind had often been unsettled, but he knew what he wanted. He wanted men and women and close association with men and women. Often his problem was yet more simple. He wanted a woman, one who would love him and lie close to him at night. He wanted the respect of his fellows in the town where he had come to live his life. He wanted to succeed at the particular task to which he had set his hand.

The attack made upon him by the insane harness maker had at first seemed to settle all his problems. At the moment when the frightened and desperate man sank his teeth and fingers into Hugh’s neck, something had happened to Clara. It was Clara who, with a strength and quickness quite amazing, had torn the insane man away. All through that evening she had been hating her husband and father, and then suddenly she loved Hugh. The seeds of a child were already alive in her, and when the body of her man was furiously attacked, he became also her child. Swiftly, like the passing of a shadow over the surface of a river on a windy day, the change in her attitude toward her husband took place. All that evening she had been hating the new age she had thought so perfectly personified in the two men, who talked of the making of machines while the beauty of the night was whirled away into the darkness with the cloud of dust thrown into the air by the flying motor. She had been hating Hugh and sympathizing with the dead past he and other men like him were destroying, the past that was represented by the figure of the old harness maker who wanted to do his work by hand in the old way, by the man who had aroused the scorn and derision of her father.

And then the past rose up to strike. It struck with claws and teeth, and the claws and teeth sank into Hugh’s flesh, into the flesh of the man whose seed was already alive within her.

At that moment the woman who had been a thinker stopped thinking. Within her arose the mother, fierce, indomitable, strong with the strength of the roots of a tree. To her then and forever after Hugh was no hero, remaking the world, but a perplexed boy hurt by life. He never again escaped out of boyhood in her consciousness of him. With the strength of a tigress she tore the crazed harness maker away from Hugh, and with something of the surface brutality of another Ed Hall, threw him to the floor of the car. When Ed and the policeman, assisted by several bystanders, came running forward, she waited almost indifferently while they forced the screaming and kicking man through the crowd and in at the door of the police station.

For Clara the thing for which she had hungered had, she thought, happened. In quick, sharp tones she ordered her father to drive the car to a doctor’s house and later stood by while the torn and lacerated flesh of Hugh’s cheek and neck was bandaged. The thing for which Joe Wainsworth stood and that she had thought was so precious to herself no longer existed in her consciousness, and if later she was for some weeks nervous and half ill, it was not because of any thought given to the fate of the old harness maker.

The sudden attack out of the town’s past had brought Hugh to Clara, had made him a living if not quite satisfying companion to her, but it had brought something quite different to Hugh. The bite of the man’s teeth and the torn places on his cheeks left by the tense fingers had mended, leaving but a slight scar; but a virus had got into his veins. The disease of thinking had upset the harness maker’s mind and the germ of that disease had got into Hugh’s blood. It had worked up into his eyes and ears. Words men dropped thoughtlessly and that in the past had been blown past his ears, as chaff is blown from wheat in the harvest, now stayed to echo and re-echo in his mind. In the past he had seen towns and factories grow and had accepted without question men’s word that growth was invariably good. Now his eyes looked at the towns, at Bidwell, Akron, Youngstown, and all the great, new towns scattered up and down mid-western America as on the train and in the station at Pittsburgh he had looked at the colored stones held in his hand. He looked at the towns and wanted light and color to play over them as they played over the stones, and when that did not happen, his mind, filled with strange new hungers engendered by the disease of thinking, made up words over which lights played. “The gods have scattered towns over the flat lands,” his mind had said, as he sat in the smoking car of the train, and the phrase came back to him later, as he sat in the darkness on the log with his head held in his hands. It was a good phrase and lights could play over it as they played over the colored stones, but it would in no way answer the problem of how to “get around” the Iowa’s man patent on the hay loading device.

Hugh did not get to the Butterworth farmhouse until two o’clock in the morning, but when he got there his wife was awake and waiting for him. She heard his heavy, dragging footsteps in the road as he turned in at the farm gate, and getting quickly out of bed, threw a cloak over her shoulders and came out to the porch facing the barns. A late moon had come up and the barnyard was washed with moonlight. From the barns came the low, sweet sound of contented animals nibbling at the hay in the mangers before them, from a row of sheds back of one of the barns came the soft bleating of sheep and in a far away field a calf bellowed loudly and was answered by its mother.

When Hugh stepped into the moonlight around the corner of the house, Clara ran down the steps to meet him, and taking his arm, led him past the barns and over the bridge where as a child she had seen the figures of her fancy advancing towards her. Sensing his troubled state her mother spirit was aroused. He was unfilled by the life he led. She understood that. It was so with her. By a lane they went to a fence where nothing but open fields lay between the farm and the town far below. Although she sensed his troubled state, Clara was not thinking of Hugh’s trip to Pittsburgh nor of the problems connected with the completion of the hay-loading machine. It may be that like her father she had dismissed from her mind all thoughts of him as one who would continue to help solve the mechanical problems of his age. Thoughts of his continued success had never meant much to her, but during the evening something had happened to Clara and she wanted to tell him about it, to take him into the joy of it. Their first child had been a girl and she was sure the next would be a man child. “I felt him to-night,” she said, when they had got to the place by the fence and saw below the lights of the town. “I felt him to-night,” she said again, “and oh, he was strong! He kicked like anything. I am sure this time it’s a boy.”

For perhaps ten minutes Clara and Hugh stood by the fence. The disease of thinking that was making Hugh useless for the work of his age had swept away many old things within him and he was not self-conscious in the presence of his woman. When she told him of the struggle of the man of another generation, striving to be born he put his arm about her and held her close against his long body. For a time they stood in silence, and then started to return to the house and sleep. As they went past the barns and the bunkhouse where several men now slept they heard, as though coming out of the past, the loud snoring of the rapidly ageing farm hand, Jim Priest, and then above that sound and above the sound of the animals stirring in the barns arose another sound, a sound shrill and intense, greetings perhaps to an unborn Hugh McVey. For some reason, perhaps to announce a shift in crews, the factories of Bidwell that were engaged in night work set up a great whistling and screaming. The sound ran up the hillside and rang in the ears of Hugh as, with his arm about Clara’s shoulders, he went up the steps and in at the farmhouse door.


Many Marriages
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First appearing in 1923 to generally favourable reviews (F. Scott Fitzgerald went on to name it Anderson’s finest novel), Many Marriages also attracted unwelcome attention as a prurient exponent of immorality, due to its treatment of the new sexual freedom – an attack that led to low sales and impacted Anderson’s reputation. 

Despite the title, the novel actually focuses on one marriage, which, it is implied, shares many of the problems and dilemmas that beset “many marriages”. The narrative takes place during the space of one night, unfolding the psychological impact of one man’s decision to escape his confined small-town life and the equally constrained social and sexual mores that go with it.
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Cover of the first edition
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Tennessee Claflin Mitchell, the second of Anderson’s four wives, whom he divorced in 1924


TO 

PAUL ROSENFELD


AN EXPLANATION
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I WISH TO make an explanation — that should perhaps be also an apology — to the readers of the Dial.

To the magazine I make due acknowledgment for the permission to print in this book form.

To the Dial reader I must explain that the story has been greatly expanded since it appeared serially in the magazine. The temptation to amplify my treatment of the theme was irresistible. If I have succeeded in thus indulging myself without detriment to my story I shall be glad.

                 SHERWOOD ANDERSON.


A FOREWORD
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IF ONE SEEK love and go towards it directly, or as directly as one may in the midst of the perplexities of modern life, one is perhaps insane.

Have you not known a moment when to do what would seem at other times and under somewhat different circumstances the most trivial of acts becomes suddenly a gigantic undertaking.

You are in the hallway of a house. Before you is a closed door and beyond the door, sitting in a chair by a window, is a man or woman.

It is late in the afternoon of a summer day and your purpose is to step to the door, open it, and say, “It is not my intention to continue living in this house. My trunk is packed and in an hour a man, to whom I have already spoken, will come for it. I have only come to say that I will not be able to live near you any longer.”

There you are, you see, standing in the hallway, and you are to go into the room and say these few words. The house is silent and you stand for a long time in the hallway, afraid, hesitant, silent. In a dim way you realize that when you came down into the hallway from the floor above you came a-tiptoe.

For you and the one beyond the door it is perhaps better that you do not continue living in the house. On that you would agree if you could but talk sanely of the matter. Why are you unable to talk sanely?

Why has it become so difficult for you to take the three steps towards the door? You have no disease of the legs. Why are your feet so heavy?

You are a young man. Why do your hands tremble like the hands of an old man?

You have always thought of yourself as a man of courage. Why are you suddenly so lacking in courage?

Is it amusing or tragic that you know you will be unable to step to the door, open it, and going inside say the few words, without your voice trembling?

Are you sane or are you insane? Why this whirlpool of thoughts within your brain, a whirlpool of thoughts that, as you now stand hesitant, seem to be sucking you down and down into a bottomless pit?


BOOK ONE


I 
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THERE WAS A man named Webster lived in a town of twenty-five thousand people in the state of Wisconsin. He had a wife named Mary and a daughter named Jane and he was himself a fairly prosperous manufacturer of washing machines. When the thing happened of which I am about to write he was thirty-seven or eight years old and his one child, the daughter, was seventeen. Of the details of his life up to the time a certain revolution happened within him it will be unnecessary to speak. He was however a rather quiet man inclined to have dreams which he tried to crush out of himself in order that he function as a washing machine manufacturer; and no doubt, at odd moments, when he was on a train going some place or perhaps on Sunday afternoons in the summer when he went alone to the deserted office of the factory and sat for several hours looking out through a window and along a railroad track, he gave way to dreams.

However for many years he went quietly along his way doing his work like any other small manufacturer. Now and then he had a prosperous year when money seemed plentiful and then he had bad years when the local banks threatened to close him up, but as a manufacturer he did manage to survive.

And so there was this Webster, drawing near to his fortieth year, and his daughter had just graduated from the town high school. It was early fall and he seemed to be going along and living his life about as usual and then this thing happened to him.

Down within his body something began to affect him like an illness. It is a little hard to describe the feeling he had. It was as though something were being born. Had he been a woman he might have suspected he had suddenly become pregnant. There he sat in his office at work or walked about in the streets of his town and he had the most amazing feeling of not being himself, but something new and quite strange. Sometimes the feeling of not being himself became so strong in him that he stopped suddenly in the streets and stood looking and listening. He was, let us say, standing before a small store on a side street. Beyond there was a vacant lot in which a tree grew and under the tree stood an old work horse.

Had the horse come down to the fence and talked to him, had the tree raised one of its heavier lower branches and thrown him a kiss or had a sign that hung over the store suddenly shouted saying— “John Webster, go prepare thyself for the day of the coming of God” — his life at that time would not have seemed more strange than it did. Nothing that could have happened in the exterior world, in the world of such hard facts as sidewalks under his feet, clothes on his body, engines pulling trains along the railroad tracks beside his factory, and street cars rumbling through the streets where he stood, none of these could possibly have done anything more amazing than the things that were at that moment going on within him.

There he was, you see, a man of the medium height, with slightly graying black hair, broad shoulders, large hands, and a full, somewhat sad and perhaps sensual face, and he was much given to the habit of smoking cigarettes. At the time of which I am speaking he found it very hard to sit still in one spot and to do his work and so he continually moved about. Getting quickly up from his chair in the factory office he went out into the shops. To do so he had to pass through a large outer office where there was a bookkeeper, a desk for his factory superintendent and other desks for three girls who also did some kind of office work, sent out circulars regarding the washing machine to possible buyers, and attended to other details.

In his own office there was a broad-faced woman of twenty-four who was his secretary. She had a strong, well-made body, but was not very handsome. Nature had given her a broad flat face and thick lips, but her skin was very clear and she had very clear fine eyes.

A thousand times, since he had become a manufacturer, John Webster had walked thus out of his own office into the general office of the factory and out through a door and along a board walk to the factory itself, but not as he now walked.

Well, he had suddenly begun walking in a new world, that was a fact that could not be denied. An idea came to him. “Perhaps I am becoming for some reason a little insane,” he thought. The thought did not alarm him. It was almost pleasing. “I like myself better as I am now,” he concluded.

He was about to pass out of his small inner office into the larger office and then on into the factory, but stopped by the door. The woman who worked there in the room with him was named Natalie Swartz. She was the daughter of a German saloonkeeper of the town who had married an Irish woman and then had died leaving no money. He remembered what he had heard of her and her life. There were two daughters and the mother had an ugly temper and was given to drink. The older daughter had become a teacher in the town schools and Natalie had learned stenography and had come to work in the office of the factory. They lived in a small frame house at the edge of town and sometimes the old mother got drunk and abused the two girls. They were good girls and worked hard, but in her cups the old mother accused them of all sorts of immorality. All the neighbors felt sorry for them.

John Webster stood at the door with the doorknob in his hand. He was looking hard at Natalie, but did not feel in the least embarrassed nor strangely enough did she. She was arranging some papers, but stopped working and looked directly at him. It was an odd sensation to be able to look thus, directly into another person’s eyes. It was as though Natalie were a house and he were looking in through a window. Natalie herself lived within the house that was her body. What a quiet strong dear person she was and how strange it was that he had been able to sit near her every day for two or three years without ever before thinking of looking into her house. “How many houses there are within which I have not looked,” he thought.

A strange rapid little circle of thought welled up within him as he stood thus, without embarrassment, looking into Natalie’s eyes. How clean she had kept her house. The old Irish mother in her cups might shout and rave calling her daughter a whore, as she sometimes did, but her words did not penetrate into the house of Natalie. The little thoughts within John Webster became words, not expressed aloud, but words that ran like voices shouting softly within himself. “She is my beloved,” one of the voices said. “You shall go into the house of Natalie,” said another. A slow blush spread over Natalie’s face and she smiled. “You are not very well lately. Are you worried about something?” she said. She had never spoken to him before with just that manner. There was a suggestion of intimacy about it. As a matter of fact the washing machine business was at that time doing very well. Orders were coming in rapidly and the factory was humming with life. There were no notes to be paid at the bank. “Why, I am very well,” he said, “very happy and very well, at just this moment.”

He went on into the outer office and the three women employed there and the bookkeeper too stopped working to look at him. Their looking up from their desks was just a kind of gesture. They, meant nothing by it. The bookkeeper came and asked a question regarding some account. “Why, I would like it if you would use your own judgment about that,” John Webster said. He was vaguely conscious the question had been concerned with some man’s credit. Some man, in a far-away place had written to order twenty-four washing machines. He would sell them in a store. The question was, when the time came, would he pay the manufacturer?

The whole structure of business, the thing in which all the men and women in America were, like himself, in some way involved, was an odd affair. Really he had not thought much about it. His father had owned this factory and had died. He had not wanted to be a manufacturer. What had he wanted to be? His father had certain things called patents. Then the son, that was himself, was grown and had begun to manage the factory. He got married and after a time his mother died. Then the factory belonged to him. He made the washing machines that were intended to take the dirt out of people’s clothes and employed men to make them and other men to go forth and sell them. He stood in the outer office seeing, for the first time, all life of modern men as a strange involved thing.

“It wants understanding and a lot of thinking about,” he said aloud. The bookkeeper had turned to go back to his desk, but stopped and turned, thinking he had been spoken to. Near where John Webster stood a woman was addressing circulars. She looked up and smiled suddenly and he liked her smiling so. “There is a way — something happens — people suddenly and unexpectedly come close to each other,” he thought and went out through the door and along the board walk toward the factory.

In the factory there was a kind of singing noise going on and there was a sweet smell. Great piles of cut boards lay about and the singing noise was made by saws cutting the boards into proper lengths and shapes to make up the parts of the washing machines. Outside the factory doors were three cars loaded with lumber and workmen were unloading boards and sliding them along a kind of runway into the building.

John Webster felt very much alive. The timbers had no doubt come to his factory from a great distance. That was a strange and interesting fact. Formerly, in his father’s time, there had been a great deal of timber land in Wisconsin but now the forests were pretty much cut away and timber was shipped in from the South. Somewhere, in the place from which had come the boards, now being unloaded at his factory door, were forests and rivers and men going into the forests and cutting down trees.

He had not for years felt so alive as he did at that moment, standing there by the factory door and seeing the men slide the boards from the car along the runway and into the building. How peaceful and quiet the scene! The sun was shining and the boards were of a bright yellow color. A kind of perfume came from them. His own mind was an amazing thing too. At the moment he could see, not only the cars and the men unloading them, but also the land from which the boards came. There was a place, far in the South, where the waters of a low marshy river had spread out until the river was two or three miles wide. It was spring and there had been a flood. At any rate, in the imagined scene, many trees were submerged and there were men in boats, black men, who were pushing logs out of the submerged forest into the wide sluggish stream. The men were great powerful fellows and sang as they worked, a song about John, the disciple and close comrade of Jesus. The men had on high boots and in their hands were long poles. Those in the boats on the river itself caught the logs when they were pushed out from among the trees and gathered them together to form a great raft. Two of the men jumped out of the boats and ran about on the floating logs fastening them together with young saplings. The other men, back somewhere in the forest, kept singing and the men on the raft answered. The song was about John and how he went down to fish in a lake. And the Christ came to call him and his brothers out of the boats to go through the hot dusty land of Galilee, “following in the footsteps of the Lord.” Presently the song stopped and there was silence.

How strong and rhythmical the bodies of the workers! Their bodies swayed back and forth as they worked. There was a kind of dance in their bodies.

Now two things happened in John Webster’s fanciful world. A woman, a golden-brown woman, came down along the river in a boat and all the workmen stopped working to stand looking at her. She had no hat on her head and as she pushed the boat forward through the sluggish water her young body swayed from side to side, as the bodies of the men workers had swayed when they handled the logs. The hot sun was shining on the body of the brown girl and her neck and shoulders were bare. One of the men on the raft called to her. “Hello, Elizabeth,” he shouted. She stopped paddling the boat and let it float for a moment.

“Hello you’ self, you China boy,” she answered laughing.

Again she began to paddle vigorously. A log shot out from amid the trees at the river’s edge, the trees that were submerged in the yellow water, and a young black stood astride it. With the pole in his hand he gave a vigorous push against one of the trees and the log came swiftly down toward the raft where two other men stood waiting.

The sun was shining on the neck and shoulders of the brown girl in the boat. The movements of her arms made dancing lights on her skin. The skin was brown, a golden coppery brown. Her boat slipped about a bend of the river and disappeared. There was a moment of silence and then, from back among the trees, a voice took up a new song in which the other blacks joined — 

 

“Doubting Thomas, doubting Thomas, 

Doubting Thomas, doubt no more.

And before I’d be a slave, 

I’d be buried in my grave, 

And go home to my father and be saved.”

 

John Webster stood with blinking eyes watching the men unload boards at his factory door. The little voices within him were saying strange joyous things. One could not be just a manufacturer of washing machines in a Wisconsin town. In spite of oneself one became, at odd moments, something else too. One became a part of something as broad as the land in which one lived. One went about in a little shop in a town. The shop was in an obscure place, by a railroad track and beside a shallow stream, but it was also a part of some vast thing no one had as yet begun to understand. He himself was a man standing, clad in ordinary clothes, but within his clothes, and within his body too there was something, well perhaps not vast in itself, but vaguely indefinitely connected with some vast thing. It was odd he had never thought of that before. Had he thought of it? There were the men before him unloading the timbers. They touched the timbers with their hands. A kind of union was made between them and the black men who had cut the timbers and floated them down a stream to a sawmill in some far-away Southern place. One went about all day and every day touching things other men had touched. There was something wanted, a consciousness of the thing touched. A consciousness of the significance of things and people.

 

“And before I’d be a slave, 

I’d be buried in my grave, 

And go home to my father and be saved.”

 

He went through the door into his shop. Near by, at a machine, a man was sawing boards. There was no doubt the pieces selected for the making of his washing machine were not always of the best. Some of the pieces would soon enough break. They were put into a part of the machine where it didn’t so much matter, where they wouldn’t be seen. The machines had to be sold at a low price. He felt a little ashamed and then laughed. One might easily become involved in small things when there were big rich things to be thought about. One was a child and had to learn to walk. What was it one had to learn? To walk about smelling things, tasting things, feeling things perhaps. One had to learn who else was in the world besides oneself, for one thing. One had to look about a little. It was all very well to be thinking that better boards should be put into washing machines that poor women bought, but one might easily become corrupted by giving oneself over to such thoughts. There was danger of a kind of smug self-righteousness got from thinking about putting only good boards in washing machines. He had known men like that and had always had a kind of contempt for them.

He went on through the factory, past rows of men and boys standing at machines at work, forming the various parts of the washing machines, putting the parts together, painting and packing the machines for shipment. The upper part of the building was given over to the storage of materials. He walked through piles of cut boards to a window that looked down upon the shallow and now halfdry stream on the banks of which the factory stood. There were signs all about forbidding smoking in the factory, but he had forgotten and now took a cigarette out of his pocket and lighted it.

A rhythm of thought went on within him that was in some way related to the rhythm of the bodies of the black men at work in the forest of the world of his imagination. He had been standing before his factory door in a town in the state of Wisconsin but at the same time he was in the South, with some blacks working on a river, and at the same time with some fishermen on the shore of the Sea of Galilee, when a man came down to the shore and began to say strange words. “There must be more than one of me,” he thought vaguely and when his mind had formed the thought something seemed to have happened within himself. A few moments before, as he stood in the presence of Natalie Swartz down in the office, he had thought of her body as a house within which she lived. That was an illuminating thought too. Why could not more than one person live within such a house?

It would clear a good many things up if such an idea got abroad. No doubt it was an idea that had come to a great many other men, but perhaps they had not put it forth in a simple enough way. He had himself gone to school in his town and later to the University at Madison. For a time he had read a good many books. At one time he had thought he might like to be a writer of books.

And no doubt a great many of the writers of books had been visited by just such thoughts as he was having now. Within the pages of some books one found a kind of refuge from the tangle of things in daily life. Perhaps as they wrote, these men felt, as he felt now, exhilarated, carried out of themselves.

He puffed at his cigarette and looked beyond the river. His factory was at the edge of town and beyond the river fields began. All men and women were like himself standing on a common ground. All over America, all over the world for that matter, men and women did outward things much as he did. They ate food, slept, worked, made love.

He was growing a little weary of thinking and rubbed his hand across his forehead. His cigarette had burned out and he dropped it on the floor and lighted another. Men and women tried to go within one another’s bodies, were at times almost insanely anxious to do it. That was called making love. He wondered if a time might come when men and women did that quite freely. It was difficult to try to think one’s way through such a tangle of thoughts.

There was one thing sure, he had never before been in this state. Well that was not true. There was a time once. It was when he married. Then he had felt as he did now, but something had happened.

He began to think of Natalie Swartz. There was something clear and innocent about her. Perhaps, without knowing, he had fallen in love with her, the daughter of a saloon-keeper and the drunken old Irish woman. That would explain much if it had happened.

He became aware of a man standing near him and turned. A workman in overalls stood a few feet away. He smiled. “I guess you have forgotten something,” he said. John Webster smiled also. “Well yes,” he said, “a good many things. I’m nearly forty years old and I guess I have forgotten to live. What about you?”

The workman smiled again. “I mean the cigarettes,” he said and pointed to the burning and smoking end of the cigarette that lay on the floor. John Webster put his foot on it and then dropping the other cigarette to the floor put his foot on that. He and the workman stood looking at each other as but a little while before he had looked at Natalie Swartz. “I wonder if I might go within his house also,” he thought. “Well, I thank you. I had forgotten. My mind was far away,” he said aloud. The workman nodded. “I am sometimes like that myself,” he explained.

The puzzled manufacturer went down out of the upstairs room and along a branch of the railroad that led into the shop to the main tracks along which he walked toward the more inhabited part of town. “It must be almost noon,” he thought. Usually he had lunch at a place near his factory and his employees brought their lunches in packages and tin pails. He thought now he would go to his own home. He would not be expected but thought he would like to look at his wife and daughter. A passenger train came rushing down along the tracks and although the whistle blew madly he was unaware of it. Then when it was almost upon him a young negro, a tramp perhaps, at any rate a black man in ragged clothes who was also walking on the tracks, ran to him and taking hold of his coat jerked him violently to one side. The train rushed past and he stood staring after it. He and the young negro also looked into each other’s eyes. He put his hand into his pocket, instinctively feeling that he should pay the man for the service done him.

And then a kind of shudder ran through his body. He was very tired. “My mind was far away,” he said. “Yes, boss. I’m sometimes that way myself,” the young negro said, smiling and walking away along the tracks.


II
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JOHN WEBSTER RODE to his house on a street car. It was half-past twelve o’clock when he arrived and, as he had anticipated, he was not expected. Behind his house, a rather commonplace looking frame affair, there was a little garden with two apple trees. He walked around the house and saw his daughter, Jane Webster, lying in a hammock hung between the trees. There was an old rocking-chair under one of the trees near the hammock and he went and sat in it. His daughter was surprised at his coming upon her so, at the noon hour when he so seldom appeared. “Well, hello Dad,” she said listlessly, sitting up and dropping on the grass at his feet a book she had been reading. “Is there anything wrong?” she asked. He shook his head.

Picking up the book he began to read and her head dropped again to the cushion in the hammock. The book was a modern novel of the period. It concerned life in the old city of New Orleans. He read a few pages. It was no doubt the sort of thing that might take one out of oneself, take one away from the dullness of life. A young man was stealing along a street in the darkness and had a cloak wrapped about his shoulders. Overhead the moon shone. The magnolia trees were in blossom filling the air with perfume. The young man was very handsome. The scene of the novel was laid in the time before the Civil War and he owned a great many slaves.

John Webster closed the book. There was no need of reading. When he was still a young man he had sometimes read such books himself. They took one out of oneself, made the dullness of everyday existence seem less terrible.

That was an odd thought, that everyday existence need be dull. There was no doubt the last twenty years of his own life had been dull, but during that morning, life had not been so. It seemed to him he had never before had such a morning.

Another book lay in the hammock and he took it up and read a few lines:

 

“You see,” said Wilberforce calmly, ‘I am returning to South Africa soon. I am not even planning to cast my fortunes with Virginia.”

Umbrage broke into protestations, came up, and put his hand on John’s arm, and then Malloy looked at his daughter. As he feared would be the case, her eyes were fastened on Charles Wilberforce. He had thought, when he brought her to Richmond that night, that she was looking wonderfully well and gay. So indeed she had been, with the prospect before her of seeing Charles again after six weeks. Now she was lifeless and pale as a candle from which the flame has been struck.

 

John Webster glanced at his daughter. As he sat he could look directly into her face.

“As pale as a candle from which the flame has been struck, huh. What a fancy way of putting things.” Well, his own daughter Jane was not pale. She was a robust young thing. “A candle that has never been lighted,” he thought.

It was a strange and terrible fact, but the truth was he had never thought much about his daughter, and here she was almost a woman. There was no doubt she already had the body of a woman. The functions of womanhood went on in her body. He sat, looking directly at her. A moment before he had been very weary, now the weariness was quite gone. “She might already have had a child, he thought. Her body was prepared for child-bearing, it had grown and developed to that state. What an immature face she had. Her mouth was pretty but there was something, a kind of blankness. “Her face is like a fair sheet of paper on which nothing has been written.”

Her eyes in wandering met his eyes. It was odd. Something like fright came into them. She sat quickly up. “What’s the matter with you, Dad?” she asked sharply. He smiled. “There isn’t anything the matter,” he said, looking away. “I thought I’d come home to lunch. Is there anything wrong about that?”

 

His wife, Mary Webster, came to the back door of the house and called her daughter. When she saw her husband her eyebrows went up. “This is unexpected. What brought you home at this time of the day?” she asked.

They went into the house and along a hallway to the dining room, but there was no place set for him. He had a feeling they both thought there was something wrong, almost immoral, about his being home at that time of the day. It was unexpected and the unexpected has a doubtful air. He concluded he had better explain. “I had a headache and thought I would come home and lie down for an hour,” he said. He felt they looked relieved, as though he had taken a load off their minds, and smiled at the thought. “May I have a cup of tea? Will it be too much trouble?” he asked.

While the tea was being brought he pretended to look out through a window, but in secret studied his wife’s face. She was like her daughter. There was nothing written on her face. Her body was getting heavy.

She had been a tall slender girl with yellow hair when he married her. Now the impression she gave off was of one who had grown large without purpose, “somewhat as cattle are fattened for slaughter,” he thought. One did not feel the bone and muscle back of her bulk. Her yellow hair that, when she was younger, had a way of glistening strangely in the sunlight was now rather colorless. It had the air of being dead at the roots and there were folds of quite meaningless flesh on the face among which little streams of wrinkles wandered.

“Her face is a blank thing, untouched by the finger of life,” he thought. “She is a tall tower, without a foundation, that will soon fall down.” There was something very lovely and at the same time rather terrible to himself in the state he was now in. Things he said or thought to himself had a kind of poetic power in them. A group of words formed in his mind and the words had power and meaning. He sat playing with the handle of the teacup. Suddenly a great desire to see his own body came over him. He arose and with an apology went out of the room and up a stairway. His wife called to him: “Jane and I are going to drive out into the country. Is there anything I can do for you before we go?”

He stopped on the stairs, but did not answer at once. Her voice was like her face, a little fleshy and heavy. How odd it was for him, a commonplace washing machine manufacturer in a Wisconsin town, to be thinking in this way, to be noting all these little details of life. He resorted to a trick, wanting to hear his daughter’s voice. “Did you call to me, Jane?” he asked. The daughter answered, explaining that it was her mother who had spoken and repeating what had been said. He answered that he wanted nothing but to lie down for an hour and went on up the stairs and into his own room. The daughter’s voice, like the mother’s, seemed to represent her exactly. It was young and clear, but had no resonance. He closed the door to his room and bolted it. Then he began taking off his clothes.

Now he was not in the least weary. “I’m sure I must be a little insane. A sane person would not note every little thing that goes on as I do to-day,” he thought. He sang softly, wanting to hear his own voice, to in a way test it against the voices of his wife and daughter. He hummed over the words of a negro song that had been in his mind earlier in the day, 

“And before I’d be a slave, 

I’d be buried in my grave, 

And go home to my father and be saved.”

 

He thought his own voice all right. The words came out of his throat clearly and there was a kind of resonance too. “Had I tried to sing yesterday it would not have sounded like that,” he concluded. The voices of his mind were playing about busily. There was a kind of gaiety in him. The thought that had come that morning when he looked into the eyes of Natalie Swartz came running back. His own body, that was now naked, was a house. He went and stood before a mirror and looked at himself. His body was still slender and healthy looking, outside. “I think I know what all this business is I am going through,” he concluded. “A kind of house cleaning is going on. My house has been vacant now for twenty years. Dust has settled on the walls and furniture. Now, for some reason I do not understand, the doors and windows have been thrown open. I shall have to scrub the walls and the floors, make everything sweet and clean as it is in Natalie’s house. Then I shall invite people in to visit me.” He ran his hands over his naked body, over his breasts, arms, and legs. Something within him was laughing.

He went and threw himself, thus naked on the bed. There were four sleeping rooms in the upper floor of the house. His own was at a corner and there were doors opening into his wife’s and his daughter’s rooms. When he had first married his wife they had slept together, but when the baby came they gave that up and never did it afterward. Once in a long while now he went in to his wife at night. She wanted him, let him know in some woman’s way that she wanted him, and he went, not happily or eagerly, but because he was a man and she a woman and it was done. The thought wearied him a little. “Well it hasn’t happened for some weeks.” He did not want to think about it.

He owned a horse and carriage that was kept at a livery stable and now it was being driven up to the door of the house. He heard the front door close. His wife and daughter were driving out into the country. The window of his room was open and a breeze blew in and across his body. The next-door neighbor had a garden and cultivated flowers. The air that came in was fragrant. The sounds were all soft, quiet sounds. Sparrows chirped. A large winged insect flew against the screen that covered the window and crawled slowly toward the top. Away off somewhere the bell of a locomotive began to ring. Perhaps it was on the tracks by his factory where Natalie was now sitting at her desk. He turned to look at the winged thing, crawling slowly. The little voices that lived within one’s body were not always serious. Sometimes they played like children. One of the voices declared that the eyes of the insect were looking at him with approval. Now the insect was speaking. “You are a devil of a fellow to have been so long asleep,” it said. The bell of the locomotive could still be heard, coming from a long distance, softly. “I’ll tell Natalie what that winged fellow had to say,” he thought and smiled at the ceiling. His cheeks became flushed and he slept quietly with his hands thrown above his head, as a child sleeps.


III
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WHEN HE AWOKE an hour later he was at first frightened. He looked about the room wondering if he had been ill.

Then his eyes began an inventory of the furniture of the room. He did not like anything there. Had he lived for twenty years of his life among such things? They were no doubt all right. He knew little of such things. Few men did. A thought came. How few men in America ever really thought of the houses they lived in, of the clothes they wore. Men were willing to go through a long life without any effort to decorate their bodies, to make lovely and full of meaning the dwellings in which they lived. His own clothes were hanging on a chair where he had thrown them when he came into the room. In a moment he would get up and put them on. Thousands of times, since he had come to manhood, he had gone through the performance of clothing his body without thought. The clothes had been bought casually at some store. Who had made them? What thought had been given to the making of them or to the wearing of them either? He looked at his body lying on the bed. The clothes would enclose his body, wrap it about.

A thought came into his mind, rang across the spaces of his mind like a bell heard across fields: “Nothing either animate or inanimate can be beautiful that is not loved.”

Getting off the bed he dressed quickly and hurrying out of the room ran down a flight of stairs to the floor below. At the foot of the stairs he stopped. He felt suddenly old and weary and thought perhaps he had better not try to go back to the factory that afternoon. There was no need of his presence there. Everything was going all right. Natalie would attend to anything that came up.

“A fine business if I, a respectable business man with a wife and a grown daughter, get myself involved in an affair with Natalie Swartz, the daughter of a man who when he was alive ran a low saloon and of that terrible old Irish woman who is the scandal of the town and who when she is drunk talks and yells so that the neighbors threaten to have her arrested and are only held back because they have sympathy for the daughters.

“The fact is that a man may work and work to make a decent place for himself and then by a foolish act all may be destroyed. I’ll have to watch myself a little. I’ve been working too steadily. Perhaps I’d better take a vacation. I don’t want to get into a mess,” he thought. How glad he was that, although he had been in a state all day long, he had said nothing to anyone that would betray his condition.

He stood with his hand on the railing of the stairs. At any rate he had been doing a lot of thinking for the last two or three hours. “I haven’t been wasting my time.”

A notion came. After he married and when he had found out his wife was frightened and driven within herself by every outburst of passion and that as a result there was not much joy in making love to her he had formed a habit of going off on secret expeditions. It had been easy enough to get away. He told his wife he was going on a business trip. Then he went somewhere, to the city of Chicago usually. He did not go to one of the big hotels, but to some obscure place on a side street.

Night came and he set out to find himself a woman. Always he went through the same kind of rather silly performance. He was not given to drinking, but he now took several drinks. One might go at once to some house where women were to be had, but he really wanted something else. He spent hours wandering in the streets.

There was a dream. One vainly hoped to find, wandering about somewhere, a woman who by some miracle would love with freedom and abandon. Along through the streets one went usually in dark badly lighted places where there were factories and warehouses and poor little dwellings. One wanted a golden woman to step up out of the filth of the place in which one walked. It was insane and silly and one knew these things, but one persisted insanely. Amazing conversations were imagined. Out from the shadow of one of the dark buildings the woman was to step. She was also lonely, ‘hungry, defeated. One went boldly up to her and began at once a conversation filled with strange and beautiful words. Love came flooding their two bodies.

Well perhaps that was exaggerated a little. No doubt one was never quite fool enough to expect anything so wonderful as all that. At any rate what one did was to wander about in the dark streets thus for hours and in the end take up with some prostitute. The two hurried silently off into a little room. Uh. There was always the feeling, “Perhaps other men have been in here with her already to-night.” There was a halting attempt at conversation. Could they get to know each other, this woman and this man? The woman had a businesslike air. The night was not over and her work was done at night. Too much time must not be wasted. From her point of view a great deal of time had to be wasted in any event. Often one walked half the night without making any money at all.

After such an adventure John Webster came home the next day feeling very mean and unclean. Still he did work better at the office and at night for a long time he slept better. For one thing he kept his mind on affairs and did not give way to dreams and to vague thoughts. When one was running a factory that was an advantage.

Now he stood at the foot of the stairs, thinking perhaps he had better go off on such an adventure again. If he stayed at home and sat all day and every day in the presence of Natalie Swartz there was no telling what would happen. One might as well face facts. After his experience of that morning, his looking into her eyes, in just the same way he had, the life of the two people in the office would be changed. A new thing would have come into the very air they breathed together. It would be better if he did not go back to the office, but went off at once and took a train to Chicago or Milwaukee. As for his wife — he had got that notion into his head of a kind of death of the flesh. He closed his eyes and leaned against the stair railing. His mind became a blank.

A door leading into the dining room of the house opened and a woman stepped forth. She was the Webster’s one servant and had been in the house for many years. Now she was past fifty and as she stood before John Webster he looked at her as he hadn’t for a long time. A multitude of thoughts came quickly, like a handful of shot thrown against a window pane.

The woman standing before him was tall and lean and her face was marked by deep lines. It was an odd thing, the notions men had got into their heads about the beauty of women. Perhaps Natalie Swartz, when she was fifty, would look much like this woman.

Her name was Katherine and her coming to work for the Websters long ago had brought on a quarrel between John Webster and his wife. There had been a wreck on the railroad near the Webster factory and this woman was traveling in the day coach of the wrecked train with a man much younger than herself, who was killed. A young man of Indianapolis, who worked in a bank, had run away with a woman who was a servant in his father’s house and after he disappeared a large sum of money was missed at the bank. He had been killed in the wreck as he sat with the woman and all trace of him had been lost until someone from Indianapolis, quite by chance, saw and recognized Katherine on the streets of her adopted town. The question asked was, what had become of the money, and Katherine had been accused of knowing and of concealing it.

Mrs. Webster had wanted to discharge her at once and there had been a quarrel in which the husband had in the end come out victorious. For some reason the whole strength of his being had been put into the matter and one night as he stood in the common bedroom with his wife he had made a pronouncement so strong that he himself was surprised by the words that came from his lips. “If this woman goes out of this house without going voluntarily then I go also,” he had said.

Now John Webster stood in the hallway of his house looking at the woman who had been the cause of the quarrel long ago. Well, he had seen her going silently about the house almost every day during the long years since that thing happened, but he had not looked at her as he did now. When she grew older Natalie Swartz might look as this woman now looked. If he were to be a fool and run away with Natalie, as that young fellow from Indianapolis had once run away with this woman, and if it fell out there was no railroad wreck he might some day be living with a woman who looked somewhat as Katherine now looked.

The thought did not alarm him. It was on the whole rather a sweet thought. “She has lived and sinned and suffered,” he thought. There was about the woman’s person a kind of strong quiet dignity and it was reflected in her physical being. There was no doubt a kind of dignity coming into his own thoughts too. The notion of going off to Chicago or Milwaukee to walk through dirty streets hungering for the golden woman to come to him out of the filth of life was quite gone now.

The woman Katherine was smiling at him. “I did not eat any lunch because I did not feel like eating but now I’m hungry. Is there anything to eat in the house, anything you might get for me without too much trouble?” he asked.

She lied cheerfully. She had just prepared lunch for herself in the kitchen but now offered it to him.

He sat at the table eating the food Katherine had prepared. Outside the house the sun was shining. It was only a little after two o’clock and the afternoon and evening were before him. It was strange how the Bible, the older Testaments, kept asserting themselves in his mind. He had never been much of a Bible reader. There was perhaps a kind of massive splendor to the prose of the book that now fell into step with his own thoughts. In that time, when men lived on the hills and on the plains with their flocks, life lasted in the body of a man or woman a long time. Men were spoken of who had lived for several hundred years. Perhaps there was more than one way to reckon the length of life. In his own case — if he could live every day as fully as he had been living this day, life would be for him lengthened indefinitely.

Katherine came into the room bringing more food and a pot of tea and he looked up and smiled at her. Another thought came. “It would be an amazingly beautiful thing to have happen in the world if everyone, every living man, woman, and child, should suddenly, by a common impulse, come out of their houses, out of the factories and stores, come, let us say, into a great plain, where everyone could see everyone else, and if they should there and then, all of them, in the light of day, with everyone in the world knowing fully what everyone else in the world was doing, if they should all by one common impulse commit the most unforgivable sin of which they were conscious, what a great cleansing time that would be.”

His mind made a kind of riot of pictures and he ate the food Katherine had set before him without thought of the physical act of eating. Katherine started to go out of the room and then, noting that he was unaware of her presence, stopped by the door leading into the kitchen and stood looking at him. He had never known that she had been aware of the struggle he had gone through for her many years before. Had he not made that struggle she would not have stayed on in the house. As a matter of fact, on that evening when he had declared that if she were to be made to leave he would leave also, the door to the bedroom upstairs was a little ajar and she was in the hallway downstairs. She had packed her few belongings and had them in a bundle and had intended to steal away somewhere. There was no point to her staying. The man she loved was dead and now she was being hounded by the newspapers and there was a threat that if she did not tell where the money was hidden she would be sent to prison. As for the money — she did not believe the man who had been killed knew any more about it than she did. No doubt there was money stolen and then, because he had run away with her, the crime was put upon her lover. The affair was very simple. The young man worked in the bank and was engaged to be married to a woman of his own class. And then one night he and Katherine were alone in his father’s house and something happened between them.

As she stood watching her employer eat the food she had prepared for herself, Katherine thought proudly of an evening long before when she had quite recklessly become the sweetheart of another man. She remembered the fight John Webster had once made for her and thought with contempt of the woman who was her employer’s wife.

“That such a man should have such a woman,” she thought, recalling the long heavy figure of Mrs. Webster.

As though aware of her thoughts the man again turned and smiled at her. “I am eating the food she had prepared for herself,” he told himself, and got quickly up from the table. He went out into the hallway and having taken his hat from a rack lighted a cigarette. Then he returned to the dining room door. The woman stood by the table looking at him and he in turn looked at her. There was no embarrassment. “If I should go away with Natalie and she should become like Katherine it would be fine,” he thought. “Well, well, good bye,” he said haltingly and turning walked rapidly out of the house.

As John Webster walked along the street the sun was shining and as there was a light breeze a few leaves were falling from the maple shade trees with which the streets were lined. Soon there would be frost and the trees would be all afire with color. If one could only be aware, glorious days were ahead. Even in the Wisconsin town one might have glorious days. There was a little pang of hunger, a new kind of hunger, within him as he stopped and stood for a moment looking up and down the residence street on which he had been walking. Two hours before, lying naked on the bed in his own house, he had been having the thoughts concerning clothes and houses. It was a charming thought to play with but brought sadness too. Why was it that so many houses along the street were ugly? Were people unaware? Could anyone be quite completely unaware? Could one wear ugly commonplace clothes, live always in an ugly or commonplace house in a commonplace street of a commonplace town and remain always unaware?

Now he was thinking of things he decided had better be left out of the thoughts of a business man. However, for this one day, he would give himself over to the thinking of any thought that came into his head. To-morrow things would be different. He would become again what he had always been (with the exception of a few slips, times when he had been rather as he was now), a quiet orderly man going about his business and not given to foolishness. He would run his washing machine business and try to keep his mind on that. In the evenings he would read the newspapers and keep abreast of the events of the day.

“I don’t go on a bat very often. I deserve a little vacation,” he thought rather sadly.

Ahead of him in the street, almost two blocks ahead, a man walked. John Webster had met the man once. He was a professor in a small college of the town, and once, two or three years before, there had been an effort made, on the part of the college president, to raise money among local business men to help the school through a financial crisis. A dinner was given and attended by a number of the college faculty and by an organization called the Chamber of Commerce to which John Webster belonged. The man who now walked before him had been at the dinner and he and the washing machine manufacturer had been seated together. He wondered if he might now presume on that brief acquaintanceship to go and talk with the man. He had been thinking rather unusual thoughts to come into a man’s head and perhaps, if he could talk with some other man and in particular with a man whose business in life it was to have thoughts and to understand thought, something might be gained.

There was a narrow strip of grass between the sidewalk and the roadway and along this John Webster began to run. He just grabbed his hat in his hand and ran bareheaded for perhaps two hundred yards and then stopped and looked quietly up and down the street.

It was all right, after all. Apparently no one had seen his strange performance. There were no people sitting on the porches of the houses along the street. He thanked God for that.

Ahead of him the college professor went soberly along with a book under his arm, unaware that he was followed. When he saw that his absurd performance had escaped notice John Webster laughed. “Well, I went to college myself once. I’ve heard enough college professors talk. I don’t know why I should expect anything from one of that stripe.”

Perhaps to speak of the things that had been in his mind that day something almost like a new language would be required.

There was that thought about Natalie being a house kept clean and sweet for living, a house into which one might go gladly and joyfully. Could he, a washing machine manufacturer of a Wisconsin town, stop on the street a college professor and say— “I want to know, Mr. College Professor, if your house is clean and sweet for living so that people may come into it and, if it is so, I want you to tell me how you went about it to cleanse your house.”

The notion was absurd. It made one laugh to even think of any such thing. There would have to be hew figures of speech, a new way of looking at things. For one thing people would have to be more truly aware of themselves than they had ever been before.

Almost in the centre of town and before a stone building that was some kind of public institution there was a small park with benches and John Webster stopped following the college professor and went and sat on one of them. From where he sat he could see along two of the principal business thoroughfares.

It wasn’t a thing done by prosperous washing machine manufacturers, this sitting on benches in the park in the middle of the afternoon but he, at the moment, did not much care. To tell the truth the place for such a man as himself, who owned a factory where many men were employed, was at his desk in his own office. In the evening one might stroll about, read the newspapers or go to the theatre but now, at this hour, the thing was to attend to affairs, be on the job.

He smiled at the thought of himself lolling there on the park bench like a public idler or a tramp. On other benches in the little park sat other men and that was the kind of men they were. Well, they were the kind of fellows who didn’t fit into things, who hadn’t jobs. One could tell that by looking at them. There was a kind of hang-dog air about them and although two of the men on a nearby bench talked to each other they did it in a dull listless way that showed they were not really interested in what they were saying. Were men, when they talked, ever really interested in what they said to each other?

John Webster put his arms above his head and stretched. He was more aware of himself, of his own body, than he had been for years. “There’s something going on like the breaking up of a long hard winter. Spring is coming in me,” he thought and the thought pleased him like a caress from the hand of someone he loved.

Weary tired moments had been coming to him all day long and now another came. He was like a train running through a mountainous country and occasionally passing through tunnels. In one moment the world about him was all alive and then it was just a dull dreary place that frightened him. The thought that came to him was something like this— “Well, here I am. There is no use denying it, something unusual has happened to me. Yesterday I was one thing. Now I am something else. About me everywhere are these people I have always known, here in this town. Down that street there before me, at the corner there, in that stone building, is the bank where I do the banking business for my factory. It happens that just at this particular time I do not owe them any money, but a year from now I may be in debt to that institution up to my eyebrows. There have been times, in the years I have lived and worked as a manufacturer, when I was altogether in the power of the men who now sit at desks behind those stone walls. Why they didn’t close me up and take my business away from me I don’t know. Perhaps they did not think it worth while and then, perhaps, they felt, if they left me on there I would be working for them anyway. At any rate now, it doesn’t seem to matter much what such an institution as a bank may decide to do.

“One can’t quite make out what other men think. Perhaps they do not think at all.

“If I come right down to it I suppose I’ve never done much thinking myself. Perhaps the whole business of life, here in this town and everywhere else, is just a kind of accidental affair. Things happen. People are swept along, eh? That’s the way it must be.”

It was incomprehensible to him and his mind soon grew weary of trying to think further along that road.

It went back to the matter of people and houses. Perhaps one could speak of that matter to Natalie. There was something simple and clear about her. “She has been working for me for three years now and it is strange I’ve never thought much about her before. She has a way of keeping things clear and straight. Everything has gone better since she has been with me.”

It would be a thing to think about if all the time, since she had been with him, Natalie had understood the things that were just now becoming a little plain to him. Suppose, from the very beginning, she had been ready to have him go within herself. One could get quite romantic about the matter if one allowed oneself to think about it.

There she would be, you see, that Natalie. She got out of bed in the morning and while she was there, in her own room, in the little frame house out at the edge of town, she said a little prayer. Then she walked along the streets and down along the railroad tracks to her work and to sit all day in the presence of a man.

It was an interesting thought, just to suppose, as a kind of playful diversion let us say, that she, that Natalie, was pure and clean.

In that case she wouldn’t be thinking much of herself. She loved, that is to say she had opened the doors of herself.

One had a picture of her standing with the doors of her body open. Something constantly went out of her and into the man in whose presence she spent the day. He was unaware, was in fact too much absorbed in his own trivial affairs to be aware.

Her own self also began to be absorbed with his affairs, to take the load of small and unimportant details of business off his mind in order that he in turn become aware of her, standing thus, with the doors of her body opened. How clean, sweet, and fragrant the house within which she lived! Before one went within such a house one would have to cleanse oneself too. That was clear. Natalie had done it with prayers and devotion, single-minded devotion to the interests of another. Could one cleanse one’s own house that way? Could one be as much the man as Natalie was the woman? It was a test.

As for the matter of houses — if one got thinking of one’s own body in that way where would it all end? One might go further and think of one’s own body as a town, a city, as the world.

It was a road to madness too. One might think of people constantly passing in and out of each other. In all the world there would be no more secrecy. Something like a great wind would sweep through the world.

“A people drunk with life. A people drunk and joyous with life.”

The sentences rang through John Webster like great bells ringing. He sat upright on the park bench. Had the listless fellows sitting about him on other benches heard the words? For just a moment he thought the words might be running like living things through the streets of his town, stopping people on the streets, making people look up from their work in offices and factories.

“One had better go a little slow and not get oneself out of hand,” he told himself.

He began trying to think along another road. Across a little stretch of grass and a roadway before him there was a store with trays of fruit, oranges, apples, grapefruit, and pears arranged on the sidewalk and now a wagon stopped at the store door and began to unload other things. He looked long and hard at the wagon and at the store front.

His mind slipped off at a new tangent. There he was, himself, John Webster, sitting on that bench in a park in the very heart of a town in the state of Wisconsin. It was fall and nearly time for frost to come, but there was still new life in the grass. How green the grass was in the little park! The trees were alive too. Soon now they would flame with color and then sleep for a period. To all the world of living green things there would come the flame of evening and then the night of winter.

Out before the world of animal life the fruits of the earth would be poured. Out of the ground they would come, off trees and bushes, out of the seas, lakes, and rivers, the things that were to maintain animal life during the period when the world of vegetable life slept the sweet sleep of winter.

It was a thing to think about too. Everywhere, all about him must be men and women who lived altogether unaware of such things. To tell the truth he had himself been, all his life, unaware. He had just eaten food, stuffed it into his body through his mouth. There had been no joy. He had not really tasted things, smelled things. How filled with fragrant suggestive smells life might be!

It must have come about that as men and women went out of the fields and hills to live in cities, as factories grew and as the railroads and steamboats came to pass the fruits of the earth back and forth a kind of dreadful unawareness must have grown in people. Not touching things with their hands people lost the sense of them. That was it, perhaps.

John Webster remembered that, when he was a boy, such matters were differently arranged. He lived in the town and knew nothing much of country life, but at that time town and country were more closely wed.

In the fall, at just this time of the year, farmers used to drive into town and deliver things at his father’s house. At that time everyone had great cellars under his house and in the cellars were bins that were to be filled with potatoes, apples, turnips. There was a trick man had learned. Straw was brought in from fields near the town and pumpkins, squashes, heads of cabbage, and other solid vegetables were wrapped in straw and put into a cool part of the cellar. He remembered that his mother wrapped pears in bits of paper and kept them sweet and fresh for months.

As for himself, although he did not live in the country he was, at that time, aware of something quite tremendous going on. Wagons arrived at his father’s house. On Saturdays a farm woman, who drove an old gray horse, came to the front door and knocked. She was bringing the Websters their weekly supply of butter and eggs and often a chicken for the Sunday dinner. John Webster’s mother went to the door to meet her and the child ran along, clinging to his mother’s skirts.

The farm woman came into the house and sat up stiffly in a chair in the parlor while her basket was being emptied and while the butter was being taken out of its stone jar. The boy stood with his back to the wall in a corner and studied her. Nothing was said. What strange hands she had, so unlike his mother’s hands, that were soft and white. The farm woman’s hands were brown and the knuckles were like the bark-covered knobs that sometimes grew on the trunks of trees. They were hands to take hold of things, to take hold of things firmly.

After the men from the country had come and had put the things in the bins in the cellar it was fine to go down there in the afternoon when one had come home from school. Outside the leaves were all coming off the trees and everything looked bare. One felt a little sad and almost frightened at times and the visits to the cellar were reassuring. The rich smell of things, fragrant and strong smells! One got an apple out of one of the bins and stood eating it. In a far corner there were the dark bins where the pumpkins and squashes were buried in straw and everywhere, along the walls, were the glass jars of fruit his mother had put up. How many of them, what a plenitude of everything. One could eat and eat and still there would be plenty.

At night sometimes, when one had gone upstairs and had got into bed, one thought of the cellar and of the farm woman and the farm men. Outside the house it was dark and a wind was blowing. Soon there would be winter and snow and skating. The farm woman with the strange, strong-looking hands had driven the gray horse off along the street on which the Webster house stood, and around a corner. One had stood at a window down stairs and had watched her out of sight. She had gone off into some mysterious place, spoken of as the country. How big was the country and how far away was it? Had she got there yet? It was night now and very dark. The wind was blowing. Was she still driving the gray horse on and on, the reins held in her strong brown hands?

The boy had got into bed and had pulled the covers up about him. His mother came into the room and after kissing him went away taking his lamp. He was safe in the house. Near him, in another room, his father and mother slept. Only the country woman, with the strong hands, was now out there alone in the night. She was driving the gray horse on and on into the darkness, into the strange place from which came all the good, rich smelling things, now stored away in the cellar under the house.


IV
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“WELL, HELLO YOU, Mr. Webster. This is a fine place for you to be day-dreaming. I’ve been standing here and looking at you for several minutes and you haven’t even seen me.”

John Webster jumped to his feet. The afternoon was passing and already there was a kind of grayness falling over the trees and the grass in the little park. The late afternoon sun was shining on the figure of the man who stood before him and, although the man was short of stature and slight, his shadow on the stone walk was grotesquely long. The man was evidently amused at the thought of the prosperous manufacturer day-dreaming there in the park and laughed softly, his body swaying a little back and forth. The shadow also swayed. It was like a thing hung on a pendulum, swinging back and forth, and even as John Webster sprang to his feet a sentence went through his mind. “He takes life with a long slow easy swing. How does that happen? He takes life with a long slow easy swing,” his mind said. It seemed like a fragment of a thought snatched out of nowhere, a fragmentary dancing little thought.

The man who stood before him owned a small second-hand book store on a side street along which John Webster was in the habit of walking as he went back and forth to his factory. On summer evenings the man sat in a chair before his shop and made comments on the weather and on passing events to the people going up and down the sidewalk. Once when John Webster was with his banker, a gray dignified looking man, he had been somewhat embarrassed because the bookseller called out his name. He had never done it until that day and never did it afterward. The manufacturer had become self-conscious and had explained the matter to the banker. “I really don’t know the man. I was never in his shop,” he said.

In the park John Webster stood before the little man deeply embarrassed. He told a harmless lie. “I’ve had a headache all day and sat down here for a moment,” he said sheepishly. It was annoying that he felt like apologizing. The little man smiled knowingly. “You ought to take something for that. It might get a man like you into a hell of a mess,” he said and walked away, his long shadow dancing behind him.

With a shrug of his shoulders John Webster went rapidly through a crowded business street. He was quite sure now that he knew what he wanted to do. He did not loiter and give way to vague thoughts, but walked briskly along the street. “I’ll keep my mind occupied,” he decided. “I’ll think about my business and how to develop it.” During the week before, an advertising man from Chicago had come into his office and had talked to him about advertising his washing machine in the big national magazines. It would cost a good deal of money, but the advertising man had said that he could raise his selling price and sell many more machines. That sounded possible. It would make the business a big one, an institution of national prominence, and himself a big figure in the industrial world. Other men had got into a position like that through the power of advertising. Why shouldn’t he do something of the sort?

He tried to think about the matter, but his mind didn’t work very well. It was a blank. What happened was that he walked along with his shoulders thrown back and felt childishly important about nothing. He had to be careful or he would begin laughing at himself. There was within him a lurking fear that in a few minutes he would begin laughing at the figure of John Webster as a man of national importance in the industrial world and the fear made him hurry faster than ever. When he got to the railroad tracks that ran down to his factory he was almost running. It was amazing. The advertising man from Chicago could use big words, apparently without being in any danger of suddenly beginning to laugh. When John Webster was a young fellow and had just come out of college, that was when he read a great many books and sometimes thought he would like to become a writer of books, at that time he had often thought he wasn’t cut out to be a business man at all. Perhaps he was right. A man who hadn’t any more sense than to laugh at himself had better not try to become a figure of national importance in the industrial world, that was sure. It wanted serious fellows to carry off such positions successfully.

Well now he had begun to be a little sorry for himself, that he was not cut out to be a big figure in the industrial world. What a childish fellow he was. He began to scold himself, “Won’t I ever grow up?”

As he hurried along the railroad tracks, trying to think, trying not to think, he kept his eyes turned to the ground and something attracted his attention. To the west, over the tops of distant trees and across the shallow river beside which his factory stood, the sun was just going down and its rays were suddenly caught by something that looked like a piece of glass lying among the stones on the railroad roadbed.

He stopped his rush along the tracks and leaned over to pick it up. It was something, perhaps a jewel of some sort, perhaps just a cheap little plaything some child had lost. The stone was about the size and shape of a small bean and was dark green. When the rays of the sun fell on it, as he held it in his hand, the color changed. After all it might be a valuable thing. “Perhaps some woman, riding on a train through the town, has lost it out of her ring or out of a brooch she wears at her throat,” he thought and had a momentary picture floating in his mind. In the picture there was a tall strong fair woman, standing, not on a train but on a hill above a river. The river was wide and as it was winter was covered with ice. The woman had one hand raised and was pointing. A ring was on her finger and the small green stone was set in the ring. He could see everything very minutely. The woman stood on the hill and the sun shone on her and the stone in the ring was now pale, now dark like the waters of a sea, and beside the woman stood a man, a rather heavy-looking man with gray hair, with whom the woman was in love. The woman was saying something to the man about the stone set in the ring and John Webster could hear the words very distinctly. What strange words she was saying. “My father gave it to me and told me to wear it for all my loves. He called it, ‘the jewel of life,’” she said.

Hearing the rumble of a train, far away somewhere in the distance, John Webster got off the tracks. There was at just that place a high embankment beside the river along which he could walk. “I don’t intend to come near being killed by a train as I was this morning when that young negro saved me,” he thought. He looked away to the west and to the evening sun and then down at the bed of the river. Now the river was low and only a narrow channel of water ran through wide banks of caked mud. He put the little green stone in his vest pocket.

“I know what I am going to do,” he told himself resolutely. Quickly a plan formed itself in his mind. He would go to his office and hurry through any letters that had come in. Then, without looking at Natalie Swartz, he would get up and go away. There was a train for Chicago at eight o’clock and he would tell his wife he had business in the city and would take the train. What a man had to do in life was to face facts and then act. He would go to Chicago and find himself a woman. When it came right down to the truth he would go on a regular bat. He would find himself a woman and he would get drunk and if he felt like doing it would stay drunk for several days.

There were times when it was perhaps necessary to be a down-right rotter. He would do that too. While he was in Chicago and with the woman he had found he would write a letter to his bookkeeper at the factory and tell him to discharge Natalie Swartz. Then he would write Natalie a letter and send her a large check. He would send her six months’ pay. The whole thing might cost him a pretty sum, but anything was better than this going on as he was, a regular crazy kind of man.

As for the woman in Chicago, he would find her all right. One got bold after a few drinks and when one had the money to spend women were always to be had.

It was too bad that it was so but the truth was that the need of women was a part of a man’s makeup and the fact might as well be faced. “When you come down to that, I am a business man and it - is a business man’s place in the scheme of things to face facts,” he decided and suddenly he felt very resolute and strong.

As for Natalie, to tell the truth, there was in her perhaps something that it was a little hard for him to resist. “If there were only my wife it would be different but there is my daughter Jane. She is a pure young innocent thing and must be protected. I can’t let her in for a mess,” he told himself as he walked boldly along the little spur of the tracks that led to the door of his factory.


V
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WHEN HE HAD opened the door that led into the little room where he had been sitting and working beside Natalie for three years, he quickly closed it behind him and stood with his back to the door and with his hand on the door-knob, as though for support. Natalie’s desk was beside a window at a corner of the room and beyond his own desk and through the window one could see into an empty space beside the spur of tracks that belonged to the railroad company, but in which he had been given the privilege of piling a reserve supply of lumber. The lumber was so piled that, in the soft evening light, the yellow boards made a kind of background for Natalie’s figure.

The sun was shining on the lumber pile, the last soft rays of the evening sun. Above the lumber pile there was a space of clear light and into this Natalie’s head was thrust.

An amazing and lovely thing had happened. When the fact of it came into his consciousness something within John Webster was torn open. What a simple thing Natalie had done and yet how significant. He stood with the door-knob grasped in his hand, clinging to the door-knob, and within himself the thing happened he had been trying to avoid.

Tears came into his eyes. In all his after life he never lost the sense of that moment. In one instant all within himself was muddy and dirty with the thoughts he had been having about the proposed trip to Chicago and then the mud and dirt was all, as by a quick miracle, swept away.

“At any other time what Natalie had done might have passed unnoticed,” he told himself later, but that fact did not in any way destroy its significance. All of the women who worked in his office as well as the bookkeeper and the men in the factory were in the habit of carrying their lunches and Natalie had brought her lunch on that morning as always. He remembered having seen her come in with it wrapped in a paper package.

Her home was a long distance away, at the edge of the town. None of the other of his employees came from so great a distance.

And on that noon she had not eaten her lunch. There it was done up in its package and lying on a shelf back of her head.

What had happened was this — at the noon time she had hurried out of the office and had run all the way home to her mother’s house. There was no bathtub there, but she had drawn water from a well and put it in a common washtub in a shed back of the house. Then she had plunged into the water and washed her body from head to foot.

After she had done that she had gone upstairs and arrayed herself in a special dress, the best one she owned, the one she had always kept for Sunday afternoons and for special occasions. As she dressed, her old mother, who had been following her about, swearing at her and demanding an explanation, stood at the foot of the stairway leading to her room and called her vile names. “You little whore, you are planning to go out with some man to-night so you are fixing yourself up as though you were about to be married. A swell chance either of my; two daughters have got to ever get themselves husbands. If you’ve got any money in your pocket you give it to me. I wouldn’t care so much about your traipsing around if you ever got any money,” she declared in a loud voice. On the evening before she had got money from one of the daughters and during the morning had provided herself with a bottle of whiskey. Now she was enjoying herself.

Natalie had paid no attention to her. When she was fully dressed she hurried down the stairs, brushing the old woman aside, and half ran back to the factory. The other women employed there had laughed when they saw her coming. “What’s Natalie up to?” they had asked each other.

John Webster stood looking at her and thinking. He knew all about what she had done and why she had done it although He had seen nothing. Now she did not look at him, but, turning her head slightly, looked out over the lumber piles.

Well then she had known all day what had been going on within himself. She had understood his sudden desire to come within herself so she had run home to bathe and array herself. “It was like washing the door sills of her house and hanging newly laundered curtains at the windows,” he thought whimsically.

“You have changed your dress, Natalie,” he said aloud. It was the first time he had ever called her by that name. Tears were in his eyes and his knees suddenly felt weak. He walked, a little unsteadily, across the room, and knelt beside her. Then he put his head in her lap and felt her broad strong hand in his hair and on his cheek.

For a long time he knelt thus breathing deeply. The thoughts of the morning came back. After all though he wasn’t thinking. The things going on within him were not so definite as thoughts. If his body were a house it was now the cleansing time for that house. A thousand little creatures were running through the house, going swiftly up and down stairs, opening windows, laughing, crying to each other. The rooms of his house echoed with new sounds, with joyous sounds. His body trembled. Now, after this had happened, a new life would begin for him. His body would be more alive. He would see things, smell things, taste things, as never before.

He looked up into Natalie’s face. How much did she know of all this? Well, she would no doubt be unable to say it in words but there was a way in which she did understand. She had run home to bathe and array herself. That was the reason he knew she knew. “How long have you been ready for this to happen?” he asked.

“For a year,” she said. She had grown a little pale. In the room it was beginning to grow dark.

She got up and putting him gently aside went to the door leading into the outer office and slipped a bolt that would prevent the door being opened.

Now she was standing with her back to the door and with her hand on the knob as he had been standing some time before. He got up and went to his own desk, near a window that faced the spur of the railroad track, and sat in his office chair. Leaning forward he buried his face in his two arms. The trembling, shaking thing continued to go on within him. Still the little joyous voices called. The cleansing within was going on and on.

Natalie spoke of the affairs of the office. “There were some letters, but I answered them and even dared to sign your name. I did not want you to be bothered to-day.”

She came to where he sat, leaning forward on the desk, trembling, and knelt beside him. After a time he put an arm about her shoulder.

The outside noises of the office went steadily on. In the outer office someone was running a typewriting machine. It was quite dark in the inner office now, but above the railroad track, some two or three hundred yards away, there was a lamp suspended in the air and when it was lighted a faint light came into the dark room and fell upon the two crouched figures. Presently a whistle blew and the workers from the factory went off up the spur of track. In the outer office the four people were getting ready to go home.

In a few minutes they came out, closing a door behind them, and walked also along the spur of track. Unlike the workers from the factory they knew the two people were still in the inner office and were curious. One of the three women came boldly up to the window and looked in.

She went back to the others and they stood for a few minutes, making a small intense group in the half darkness. Then they went slowly away.

When the group broke up, on the embankment above the river, the bookkeeper, a man of thirty-five, and the oldest of the three women went to the right along the tracks while the other two went to the left. The bookkeeper and the woman he walked with did not speak of what had been seen. They walked for several hundred yards together and then parted, turning from the tracks into separate streets. When the bookkeeper was alone he began to worry about the future. “You’ll see. Within a few months I’ll have to be looking for a new place. When that sort of thing begins business goes to pieces.” He was worried about the fact that, as he had a wife and two children and did not get a very large salary, he had no money saved. “Damn that Natalie Swartz. I’ll bet she’s a whore, that’s what I’ll bet,” he muttered as he went along.

As for the two remaining women, one of them wanted to speak of the two people kneeling together in the dark office while the other did not. There were several ineffectual attempts at talk of the matter on the part of the older of the two and then they also parted. The youngest of the three, the one who had smiled at John Webster that morning when he had just come out of Natalie’s presence and when he had for the first time realized that the doors of her being were open to him, went along the street past the door of the bookseller’s shop and up a climbing street into the lighted business section of the town. She kept smiling as she went along and it was because of something she herself did not understand.

It was because she was herself one in whom the little voices talked and now they were going busily. Some phrase, picked up somewhere, from the Bible perhaps when she was a young girl and went to Sunday school, or from some book, kept saying itself over and over in her mind. What a charming combination of plain words in everyday use among people. She kept saying them in her mind and after n time, when she came to a place in the street where there was no one near, she said them aloud. “And as it turned out there was a marriage in our house,” were the words she said.


BOOK TWO


I 
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AS YOU WILL remember, the room in which John Webster slept was at a corner of the house, upstairs. From one of his two windows he looked out into the garden of a German who owned a store in his town but whose real interest in life was the garden. All through the year he worked at it and had John Webster been more alive, during the years he lived in the room, he might have got keen pleasure out of looking down upon his neighbor at work. In the early morning and late afternoon the German was always to be seen, smoking his pipe and digging, and a great variety of smells came floating up and in at the window of the room above, the sour acid smell of vegetables decaying, the rich heady smell of stable manure and then, all through the summer and late into the fall, the fragrant smell of roses and the marching procession of the flowers of the seasons.

John Webster had lived in his room for many years without much thought of what a room, within which a man lives and the walls of which enclose him like a garment when he sleeps, might be like. It was a square room with one window looking down into the German’s garden and another window that faced the blank walls of the German’s house. There were three doors — one leading into a hallway, one into the room where his wife slept, and a third that led into his daughter’s room.

One came into the place at night and closed the doors and prepared oneself for sleep. Behind the two walls were the two other people, also preparing for sleep, and behind the walls of the German’s house no doubt the same thing was going on. The German had two daughters and a son. They would be going to bed or were already in bed. There was, at that street end, something like a little village of people going to bed or already in bed.

For a good many years John Webster and his wife had not been very intimate. Long ago, when he had found himself married to her he had found also that she had a theory of life, picked up somewhere, perhaps from her parents, perhaps just absorbed out of the general atmosphere of fear in which so many modern women live and breathe, clutched at, as it were, and used as a weapon against too close contact with another. She thought, or believed she thought, that even in marriage a man and woman should not be lovers except for the purpose of bringing children into the world. The belief threw a sort of heavy air of responsibility about the matter of love-making. One does not go very freely in and out of the body of another when the going in and out involves such heavy responsibility. The doors of the body become rusty and creak. “Well, you see,” John Webster, in later years, sometimes explained, “one is quite seriously at the business of bringing another human into the world. Here is the Puritan in full flower. The night has come. From the gardens back of men’s houses comes the scent of flowers. Little hushed noises arise followed by silences. The flowers in their gardens have known an ecstasy unfettered by any awareness of responsibility, but man is something else. For ages he has been taking himself with extraordinary seriousness. The race, you see, must be perpetuated. It must be improved. There is in this affair, something of obligation to God and to one’s fellow men. Even when, after long preparation, talk, prayer, and the acquiring of a little wisdom, a kind of abandon is acquired, as one would acquire a new language, one has still achieved something quite foreign to the flowers, the trees, and the life and the carrying on of life among what is called the lower animals.”

As for the earnest God-fearing people, among whom John Webster and his wife then lived and as one of whom they had for so many years counted themselves, the chances are no such thing as ecstasy is ever acquired at all. There is instead, for the most part, a kind of cold sensuality tempered by an itching conscience. That life can perpetuate itself at all in such an atmosphere is one of the wonders of the world and proves, as nothing else could, the cold determination of nature not to be defeated.

And so for years the man had been in the habit of coming into his bedroom at night, taking off his clothes, and hanging them on a chair or in a closet and then crawling into bed to sleep heavily. Sleeping was a part of the necessary business of living and if, before he slept, he thought at all he thought of his washing machine business. There was a note due and payable at the bank on the next day and he had no money with which to pay it. He thought of that and of what he could and would say to the banker to induce him to renew the note. Then he thought about the trouble he was having with the foreman at his factory. The man wanted a larger wage and he was trying to think whether or not, if he did not give it to him, the man would quit and put him to the trouble of finding another foreman.

When he slept he did not sleep lightly and no fancies visited his dreams. What should have been a sweet time of renewal became a heavy time filled with distorted dreams.

And then, after the doors of Natalie’s body had been swung open for him, he became aware. After that evening when they had knelt together in the darkness it was hard for him to go home in the evening and sit at table with his wife and daughter. “Well, I can’t do it,” he told himself and ate his evening meal at a restaurant down town. He stayed about, walking in unfrequented streets, talking or in silence beside Natalie and then went with her to her own house, far out at the edge of town. People saw them walking thus together and, as there was no effort at concealment, there was a blaze of talk in the town.

When John Webster went home to his own house his wife and daughter had already gone to bed. “I am very busy at the shop. Do not expect to see much of me for a time,” he had said to his wife on the morning after he had told Natalie of his love. He did not intend to stay on in the washing machine business or to continue his married life. What he would do he did not quite know. He would live with Natalie for one thing. The time had come to do that.

He had spoken of it to Natalie on that first evening of their intimacy. On that evening, after the others were all gone they went to walk together. As they went through the streets people in the houses were sitting down to the evening meal, but the man and woman did not think of eating.’

John Webster’s tongue had become loosened and he did a great deal of talking to which Natalie listened in silence. Of the people of the town those he did not know all became romantic figures in his awaking mind. His fancy wanted to play about them and he let it. They went along a residence street toward the open country beyond and he kept speaking of the people in the houses. “Now Natalie, my woman, you see all these houses here,” he said waving his arms to right and left, “well, what do you and I know about what goes on back of these walls?” He kept taking deep breaths as he went along, just as he had done back there at the office when he had run across the room to kneel at Natalie’s feet. The little voices within him were still talking. He had been something like this sometimes when he was a boy, but no one had ever understood the riotous play of his fancy and in time he had come to think that letting his fancy go was all foolishness. Then when he was a young man and had married there had come a sharp new flare-up of the fanciful life, but then it had been frozen in him by the fear and the vulgarity that is born of fears. Now it was playing madly. “Now you see, Natalie,” he cried, stopping on the sidewalk to take hold of her two hands and swinging them madly back and forth, “now you see, here’s how it is. These houses along here look like just ordinary houses, such as you and I live in, but they aren’t like that at all. The outer walls are, you see, just things stuck up, like scenery on a stage. A breath can blow the walls down or an outburst of flames can consume them all in an hour. I’ll bet you what — I’ll bet that what you think is that the people back of the walls of these houses are just ordinary people. They aren’t at all. You’re all wrong about that, Natalie, my love. The women in the rooms back of these walls are all fair sweet women and you should just go into the rooms. They are hung with beautiful pictures and tapestry and the women have jewels on their hands and in their hair.

“And so the men and women live together in their houses and there are no good people, only beautiful ones, and children are born and their fancies are allowed to riot all over the place, and no one takes himself too seriously and thinks the whole outcome of human life depends upon himself, and people go out of these houses to work in the morning and come back at night and where they get all the rich comforts of life they have I can’t make out. It’s because there is really such a rich abundance of everything in the world somewhere and they have found out about it, I suppose.”

On their first evening together he and Natalie had walked beyond the town and had got into a country road. They went along this for a mile and then turned into a little side road. There was a great tree growing beside the road and they went to lean against it, standing side by side in silence.

It was after they had kissed that he told Natalie of his plans. “There are three or four thousand dollars in the bank and the factory is worth thirty or forty thousand more. I don’t know how much it is worth, perhaps nothing at all.

“At any rate I’ll take a thousand dollars and go away with you. I suppose I’ll leave some kind of papers making over the ownership of the place to my wife and daughter. That would, I suppose, be the thing to do.

“Then I’ll have to talk to my daughter, make her understand what I’m doing and why. Well, I hardly know whether it is possible to make her understand, but I’ll have to try. I’ll have to try to say something that will stay in her mind so that she in her turn may learn to live and not close and lock the doors of her being as my own doors have been locked. It may take, you see, two or three weeks to think out what I have to say and how to say it. My daughter Jane knows nothing. She is an American middle-class girl and I have helped to make her that. She is a virgin and that, I am afraid, Natalie, you do not understand. The gods have robbed you of your virginity or perhaps it was your old mother, drunk and calling you names, eh? That might have been a help to you. You wanted so much to have some sweet clean thing happen to you, to something deep» down in you, that you went about with the doors of your being opened, eh? They did not have to be torn open. Virginity and respectability had not fastened them with bolts and locks. Your mother must quite have killed all notion of respectability in your family, eh Natalie? It is the most wonderful thing in the world to love you and to know that there is something in you that would make the notion of being cheap and second-class impossible to your lover. O, my Natalie, you are a woman strong to be loved.”

Natalie did not answer, perhaps did not understand this outpouring of words from him, and John Webster stopped talking and moved about so that he stood directly facing her. They were of about the same height and when he had come close they looked directly into each other’s faces. He put up his hands so that they lay on her cheeks and for a long time they stood thus, without words, looking at each other as though they could neither of them get enough of the sight of the face of the other. A late moon came up presently and they moved instinctively out from under the shadow of the tree and went into a field. They kept moving slowly along, stopping constantly and standing thus, with his hands on her cheeks. Her body began to tremble and the tears ran from her eyes. Then he laid her down upon the grass. It was an experience with a woman new in his life. After their first love-making and when their passions were spent she seemed more beautiful to him than before.

He stood within the door of his own house and it was late at night. One did not breathe any too well within those walls. He had a desire to creep through the house, to be unheard, and was thankful when he had got to his own room and had undressed and got into bed without being spoken to.

In bed he lay with eyes open listening to the night noises from without the house. They were not very plain. He had forgotten to open the window. When he had done that a low humming sound arose. The first frost had not come yet and the night was warm. In the garden owned by the German, in the grass in his own back-yard, in the branches of the trees along the streets and far off in the country there was life abundant.

Perhaps Natalie would have a child. It did not matter. They would go away together, live together in some distant place. Now Natalie must be at home in her mother’s house and she would also be lying awake. She would be taking deep breaths of the night air. He did that himself.

One could think of her and could also think of the people closer about. There was the German who lived next door. By turning his head he could see faintly the walls of the German’s house. His neighbor had a wife, a son and two daughters. Perhaps now they were all asleep. In fancy he went into his neighbor’s house, went softly from room to room through the house. There was the old man sleeping beside his wife and in another room the son who had drawn up his legs so that he lay in a little ball. He was a pale slender young man. “Perhaps he has indigestion,” whispered John Webster’s fancy. In another room the two daughters lay in two beds set closely together. One could just pass between them. They had been whispering to each other before they slept, perhaps of the lover they hoped would come, some time in the future. He stood so close to them that he could have touched their cheeks with his out-stretched fingers. He wondered why it had happened that he had become Natalie’s lover instead of the lover of one of these girls. “That could have happened. I could have loved either of them had she opened the doors of herself as Natalie has done.”

Loving Natalie did not preclude the possibility of his loving another, perhaps many others. “A rich man might have many marriages,” he thought. It was certain that the possibility of human relationship had not even been tapped yet. Something had stood in the way of a sufficiently broad acceptance of life. One had to accept oneself and the others before one could love.

As for himself he had to accept now his wife and daughter, draw close to them for a little before he went away with Natalie. It was a difficult thing to think about. He lay with wide-open eyes in his bed and tried to send his fancy into his wife’s room. He could not do it. His fancy could go into his daughter’s room and look at her lying asleep in her bed, but with his wife it was different. Something within him drew back. “Not now. Do not try it. It is not permitted. If she is ever to have a lover now it must be another,” a voice within him said.

“Did she do something that has destroyed the possibility of that or did I?” he asked himself sitting up in bed. There was no doubt a human relationship had been spoiled — messed. “It is not permitted. It is not permitted to make a mess on the floor of the temple,” the answering voice within said sternly.

To John Webster it seemed that the voices in the room spoke so loudly that as he lay down again and tried to sleep he was a little surprised that they had not awakened from their sleep the others in the house.
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INTO THE AIR of the Webster house and into the air also of John Webster’s office and factory a new element had come. On all sides of him there was a straining at something within. When he was not alone or in the company of Natalie he no longer breathed freely. “You have done us an injury. You are doing us an injury,” everyone else seemed to be saying.

He wondered about that, tried to think about it. The presence of Natalie gave him each day a breathing time. When he sat beside her in the office he breathed freely, the tight thing within him relaxed. It was because she was simple and straightforward. She said little, but her eyes spoke often. “It’s all right. I love you. I am not afraid to love you,” her eyes said.

However he thought constantly of the others. The bookkeeper refused to look into his eyes or spoke with a new and elaborate politeness. He had already got into the habit of discussing the matter of John Webster and Natalie’s affair every evening with his wife. In the presence of his employer he now felt self-conscious and it was the same with the two older women in the office. As he passed through the office the younger of the three still sometimes looked up and smiled at him.

It was no doubt a fact that no man could do a quite isolated thing in the modern world of men. Sometimes when John Webster was walking homeward late at night, after having spent some hours with Natalie, he stopped and looked about him. The street was deserted and the lights had been put out in many of the houses. He raised his two arms and looked at them. They had recently held a woman, tightly, tightly, and the woman was not the one with whom he had lived for so many years, but a new woman he had found. His arms had held her tightly and her arms had held him. There had been joy in that. Joy had run through their two bodies during the long embrace. They had breathed deeply. Had the breath blown out of their lungs poisoned the air others had to breathe? As to the woman, who was called his wife — she had wanted no such embraces, or, had she wanted them, had been unable to take or give. A notion came to him. “If you love in a loveless world you face others with the sin of not loving,” he thought.

The streets lined with houses in which people lived were dark. It was past eleven o’clock, but there was no need to hurry home. When he got into bed he could not sleep. “It would be better just to walk about for an hour yet,” he decided and when he came to the corner that led into his own street did not turn, but kept on, going far out to the edge of town and back. His feet made a sharp sound on the stone sidewalks. Sometimes he met a man homeward bound and as they passed the man looked at him with surprise and something like distrust in his eyes. He walked past and then turned to look back. “What are you doing abroad? Why aren’t you at home and in bed with your wife?” the man seemed to be asking.

What was the man really thinking? Was there much thinking going on in all the dark houses along the street or did people simply go into them to eat and sleep as he had always gone into his own house? In fancy he got a quick vision of many people lying in beds stuck high in the air. The walls of the houses had receded from them.

Once, during the year before, there had been a fire in a house on his own street and the front wall of the house had fallen down. When the fire was put out one walked past in the street and there, laid bare to the public gaze, were two upstairs rooms in which people had lived for many years. Everything was a little burned and charred, but quite intact. In each room there were a bed, one or two chairs, a square piece of furniture with drawers in which shirts or dresses could be kept, and at the side of the room a closet for other clothes.

The house had quite burned out below and the stairway had been destroyed. When the fire broke out the people must have fled from the rooms like frightened and disturbed insects. One of the rooms had been occupied by a man and woman. There was a dress lying on the floor and a pair of half burned trousers flung over the back of a chair, while in the second room, evidently occupied by a woman, there were no signs of male attire. The place had made John Webster think of his own married life. “It is as it might have been with us had my wife and I not quit sleeping together. That might have been our room with the room of our daughter Jane beside it,” he had thought on the morning after the fire as he walked past and stopped with other curious idlers to gaze up at the scene above.

And now, as he walked alone in the sleeping streets of his town his imagination succeeded in stripping all the walls from all the houses and he walked as in some strange city of the dead. That his imagination could so flame up, running along whole streets of houses and wiping out walls as a wind shakes the branches of the trees, was a new and living wonder to himself. “A life-giving thing has been given to me. For many years I have been dead and now I am alive,” he thought. To give the fuller play to his fancy he got off the sidewalk and walked in the centre of the street. The houses lay before him all silent and the late moon had appeared and made black pools under the trees. The houses stripped of their walls were on either side of him.

In the houses the people were sleeping in their beds. How many bodies lying and sleeping close together, babes asleep in cribs, young boys sleeping sometimes two or three in a single bed, young women asleep with their hair fallen down about their faces.

As they slept they dreamed. Of what did they dream? He had a great desire that what had happened to himself and Natalie should happen to all of them. The love-making in the field had after all been but a symbol of something more filled with meaning than the mere act of two bodies embracing, the passage of the seeds of life from one body to another.

A great hope flared up in him. “A time will come when love like a sheet of fire will run through the towns and cities. It will tear walls away. It will destroy ugly houses. It will tear ugly clothes oft the bodies of men and women. They will build anew and build beautifully,” he declared aloud. As he walked and talked thus he felt suddenly like a young prophet come out of some far strange clean land to visit with the blessing of his presence the people of the street. He stopped and putting his hands to his head laughed loudly at the picture he had made of himself. “You would think I was another John the Baptist who has been living in a wilderness on locusts and wild honey instead of a washing machine manufacturer in a Wisconsin town,” he thought. A window to one of the houses was opened and he heard low voices talking. “Well, I’d better be going home before they lock me up for a crazy man,” he thought, getting out of the road and turning out of the street at a nearby corner.

At the office, during the day, there were no such periods of exhilaration. There only Natalie seemed quite in control of the situation. “She has stout legs and strong feet. She knows how to stand her ground,” John Webster thought as he sat at his desk and looked across at her sitting at her desk.

She was not insensible to what was going on about her. Sometimes when he looked suddenly up at her and when she did not know he was looking he saw something that convinced him her hours alone were not now very happy. There was a tightening about the eyes. No doubt she had her own little hell to face.

Still she went about her work every day outwardly unperturbed. “That old Irish woman, with her temper, her drinking, and her love of loud picturesque profanity has managed to put her daughter through a course of sprouts,” he decided. It was well Natalie was so level-headed. “The Lord knows she and I may need all of her level-headedness before we are through with our lives,” he decided. There was something in women, a kind of power, few men understood. They could stand the gaff. Now Natalie did his work and her own too. When a letter came she answered it and when there was something to be decided she made the decision. Sometimes she looked across at him as though to say, “Your job, the clearing up you will still have to do in your own house, will be more difficult than anything I shall have to face. You let me attend to these minor details of our life now. To do that makes the time of waiting less difficult for me.”

She did not say anything of the sort in words, being one not given to words, but there was always something in her eyes that made him understand what she wanted to say.

After that first love-making in the field they were not lovers again while they remained in the Wisconsin town although every evening they went to walk together. After dining at her mother’s house where she had to pass under the questioning eyes of her sister the school teacher, also a silent woman, and to withstand a fiery outbreak from her mother who came to the door to shout questions after her down the street, Natalie came back along the railroad tracks to find John Webster waiting for her in the darkness by the office door. Then they walked boldly through the streets and went into the country and, when they had got upon a country road, went hand in hand, for the most part in silence.

And from day to day, in the office and in the Webster household the feeling of tenseness grew more and more pronounced.

In the house, when he had come in late at night and had crept up to his room, he had a sense of the fact that both his wife and daughter were lying awake, thinking of him, wondering about him, wondering what strange thing had happened to make him suddenly a new man. From what he had seen in their eyes in the day-time he knew that they had both became suddenly aware of him. Now he was no longer the mere bread-winner, the man who goes in and out of his house as a work horse goes in and out of a stable. Now, as he lay in his bed and behind the two walls of his room and the two closed doors, voices were awakening within them, little fearful voices. His mind had got into the habit of thinking of walls and doors. “Some night the walls will fall down and the two doors will open. I must be ready for the time when that happens,” he thought.

His wife was one who, when she was excited, resentful, or angry, sank herself into an ocean of silence. Perhaps the whole town knew of his walking about in the evening with Natalie Swartz. Had news of it come to his wife she would not have spoken of the matter to her daughter. There would be just a dense kind of silence in the house and the daughter would know there was something the matter. There had been such times before. The daughter would have become frightened, perhaps it would be just at bottom the fear of change, that something was about to happen that would disturb the steady even passage of days.

One noon, during the second week after the lovemaking with Natalie, he walked toward the centre of town, intending to go into a restaurant and eat lunch, but instead walked straight ahead down the tracks for nearly a mile. Then, not knowing exactly what impulse had led him, he went back to the office. Natalie and all the others except the youngest of the three women had gone out. Perhaps the air of the place had become so heavy with unexpressed thoughts and feelings that none of them wanted to stay there when they were not working. The day was bright and warm, a golden and red Wisconsin day of early October.

He walked into the inner office, stood a moment looking vaguely about and then came out again. The young woman sitting there arose. Was she going to say something to him about the affair with Natalie? He also stopped and stood looking at her. She was a small woman with a sweet womanly mouth, gray eyes, and with a kind of tiredness expressing itself in her whole being. What did she want? Did she want him to go ahead with the love affair with Natalie, of which she no doubt knew, or did she want him to stop? “It would be dreadful if she should try to speak about it,” he thought and then at once, for some unexplainable reason, knew she would not do that.

They stood for a moment looking into each other’s eyes and the look was like a kind of lovemaking too. It was very strange and the moment would afterward give him much to think about. In the future no doubt his life was to be filled with many thoughts. There was this woman he did not know at all, standing before him, and in their own way he and she were being lovers too. Had the thing not happened between himself and Natalie so recently, had he not still been filled with that, something of the sort might well have happened between him and this woman.

In reality the matter of the two people standing thus and looking at each other occupied but a moment. Then she sat down, a little confused, and he went quickly out.

There was a kind of joy in him now. “There is love abundant in the world. It may take many roads to expression. The woman in there is hungry for love and there is something fine and generous about her. She knows Natalie and I love and she has, in some obscure way I can’t yet understand, given herself to that until it has become almost a physical experience with her too. There are a thousand things in life no one rightly understands. Love has as many branches as a tree.”

He went up into a business street of the town and turned into a section with which he was not very familiar. He was passing a little store, near a Catholic church, such a store as is patronized by devout Catholics and in which are sold figures of the Christ on the cross, the Christ lying at the foot of the cross with His bleeding wounds, the Virgin standing with arms crossed looking demurely down, blessed candles, candlesticks, and the like. For a moment he stood before the store window looking at the figures displayed and then went in and bought a small framed picture of the Virgin, a supply of yellow candles, and two glass candlesticks, made in the shape of crosses and with little gilded figures of the Christ on the cross upon them.

To tell the truth the figure of the Virgin looked not unlike Natalie. There was a kind of quiet strength in her. She stood, holding a lily in her right hand and the thumb and first finger of her left hand touched lightly a great heart pinned to her breast by a dagger. Across the heart was a wreath of five red roses.

John Webster stood for a moment looking into the Virgin’s eyes and then bought the things and hurried out of the store. Then he took a street car and went to his own house. His wife and daughter were out and he went up into his own room and put the packages in a closet. When he came downstairs the servant Katherine was waiting for him. “May I get you something to eat again to-day?” she asked and smiled.

He did not stay to have lunch, but it was fine, being asked to stay. At any rate she had remembered the day when she had stood near him while he ate. He had liked being alone with her that day. Perhaps she had felt the same thing and had liked being with him.

He walked straight out of town and got into a country road and presently turned off the road into a small wood. For two hours he sat on a log looking at the trees now flaming with color. The sun shone brightly and after a time the squirrels and birds became less conscious of his presence and the animal and bird life that had been stilled by his coming was renewed.

It was the afternoon after the night of his walking in the streets between the rows of houses the walls of which had been torn away by his fancy. “I shall tell Natalie of that to-night and I shall tell her also of what I intend to do at home there in my room. I shall tell her and she will say nothing. She is a strange one. When she does not understand she believes. There is something in her that accepts life as these trees do,” he thought.


III
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A STRANGE KIND of nightly ceremony was begun in John Webster’s corner room on the second floor of his house. When he had come into the house he went softly upstairs and into his own room. Then he took off all his clothes and hung them in a closet. When he was quite nude he got out the little picture of the Virgin and set it up on a kind of dresser that stood in a corner between the two windows. On the dresser he also placed the two candlesticks with the Christ on the cross on them and putting two of the yellow candles in them lighted the candles.

As he had undressed in the darkness he did not see the room or himself until he saw by the light of the candles. Then he began to walk back and forth, thinking such thoughts as came into his head.

“I have no doubt I am insane,” he told himself, “but as long as I am it might as well be a purposeful insanity. I haven’t been liking this room or the clothes I wear. Now I have taken the clothes off and perhaps I can in some way purify the room a bit. As for my walking about in the streets and letting my fancy play over many people in their houses, that will be all right in its turn too, but at present my problem lies in this house. There have been many years of stupid living in the house and in this room. Now I shall keep up this ceremony; making myself nude and walking up and down here before the Virgin, until neither my wife nor my daughter can keep up her silence. They will break in here some night quite suddenly and then I will say what I have to say before I go away with Natalie.”

“As for you, my Virgin, I dare say I shall not offend you,” he said aloud, turning and bowing to the woman within her frame. She looked steadily at him as Natalie might have looked and he kept smiling at her. It seemed quite clear to him now what his course in life was to be. He reasoned it all out slowly. In a way he did not, at the time, need much sleep. Just letting go of himself, as he was doing, was a kind of resting.

In the meantime he walked naked and with bare feet up and down the room trying to plan out his future life. “I accept the notion that I am at present insane and only hope I shall remain so,” he told himself. After all, it was quite apparent that the sane people about were not getting such joy out of life as himself. There was this matter of his having brought the Virgin into his own naked presence and having set her up under the candles. For one thing the candles spread a soft glowing light through the room. The clothes he habitually wore and that he had learned to dislike because they had been made not for himself, but for some impersonal being, in some clothing factory, were now hung away, out of sight in the closet. “The gods have been good to me. I am not very young any more, but for some reason I have not let my body get fat or gross,” he thought going into the circle of candlelight and looking long and earnestly at himself.

In the future and after the nights when his walking thus back and forth in the room had forced itself upon the attention of his wife and daughter until they were compelled to break in upon him, he would take Natalie with him and go away. He had provided himself with a little money, enough so that they could live for a few months. The rest would be left to his wife and daughter. After he and Natalie had got clear of the town they would go off somewhere, perhaps to the West. Then they would settle down somewhere and work for their living.

What he himself wanted, more than anything else, was to give way to the impulses within himself. “It must have been that, when I was a boy and my imagination played madly over all the life about me, I was intended to be something other than the dull clod I have been all these years. In Natalie’s presence, as in the presence of a tree or a field, I can be myself. I dare say I shall have to be a little careful sometimes as I do not want to be declared insane and locked up somewhere, but Natalie will help me in that. In a way my letting go of myself will be an expression for both of us. In her own way she also has been locked within a prison. Walls have been erected about her too.

“It may just be, you see, that there is something of the poet in me and Natalie should have a poet for a lover.

“The truth is that I shall be at the job of in some way bringing grace and meaning into my life. It must be after all that it is for something of the sort life is intended.

“In reality it would not be such a bad thing if, in the few years of life I have left, I accomplish nothing of importance. When one comes right down to it accomplishment is not the vital thing in a life.

“As things are now, here in this town and in all the other towns and cities I have ever been in, things are a good deal in a muddle. Everywhere lives are lived without purpose. Men and women either spend their lives going in and out of the doors of houses and factories or they own houses and factories and they live their lives and find themselves at last facing death and the end of life without having lived at all.”

He kept smiling at himself and his own thoughts as he walked up and down the room and occasionally he stopped walking and made an elaborate bow to the Virgin. “I hope you are a true virgin,” he said. “I brought you into this room and into the presence of my nude body because I thought you would be that. You see, being a virgin, you cannot have anything but pure thoughts.”


IV
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QUITE OFTEN, DURING the day-time, and after the time when the nightly ceremony in his room began, John Webster had moments of fright. “Suppose,” he thought, “my wife and daughter should look through the keyhole into my room some night, and should decide to have me locked up instead of coming in here and giving me the chance I want to talk with them. As the matter stands I cannot carry out my plans unless I can get the two of them into the room without asking them to come.”

He had a keen sense of the fact that what was to transpire in his room would be terrible for his wife. Perhaps she would not be able to stand it. A streak of cruelty had developed in him. In the day-time now he seldom went to his office and when he did, stayed but a few minutes. Every day he took a long walk in the country, sat under the trees; wandered in woodland paths and in the evening walked in silence beside Natalie, also in the country. The days marched past in quiet fall splendor. There was a kind of sweet new responsibility in just being alive when one felt so alive.

One day he climbed a little hill from the top of which he could see, off across fields, the factory chimneys of his town. A soft haze lay over woodland and fields. The voices within him did not riot now, but chattered softly.

As for his daughter, the thing to be done was to startle her, if possible, into a realization of the fact of life. “I owe her that,” he thought. “Even though the thing that must happen will be terribly hard for her mother it may bring life to Jane. In the end the dead must surrender their places in life to the living. When long ago, I went to bed of that woman, who is my Jane’s mother, I took a certain responsibility upon myself. The going to bed of her may not have been the most lovely thing in the world, as it turned out, but it is a thing that was done and the result is this child, who is now no longer a child, but who has become in her physical life a woman. Having helped to give her this physical life I have now to try at least to give her this other, this inner life also.”

He looked down across the fields toward the town. When the job he had yet to do was done he would go away and spend the rest of his life moving about among people, looking at people, thinking of them and their lives. Perhaps he would become a writer. That would be as it turned out.

He got up from his seat on the grass at the top of the hill and went down along a road that would lead back to town and to his evening’s walk with Natalie. Evening would be coming on soon now. “I’ll never preach at anyone, anyhow. If by chance I do ever become a writer I’ll only try to tell people what I have seen and heard in life and besides that I’ll spend my time walking up and down, looking and listening,” he thought. 


BOOK THREE


I 
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AND ON THAT very night, after he had been seated on the hill thinking of his life and what he would do with what remained of it and after he had gone for the customary evening walk with Natalie, the doors of his room did open and his wife and daughter came in.

It was about half past eleven o’clock and for an hour he had been walking softly up and down before the picture of the Virgin. The candles were lighted. His feet made a soft cat-like sound on the floor. There was something strange and startling about hearing the sound in the quiet house.

The door leading to his wife’s room opened and she stood looking at him. Her tall form filled the door-way and her hands clutched at the sides of the door. She was very pale and her eyes were fixed and staring. “John,” she said hoarsely and then repeated the word. She seemed to want to say more, but to be unable to speak. There was a sharp sense of ineffectual struggle.

It was certain she was not very handsome as she stood there. “Life pays people out. Turn your back on life and it gets even with you. When people do not live they die and when they are dead they look dead,” he thought. He smiled at her and then turned his head away and stood listening.

It came — the sound for which he was listening. There was a stir in his daughter’s room. He had counted so much on things turning out as he wished and had even had a premonition it would happen on this particular night. What had happened he thought he understood. For more than a week now there had been this storm raging over the ocean of silence that was his wife. There had been just such another prolonged and resentful silence after their first attempt at love-making and after he had said certain sharp hurtful things to her. That had gradually worn itself out, but this new thing was something different. It could not wear itself out in that way. The thing had happened for which he had prayed. She had been compelled to meet him here, in the place he had prepared.

And now his daughter, who had also been lying awake night after night, and hearing the strange sounds in her father’s room, would be compelled to come. He felt almost gay. On that evening he had told Natalie that he thought his struggle might come to a breaking point that night and had asked her to be ready for him. There was a train that would leave town at four in the morning. “Perhaps we shall be able to take that,” he had said.

“I’ll be waiting for you,” Natalie had said and now there was his wife, standing pale and trembling, as though about to fall and looking from the Virgin between her candles to his naked body and then there was the sound of some one moving in his daughter’s room.

And now her door crept open an inch, softly, and he went at once and threw it completely open. “Come in,” he said. “Both of you come in. Go sit there on the bed together. I’ve something to say to you both.” There was a commanding ring in his voice.

There was no doubt the women were both, for the moment at least, completely frightened and cowed. How pale they both were. The daughter put her hands to her face and ran across the room to sit upright holding to a railing at the foot of the bed and still holding one hand over her eyes and his wife walked across and fell face downward on the bed. She made a continuous little moaning sound for a time and then buried her face in the bedclothes and became silent. There was no doubt both women thought him completely insane.

John Webster began walking up and down before them. “What an idea,” he thought looking down at his own bare legs. He smiled, again looking into the frightened face of his daughter. “Hito, tito,” he whispered to himself. “Now do not lose your head. You’re going to pull this off. Keep your head on your shoulders, my boy.” Some strange freak of his mind made him raise his two hands as though he were conferring some kind of blessing upon the two women. “I’m off my nut, out of my shell, but I don’t care at all,” he mused.

He addressed his daughter. “Well, Jane,” he began, speaking with great earnestness and in a clear quiet voice, “I can see you are frightened and upset by what is going on here and I do not blame you.

The truth is that it was all planned. For a week now you have been lying awake in your bed in the next room there and hearing me move about in here and in that room over there your mother has been lying. There is something I have been wanting to say to you and your mother, but as you know there has never been any habit of talk in this house.

“The truth is I have wanted to startle you and I guess I have succeeded in that.”

He walked across the room and sat on the bed between his daughter and the heavy inert body of his wife. They were both dressed in nightgowns and his daughter’s hair had fallen down about her shoulders. It was like his wife’s hair when he married her. Then her hair had been just such a golden yellow and when the sun shone on it coppery and brown lights sometimes appeared.

“I’m going away from this house to-night. I’m not going to live with your mother any more,” he said, leaning forward and looking at the floor.

He straightened his body and for a long time sat looking at his daughter’s body. It was young and slender. She would not be extraordinarily tall like her mother but would be a woman of the medium height. He studied her body carefully. Once, when she was a child of six, Jane had been ill for nearly a year and he remembered now that during that time she had been very precious to him. It was during a year when the business had gone badly and he thought he might have to go into bankruptcy at any moment, but he had managed to keep a trained nurse in the house during the whole period home from the factory at noon and went into his daughter’s room.

There was no fever. What was wrong? He had thrown the bedclothes off the child’s body and had looked at it. She was very thin then and the little bones of the body could be plainly seen. There was just the tiny bony structure over which the fair white skin was drawn.

The doctors had said it was a matter of malnutrition, that the food given the child did not nourish it, and they couldn’t find the right food. The mother had been unable to nurse the child. Sometimes during that period he stood for long minutes looking at the child whose tired listless eyes looked back at him. The tears ran from his own eyes.

It was very strange. Since that time and after she had suddenly begun to grow well and strong again he had in some way lost all track of his daughter. Where had he been in the meantime and where had she been? They were two people and they had been living in the same house all these years. What was it that shut people off from each other? He looked carefully at his daughter’s body, now clearly outlined under the thin nightgown. She had rather broad hips, like a woman’s hips, and her shoulders were narrow. How her body trembled. How afraid she was. “I am a stranger to her and it is not surprising,” he thought. He leaned forward and looked at her bare feet. They were small and well made. Sometime a lover would come to kiss them. Sometime a man would feel concerning her body as he now felt concerning the strong hard body of Natalie Swartz.

His silence seemed to have aroused his wife, who turned and looked at him. Then she sat up on the bed and he sprang to his feet and stood confronting her. “John,” she said again in a hoarse whisper as though wishing to call him back to her out of some dark mysterious place. Her mouth opened and closed two or three times like the mouth of a fish taken out of the water. He looked away and paid no more attention to her and she again put her face down among the bedclothes.

“What I wanted, long ago, when Jane was a tiny thing, was simply that life come into her and that is what I want now. That’s all I do want. That’s what I’m after now,” John Webster thought.

He began walking up and down the room again, having a sense of great leisure. Nothing would happen. Now his wife had again fallen into the ocean of silence. She would lie there on the bed and say nothing, do nothing until he had finished saying what he had to say and had gone away. His daughter was blind and dumb with fear now, but perhaps he could warm the fear out of her. “I must go about this matter slowly, take my time, tell her everything,” he thought. The frightened girl now took her hand from before her eyes and looked at him. Her mouth trembled and then a word was formed. “Father,” she said appealingly.

He smiled at her reassuringly and made a movement with his arm toward the Virgin, sitting so solemnly between the two candles. “Look up there for a moment while I talk to you,” he said.

He plunged at once into an explanation of his situation.

“There has been something broken,” he said. “It is the habit of life in this house. Now you will not understand, but sometime you will.

“For years I have not been in love with this woman here, who is your mother and has been my wife, and now I have fallen in love with another woman. Her name is Natalie and to-night, after you and I have had our talk, she and I are going away to live together.”

On an impulse he went and knelt on the floor at his daughter’s feet and then quickly sprang up again. “No, that’s not right. I am not to ask her forgiveness, I am to tell her of things,” he thought.

“Well now,” he began again, “you are going to think me insane and perhaps I am. I don’t know. Anyway my being here in this room with the Virgin and without any clothes, the strangeness of all this will make you think me insane. Your mind will cling to that thought. It will want to cling to that thought,” he said aloud. “It may turn out so for a time.”

He seemed puzzled as to how to say all the things he wanted to say. The whole matter, the scene in the room, the talk with his daughter that he had planned so carefully was going to be a harder matter to handle than he had counted on. He had thought there would be a kind of final significance in his nakedness and in the presence of the Virgin and her candles. Had he overset the stage? He wondered, and kept looking with eyes filled with anxiety at his daughter’s face. It told him nothing. She was just frightened and clinging to the railing at the foot of the bed as one cast suddenly into the sea might cling to a floating piece of wood. His wife’s body lying on the bed had a strange rigid look. Well there had for years been something rigid and cold in the woman’s body. Perhaps she had died. That would be a thing to have happen. It would be something he had not counted upon. It was rather strange, now that he came to face the problem before him, how very little the presence of his wife had to do with the matter in hand.

He stopped looking at his daughter and began walking up and down and as he walked he talked. In a calm, although slightly strained voice he began trying to explain first of all the presence of the Virgin and the candles in the room. He was speaking now to some person, not his own daughter but just a human being like himself. Immediately he felt relieved. “Well, now. That’s the ticket. That’s the way to go at things,” he thought. For a long time he went on talking and walking thus up and down. It was better not to think too much. One had to cling to the faith that the thing he had so recently found within himself and within Natalie was somewhere alive in her too. Before the morning when the whole matter between himself and Natalie began, his life had been like a beach covered with rubbish and lying in darkness. The beach was covered with old dead water-logged trees and stumps. The twisted roots of old trees stuck up into the darkness. Before it lay the heavy sluggish inert sea of life.

And then there had come this storm within and now the beach was clean. Could he keep it clean? Could he keep it clean so that it would sparkle in the morning light?

He was trying to tell his daughter Jane something about the life he had lived in the house with her and why, before he could talk to her, he had been compelled to do something extraordinary, like bringing the Virgin into his room and taking off his own body the clothes that, when he wore them, would make him seem in her eyes just the goer in and out of the house, the provider of bread and clothes for herself she had always known.

Speaking very clearly and slowly, as though afraid he would get off the track, he told her something of his life as a business man, of how little essential interest he always had in the affairs that had occupied all his days.

He forgot about the Virgin and for a time spoke only of himself. He came again to sit beside her and as he talked boldly put his hand on her leg. The flesh was cold under her thin nightgown.

“I was a young thing as you are now, Jane, when I met the woman who is your mother and who was my wife,” he explained. “You must try to adjust your mind to the thought that both your mother and I were once young things like yourself.

“I suppose your mother, when she was your age must have been very much as you are now. She would of course have been somewhat taller. I remember that her body was at that time very long and slender. I thought it very lovely then.

“I have cause to remember your mother’s body. She and I first met each other through our bodies. At first there was nothing else, just our naked bodies. We had that and we denied it. Perhaps upon that everything might have been built, but we were too ignorant or too cowardly. It is because of what happened between your mother and myself that I have brought you into my own naked presence and have brought this picture of the Virgin in here. I have a desire to in some way make the flesh a sacred thing to you.”

His voice had grown soft and reminiscent and he took his hand from his daughter’s leg and touched her cheeks and then her hair. He was frankly making love to her now and she had somewhat fallen under his influence. He reached down and taking one of her hands held it tightly.

“We met, you see, your mother and I, at the house of a friend. Although, until a few weeks ago, when I suddenly began to love another woman, I had not for years thought about that meeting, it is, at this moment, as clear in my mind as though it had happened here, in this house, to-night.

“The whole thing, of which I now want to tell you the details, happened right here in this town, at the house of a man who was at that time my friend. Now he is dead, but at that time we were constantly together. He had a sister, a year younger than himself, of whom I was fond, but although we went about together a good deal, she and I were not in love with each other. Afterward she married and moved out of town.

“There was another young woman, the very woman who is now your mother, who was coming to that house to visit my friend’s sister and as they lived at the other end of town and as my father and mother were away from town on a visit I was asked to visit there too. It was to be a kind of special occasion. The Christmas holidays were coming on and there were to be many parties and dances.

“A thing happened to me and your mother that was not at bottom so unlike the thing that has happened to you and me here to-night,” he said sharply. He had grown a little excited again and thought he had better get up and walk. Dropping his daughter’s hand he sprang to his feet and for a few minutes walked nervously about. The whole thing, the startled fear of him that kept going and coming in his daughter’s eyes and the inert silent presence of his wife, was making what he wanted to do more difficult than he had imagined it would be. He looked at his wife’s body lying silent and motionless on the bed. How many times he had seen the same body, lying just in that way. She had submitted to him long ago and had been submitting to the life in himself ever since. The figure his mind had made, ‘an ocean of silence,’ fitted her well. She had always been silent. At the best all she had learned from life was a half-resentful habit of submission. Even when she talked to him she did not really talk. It was odd indeed that Natalie out of her silence could say so many things to him while he and this woman in all their years together had said nothing really touching each other’s lives.

He looked from the motionless body of the older woman to his daughter and smiled. “I can enter into her,” he thought exultant. “She cannot shut me out of herself, does not want to shut me out of herself.” There was something in his daughter’s face that told him what was going on in her mind. The younger woman now sat looking at the figure of the Virgin and it was evident that the dumb fright that had taken such complete possession of her when she was ushered abruptly into the room and the presence of the naked man was beginning a little to loosen its grip. In spite of herself she was thinking. There was the man, her own father, moving nude like a tree in winter about the room and occasionally stopping to look at her, the dim light, the Virgin with the candles burning beneath and the figure of her mother lying on the bed. Her father was trying to tell her some story she wanted to hear. In some way it concerned herself, some vital part of herself. There was no doubt it was wrong, terribly wrong for the story to be told and for her to listen, but she wanted to hear it now.

“After all I was right,” John Webster was thinking. “Such a thing as has happened here might make or utterly ruin a woman of Jane’s age, but as it is everything will come out right. She has a streak of cruelty in her too. There is a kind of health in her eyes now. She wants to know. After this experience she will perhaps no longer be afraid of the dead. It is the dead who are forever frightening the living.”

He took up the thread of his tale as he walked up and down in the dim light.

“A thing happened to your mother and me. I went to my friend’s house in the early morning and your mother was to arrive on a train in the late afternoon. There were two trains, one at noon and the other in the afternoon about five, and as she would have to get up in the middle of the night to take the first one we all supposed she would come later. My friend and I had planned to spend the day hunting rabbits on the fields near town and we got back to his house about four.

“There would be time enough for us to bathe and dress ourselves before the guest arrived. When we got home my friend’s mother and sister had gone out and we supposed there was no one in the house but a servant. In reality the guest, you see, had arrived on the train at noon, but that we did not know and the servant did not tell us. We hurried upstairs to undress and then went downstairs and into a shed to bathe. At that time people had no bathtubs in their houses and the servant had filled two washtubs with water and had put them in the shed. After she had filled the tubs she disappeared, got herself out of the way.

“We were running about the house naked as I am doing here now. What happened was that I came naked out of that shed downstairs and climbed the stairs to the upper part of the house, going to my room. The day had grown warm and now it was almost dark.”

Again John Webster came to sit with his daughter on the bed and to hold one of her hands.

“I went up the stairs and along a hallway and opening a door went across a room to what I thought was my bed, where I had laid out the clothes I had brought that morning in my bag.

“You see what had happened was that your mother had got out of bed in her own town at midnight on the night before and when she arrived at my friend’s house his mother and sister had insisted she undress and get into bed. She had not unpacked her bag, but had thrown off her clothes and had got in between the sheets as naked as I was when I walked in upon her. As the day had turned warm she had I suppose grown somewhat restless and in stirring about had thrown the bedclothes to one side.

“She lay, you see, quite nude on the bed, in the uncertain light, and as I had no shoes on my feet I made no sound when I came in to her.

“It was an amazing moment for me. I had walked directly to the bed and there she was within a few inches of my hands as they hung by my side. It was your mother’s most lovely moment with me. As I have said she was then very slender and her long body was white like the sheets of the bed. At that time I had never before been in the presence of a woman undressed. I had just come from the bath. It was like a kind of wedding, you see.

“How long I stood there looking at her I don’t know, but anyway she knew I was there. Her eyes came up to me out of sleep like a swimmer out of the sea. Perhaps, it is just possible, she had been dreaming of me or of some other man.

“At any rate and for just a moment she was not frightened or startled at all. It was really our wedding moment, you see.

“O, had we only known how to live up to that moment! I stood there looking at her and she was there on the bed looking at me. There must have been a glowing something alive in our eyes. I did not know then all I felt, but long afterward, sometimes, when I was walking in the country or riding on a train, I thought. Well, what did I think? It was evening you see. I mean that afterward, sometimes, when I was alone, when it was evening and I was alone I looked off across hills or I saw a river making a white streak down below as I stood on a cliff. What I mean to say is that I have spent all these years trying to recapture that moment and now it is dead.”

John Webster threw out his hands with a gesture of disgust and then got quickly off the bed. His wife’s! body had begun to stir and now she lifted herself up. For a moment her rather huge figure was crouched on the bed and she looked like some great animal on all fours, sick and trying to get up and walk.

And then she did get up, putting her feet firmly on the floor and walking slowly out of the room without looking at the two people. Her husband stood with his back pressed against the wall of the room and watched her go. “Well, that’s the end of her,” he thought grimly. The door that led into her room came slowly toward him. Now it was closed. “Some doors have to be closed forever too,” he told himself.

He was still in his daughter’s presence and she was not afraid of him. He went to a closet and getting out his clothes began to dress. That he realized was a terrible moment. Well, he was playing the cards he held in his hand to the limit. He had been nude. Now he had to get into his clothes, into the clothes he had come to feel had no meaning and were altogether unlovely because the unknown hands that had fashioned them were unmoved by the desire to create beauty. An absurd notion came to him. “Has my daughter a sense of moments? Will she help me now?” he asked himself.

And then his heart jumped. His daughter Jane had done a quite lovely thing. While he jerked his clothes on hurriedly she turned and threw herself face downward on the bed, in the same position in which her mother had been but a moment before.

“I walked out of her room into the hallway,” he explained. “My friend had come upstairs and was standing in the hallway lighting a lamp that was fastened to a bracket on the wall. You can perhaps imagine the things that were going through my mind. My friend looked at me, as yet knowing nothing. You see, he did not yet know that woman was in the house, but he had seen me walk out of the room. He had just lighted the lamp when I came out and closed the door behind me and the light fell on my face. There must have been something that startled him. Later we never spoke of the matter at all. As it turned out every one was embarrassed and made self-conscious by what had occurred and what was still to occur.

“I must have walked out of the room like a man walking in sleep. What was in my mind? What had been in my mind when I stood there beside her naked body and even before that? It was a situation that might not occur again in a lifetime. You have just now seen how your mother went out of this room. You are wondering, I dare say, what is in her mind. I can tell you of that. There is nothing in her mind. She has made her mind a blank empty place into which nothing that matters can come. She has spent a lifetime at that, as I dare say most people have.

“As for that evening when I stood in the hallway, with the light of that lamp shining on me and with my friend looking and wondering what was the matter — that, after all, is what I must try to tell you about.”

He was partially dressed now and again Jane was sitting upright on the bed. He came to sit in his shirt sleeves beside her. Long afterward she remembered how extraordinarily young he looked at that moment. He seemed intent on making her understand fully everything that had happened. “Well, you understand,” he said slowly, “that although she had seen my friend and his sister before, she had never seen me. At the same time she knew I was to stay in the house during her visit. No doubt she had been having thoughts about the strange young man she was to meet and it is also true I had been having thoughts about her.

Even at the moment when I walked, thus nude, into her presence she was a living thing in my mind. And when she came up to me, out of sleep you see, before she had time to think, I was a living thing to her then. What living things we were to each other we dared understand but for a moment. I know that now, but for many years after that happened I didn’t know and was only confused.

“I was confused also when I came out into the hallway and stood before my friend. You understand that he did not yet know she was in the house.

I had to tell him something and it was like having to tell in some public way the secret of what happens between two people in a moment of love.

“It can’t be done, you understand, and so there I stood stammering and making things worse every minute. I must have had a guilty look on my face and right away I began to feel guilty, although when I was in that room standing by the bed, as I have explained, I didn’t feel guilty at all, quite the contrary in fact.

“‘I went naked into that room and stood beside the bed and that woman is in there now, all naked’

I said.—’

“My friend was of course amazed. ‘What woman?’ he asked.

“I tried to explain. ‘Your sister’s friend. She is in there naked on the bed and I went in and stood beside her. She came on the train at noon,’ I said.

“You see, I appeared to know all about everything. I felt guilty. That was what was the matter with me. I suppose I stammered and acted confused. ‘He’ll never believe it was an accident now. He’ll think I am up to something strange,’ I thought immediately. Whether he ever had all or any of the thoughts that went through my mind at that moment and of which I was in a way accusing him I never found out. I was always a stranger in that house after that moment. You see, what I had done, to have been made quite clear would have required a good deal of whispered explanation that I never offered and, even after your mother and I were married, things were never as they had been between me and my friend.

“And so I stood there stammering and he was looking at me with a puzzled startled look in his eyes. The house was very quiet and I remember how the light of the lamp, in its bracket on the wall, fell on our two naked bodies. My friend, the man who was the witness’ of that moment of vital drama in my life, is dead now. He died some eight years ago and your mother and I dressed ourselves in our best clothes and went in a carriage to his funeral and later to a graveyard to watch his body being put away into the ground, but at that moment he was very much alive and I shall always continue to think of him as he was then. We had been tramping about all day in the fields and he, like myself, had just come, you remember, from the bath. His young body was very slender and strong and it made a glowing white mark against the dark wall of the hallway, against which he stood.

“Were we both expecting something more to happen, waiting for something more to happen? We did not speak to each other again, but stood in silence. Perhaps he was only startled by my statement of what I had just, done and by something a little strange in the manner in which I had told him. Ordinarily after such an accident there would have been a kind of giggling confusion, the thing would have been passed off as a kind of secret and delicious joke, but I had killed all possibility of its being taken in that spirit by something in the way I had looked and acted when I came out to him. I was, I suppose, at the same time both too conscious and not conscious enough of the significance of what I had done.

“And so we just stood in silence looking at each other and then the door downstairs, that led to the street, opened and his mother and sister came into the house. They had taken advantage of the fact that their guest had gone to sleep and had walked to the business part of town to do some shopping.

“As for myself, what was going on within me at that moment is the hardest thing of all to explain. I had difficulty getting hold of myself, of that you may be sure. What I think now, at this moment, is that then, at that moment long ago when I stood there naked in that hallway beside my friend, something had gone out of me that I could not immediately get back.

“Perhaps when you have grown older you will understand as you cannot understand now.”

John Webster looked long and hard at his daughter who also looked at him. For both of them the story he was telling had become a rather impersonal one. The woman, who was so closely connected to them both as wife and mother, had gone quite out of the tale as she had but a few moments before gone stumbling out of the room.

“You see,” he said slowly, “what I did not then understand, could not then have been expected to understand, was that I had really gone out of myself in love to the woman on the bed in the room. No one understands that a thing of that sort may occur like a thought flashing across the mind. What I am nowadays coming to believe and would like to get fixed in your mind, young woman, is that such moments come into all lives, but that in all the millions of people who are born and live long or short lives but a few ever really come to find out what life is like. There is a kind of perpetual denial of life, you understand.

“I was dazed as I stood in the hallway outside that woman’s room long ago. There had been a flashing kind of something between the woman and myself, in the moment I have described to you, when she came up to me out of sleep. Something deep in our two beings had been touched and I could not quickly recover. There had been a marriage, something intensely personal to our two selves, and by chance it had been made a kind of public affair. I suppose it would have turned out the same way had we two been alone in the house. We were very young. Sometimes I think all the people in the world are very young. They cannot carry the fire of life when it flashes to life in their hands.

“And in the room, behind the closed door, the woman must have been having, at just that moment, some such feeling as myself. She had raised herself up and was now sitting on the edge of the bed. She was listening to the sudden silence of the house as my friend and I were listening. It may be an absurd thing to say, but it is nevertheless true that my friend’s mother and sister, who had just come into the house, were both, in some unconscious way, affected also as they stood with their coats on downstairs, also listening.

“Just then, at that moment, in the room in the darkness, the woman began to sob like a brokenhearted child. There had been a thing quite tremendous come to her and she could not hold it. To be sure the immediate cause of her weeping that way, the way in which she would have explained her grief, was shame. That was what she thought had happened to her, that she had been put into a shameful ridiculous position. She was a young girl. I dare say thoughts had already come into her mind concerning what all the others would think. At any rate I know that at the moment and afterward I was more pure than herself.

“The sound of her sobbing rang through the house and downstairs my friend’s mother and sister, who had been standing and listening as I have said, now ran to the foot of the stairway leading up.

“As for myself, I did what must have seemed to all the others a ridiculous, almost a criminal thing. I ran to the door leading into the bedroom and tearing it open ran in, slamming the door behind me. It was by this time almost completely dark in the room, but without hesitation I ran to her. She was sitting on the edge of the bed and as she sobbed her body rocked back and forth. She was, at that moment, like a slender young tree, standing in an open field, without any other trees to protect it. She was shaken as by a great storm, that’s what I mean.

“And so you see, I ran to her and threw my arms about her body.

“The thing that had happened to us before happened once again, for the last time in our lives. She gave herself to me, that’s what I am trying to say. There was another marriage. For just a moment she became altogether quiet and in the uncertain light her face was turned up to mine. From her eyes came that same look, as of one coming up to me, out of a deep buried place, out of the sea or something like that. I have always thought of the place out of which she came as the sea.

“I dare say if anyone but you heard me tell this and if I had told it to you under less strange circumstances you would only have thought me a romantic fool. ‘She was startled,’ you would say and I dare say she was. But also there was this other. Even though it was dark in the room I felt the thing glowing deep down in her and then coming up, straight up to me. The moment was unspeakably lovely. It lasted for but a fraction of a second, like the snapping of the shutter of a camera, and then it passed.

“I still held her tightly and the door opened and in the doorway stood my friend and his mother and sister. He had taken the lamp from its bracket on the wall and held it in his hand. She sat quite naked on the bed and I stood beside her, with one knee on the edge of the bed, and with my arms thrown about her.”


II 
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TEN OR FIFTEEN minutes had passed and in the interval John Webster had completed his arrangements for leaving the house and setting out with Natalie on his new adventure in life. In a short time now he would be with her and all the cords that bound him to his old life would have been cut. It was sure that, whatever happened, he would never see his wife again and perhaps he would never see again the woman, now in the room with him, who was his daughter. If the doors of life could be torn open they could also be closed. One could walk out of a certain phase of life as out of a room. There might be traces of him left behind, but he would no longer be there.

He had put on his collar and coat, arranging everything quite calmly. Also he had packed a small bag, putting in extra shirts, pajamas, toilet articles, et cetera.

During all this time his daughter sat at the foot of the bed with her face buried in the crook of her arm that hung over the railing of the bed. Was she thinking? Were voices talking within her? What was she thinking?

In the interval, when the father’s telling of the tale of his life in the house had ceased and while he was doing the necessary little mechanical things before setting out on his new way of life, there was this pregnant time of silence.

There was no doubt that, if he had become insane, the insanity within was becoming constantly more fixed, more a habit of his being. There was, taking constantly deeper and deeper roots within him, a new viewpoint of life or rather to be a bit fancy and speak of the matter more in the modern spirit, as he himself might later have done laughingly, one might say he had been permanently caught up and held by a new rhythm of life.

At any rate it is true that, long afterward, when the man sometimes spoke of the experiences of that time, what he himself said was that one, by an effort of his own, and if he would but dare let himself go, could almost at will walk in and out of various planes of life. In speaking of such matters later he sometimes gave the impression that he quite calmly believed that one, once he had acquired the talent and courage for it, that one might even go so far as to be able to walk in the air along a street at the level of the second story of houses and look in at the people going about their private affairs in the upper rooms as a certain historic man of the East is said to have once walked on the surface of the waters of a sea. It was all a part of a notion he had got fixed in his head regarding the tearing down of walls and the taking of people out of prisons.

There he was, at any rate, in his room fixing, let us say, his tie pin in his necktie. He had got out the small bag into which he put as he thought of them, the things he might need. In the next room his wife, the woman who in the process of living her life had become the large heavy inert one, was lying in silence on her bed as she had but a short while before been lying on the bed in the presence of himself and his daughter.

What dark and terrible things were in her mind? Or was her mind a blank as John Webster sometimes thought it had become?

At his back, in the same room with himself, was his daughter, in her thin nightgown and with her hair fallen down about her face and shoulders. Her body — he could see the reflection of it in the glass as he arranged the tie — was drooped and limp. The experiences of the evening had no doubt taken something out of her body, perhaps permanently. He wondered about that and his eyes in roving about the room found again the Virgin with the candles burning by her side looking calmly at the scene. It was that calmness men worshipped in the Virgin perhaps. It was a strange turn of events that had led him to bring her, the calm one, into the room, to make her a part of the whole remarkable affair. No doubt it was the calm virginal thing he was at that moment in the process of taking out of his daughter, it was the coming of that element out of her body that had left her so limp and apparently lifeless. There was no doubt he had been daring. The hand that was arranging the tie trembled a little.

Doubt came. As I have said the house was at that moment very silent. In the next room his wife, lying on the bed, made no sound. She floated in a sea of silence, as she had done ever since that other night, long before, when shame, in the form of a naked and distraught man, had embraced her nakedness in the presence of those others.

Had he in turn done the same thing to his daughter? Had he plunged her also into that sea? It was a startling and terrible thought. One did no doubt upset things by becoming insane in a sane world or sane in an insane world. Quite suddenly everything became upset, turned quite upside down.

And then it might well be true that the whole matter simply resolved itself into this — that he, John Webster, was merely a man who had become suddenly enamored of his stenographer and wanted to go and live with her and that he had found himself without the courage to do so simple a thing without making a fuss about it, without in fact an elaborate justification of himself, at the expense of these others. To justify himself he had devised this strange business of appearing nude before the young girl who was his daughter and who in reality, being his daughter, deserved the utmost consideration from him. There was no doubt but that, from one point of view, what he had done was altogether unforgivable. “After all I am still but a washing machine manufacturer in a small Wisconsin town,” he told himself, whispering the words out slowly and distinctly to himself.

That was a thing to bear in mind. Now his bag was packed and he was quite dressed and ready to set out. When the mind no longer moved forward sometimes the body took its place and made the consummation of an act once begun quite definitely unavoidable.

He walked across the room and stood for a time looking up into the calm eyes of the Virgin in the frame.

His thoughts were again like bells heard ringing across fields. “I am in a room in a house on a street in a town in the state of Wisconsin. At this moment most of the other people here in town, the people among whom I have always lived, are in bed and asleep but to-morrow morning, when I am gone, the town will be here and will move forward with its life, as it has been doing since I was a young fellow, married a woman and began living my present life.” There were these definite facts of existence. One wore clothes, ate, moved about among his fellow men and women. Certain phases of life were lived in the darkness of nights, others in the light of days. In the morning the three women who worked at his office and also the bookkeeper would appear to do their usual tasks. When, after a time, neither he nor Natalie Swartz appeared there would begin a looking from one to another. After a time whispering would begin. There would begin a whispering that would run through the town, visit all the houses, the shops, the stores. Men and women would stop on the street to speak to each other, the men speaking to other men, the women to other women. The women who were wives would be a little angry at him and the men a little envious, but the men would perhaps speak of him more bitterly than the women. That would be to cover up their own wish to break in some way the boredom of their own existence.

A smile spread itself over John Webster’s face and it was then he went to sit on the floor at his daughter’s feet and tell her the rest of the story of his married life. There was after all a kind of wicked satisfaction to be got out of his situation. As for his daughter, well, it was a fact too, that nature had made the connection between them quite inevitable. He might throw into his daughter’s lap the new aspect of life that had come to him and then, did she choose to reject it, that would be a matter for her to decide. People would not blame her. “Poor girl,” they would say, “what a shame she should have had such a man for a father.” On the other hand and if after hearing all he had to say she decided to run a little more swiftly through life, to open her arms to it, in a way of speaking, what he had done would be a help. There was Natalie whose old mother had made herself a great nuisance by getting drunk and shouting so that all the neighbors could hear and calling her hard-working daughters whores. It was perhaps absurd to think that such a mother might be giving her daughters a better chance in life than a quite respectable mother could possibly have given them and still, in a world upset, turned upside down as it were, that might be quite true too.

At any rate there was a quiet sureness in Natalie that was, even in his moments of doubt, amazingly quieting and healing to himself. “I love her and I accept her. If her old mother, by letting go of herself and shouting in the streets in a kind of drunken splendor, of abandonment, has made a clear way in which Natalie may walk, all hail to her too,” he thought, smiling at his own thoughts.

He sat at his daughter’s feet talking quietly and as he talked something within her became more quiet. She listened with constantly growing interest, looking down at him occasionally. He sat very close to her and occasionally leaned over a little and laid his cheek against her leg. “The devil! He was quite apparently making love to her too.” She did not think such a thought definitely. A subtle feeling of confidence and sureness went out of him into her. He began the tale of his marriage again.

On the evening of his youth, when his friend and his friend’s mother and sister had come into the presence of himself and the woman he was to marry, he had suddenly been overcome by the same thing that afterward left so permanent a scar on her. Shame swept over him.

Well what was he to do? How was he to explain this second running into that room and into the presence of the naked woman? It was a matter that could not be explained. A mood of desperation swept over him and he ran past the people at the door and down the hallway, this time getting into the room to which he had been assigned.

He had closed and locked the door behind him and then he dressed, hurriedly, with feverish rapidity. When he was quite dressed he came out of the room carrying his bag. The hallway was silent and the lamp had been put back into its bracket on the wall. What had happened? No doubt the daughter of the house was with the woman, trying to comfort her. His friend had perhaps gone into his own room and was at the moment dressing and no doubt thinking thoughts too. There was bound to be no end of disturbed agitated thinking in the house. Everything might have been all right had he not gone into the room that second time, but how could he ever explain that the second going was as unpremeditated as the first. He went quickly downstairs.

Below he met his friend’s mother, a woman of fifty. She stood in a doorway that led into a dining room. A servant was putting dinner on the table. The laws of the household were being observed. It was time to dine and in a few minutes the people of the house would dine. “Holy Moses,” he thought, “I wonder if she could come down here now and sit at table with myself and the others, eating food? Can the habits of existence so quickly reassert themselves after so profound a disturbance?”

He put his bag down on the floor by his feet and looked at the older woman. “I don’t know,” he began, and stood looking at her and stammering. She was confused, as every one in that house must have been confused at that moment, but there was something in her, very kindly, that gave sympathy when it could not understand. She started to speak. “It was all an accident and there is nobody hurt,” she started to say, but he did not wait to listen. Picking up the bag he rushed out of the house.

What was to be done then? He had hurried across town to his own home and it was dark and silent. His father and mother had gone away. His grandmother, that is to say, his mother’s mother, was very ill in another town and his father and mother had gone there. They might not return for several days. There were two servants employed in the house, but as the house was to be unoccupied they had been permitted to go away. Even the fires were out. He could not stay there, but would have to go to a hotel.

“I went into the house and put my bag down on the floor by the front door,” he explained, and a shiver ran through his body as he remembered the dreariness of that evening long before. It was to have been an evening of gaiety. The four young people had planned to go to a dance and in anticipation of the figure he would cut with the new girl from another town, he had, in advance, worked himself up to a state of semi-excitement. The devil! — He had counted on finding in her the something — well, what was it? — the something a young fellow is always dreaming of finding in some strange woman who is suddenly to come up to him out of nowhere and bring with her new life which she presents to him freely, asking nothing. “You see, the dream is obviously an impossible one, but one has it in youth,” he explained, smiling. All through the telling of this part of his story he kept smiling. Did his daughter understand? One couldn’t question her understanding too closely. “The woman is to come clad in shining garments and with a calm smile on her face,” he went on, building up his fanciful picture. “With what regal grace she carries herself and yet, you understand, she is not some impossible cold drawn-away thing either. There are many men standing about, all no doubt more deserving than yourself, but it is to you she comes, walking slowly, with her body all alive. She is the unspeakably beautiful Virgin, but there is something very earthy about her too. The truth is that she can be very cold and proud and drawn-away when anyone else but yourself is concerned, but in your presence the coldness all goes out of her.

“She comes toward you and her hand, that holds before her slender young body a golden tray, trembles a little. On the tray there is a box, small and cunningly wrought, and within it is a jewel, a talisman, that is for you. You are to take the jewel, set in a golden ring, out of the box and put in on your finger. It is nothing. The strange and beautiful woman has but brought it to you as a sign, before all the others, that she lays herself at your feet. When your hand reaches forward and takes the jewel from the box her body begins to tremble and the golden tray falls to the floor making a loud rattling sound. Something terrific happens to all the others who have been witnesses of the scene. Of a sudden all the people present realize that you, whom they had always thought of as just an ordinary fellow, not, to tell the truth, as worthy as themselves, well, you see, they have been made, fairly forced, to realize your true self. Of a sudden there you stand before them all in your true colors, quite revealed at last. There is a kind of radiant splendor comes out of you and fairly lights up the room where you, the woman, and all the others, the men and women of your own town you have always known and who have always thought they knew you, where they all stand looking and gasping with astonishment.

“It is a moment. The most unbelievable thing happens. There is a clock on the wall and it has been ticking, ticking, running out the span of your life and the lives of all the others. Outside the room, in which this remarkable scene takes place, there is a street with the activities of the street going on. Men and women are perhaps hurrying up and down, trains are coming in and going out of distant railroad stations, and even further away ships are sailing on many wide seas and great winds are disturbing the waters of seas.

“And suddenly all is stopped. It is a fact. On the wall the clock stops ticking, moving trains become dead and lifeless, people in the streets, who have started to say words to each other, stand now with their mouths open, on the seas winds no longer blow.

“For all life everywhere there is this hushed moment and, out of it all, the buried thing within you asserts itself. Out of the great stillness you step and take the woman into your arms. In a moment now all life can begin to move and be again, but after this moment all life forever will have been colored by this act of your own, by this marriage. It was for this marriage you and the woman were made.”

All of which is perhaps going the extreme limit of fancifulness, as John Webster was careful to explain to Jane, and yet, there he was in the upper bedroom with his daughter, brought suddenly close to the daughter he had never known until that moment, and he was trying to speak to her of his feelings at the moment when, in his youth, he had once played the part of a supreme and innocent fool.

“The house was like a tomb, Jane,” he said, and there was a break in his voice.

It was evident the old boyhood dream was not yet dead. Even now, in his maturity, some faint perfume of it floated up to him as he sat on the floor at his daughter’s feet. “The fires in the house had been out all day and outdoors it was getting colder,” he began again. “All through the house there was that kind of damp coldness that always makes one think of death. You must remember that I had been thinking, and was still thinking, of what I had done at my friend’s house as the act of an insane fool. Well, you see, our house was heated by stoves and there was a small one in my own room upstairs. I went into the kitchen, where behind the kitchen stove, in a box, kindlings were always kept, cut and ready, and taking out an armful started upstairs.

“In the hallway, in the darkness at the foot of the stairs, my leg knocked against a chair and I put the armful of kindlings down on the chair seat. I stood in the darkness trying to think and not thinking. ‘I’m going to be sick perhaps,’ I thought. My self-respect was all gone and perhaps one cannot think at such times.

“In the kitchen, above the kitchen stove, before which my mother or our servant Adaline was always standing when the house was alive and not dead as it was now, just up there, where one could see it over the women’s heads, there was a small clock and now that clock began making a sound as loud as though some one were beating on sheets of iron with big hammers. In the house next door some one was talking steadily or maybe reading aloud. The wife of the German who lived in the next house had been ill in bed for months and perhaps now he was trying to entertain her by reading some story. The words came steadily, but in a broken way too. What I mean is, that there would be a steady little run of sounds, then it would be broken and then begin again. Sometimes the voice would be raised a little, for emphasis no doubt, and that was like a kind of splash, as when the waves along a beach all, for a long time, run to the same place clearly marked on the wet sand and then there comes one wave that goes far beyond all the others and splashes against the face of a rock.

“You see perhaps the state I was in. It was, as I have said, very cold in the house and for a long time I stood in one spot, not moving at all and thinking I never wanted to move again. The voices from the distance, from the German’s house next door, were like voices coming from some hidden buried place in myself. There was one voice telling me I was a fool and that, after what had happened, I could never again hold up my head in the world, and another voice telling me I was not a fool at all, but for the time the first voice had all the best of the argument. What I did was to stand there in the cold and try to let the two voices fight it out without putting in my oar, but after a while, it may have been because I was so cold, I began to cry like a kid and that made me so ashamed I went to the front door quickly and got out of the house forgetting to put on my overcoat.

“Well, I had left my hat in the house too and there I was outside in the cold, bareheaded, and presently as I walked, keeping as much as I could in unfrequented streets, it began to snow.

“All right,” I said to myself, “I know what I’ll do. I’ll go to their house and ask her to marry me.”

“When I got there my friend’s mother was not in sight and the three younger people were sitting in the parlor of the house. I looked in through a window and then, fearing I would lose my courage if I hesitated, went boldly up and knocked on the door. I was glad anyway they had felt that after what had happened they couldn’t go to the dance and when my friend came and opened the door I said nothing, but walked directly into the room where the two girls sat.

“She was on a couch in a corner, where the light from a lamp on a table in the centre of the room fell on her but faintly, and I went directly to her. My friend had followed me into the room, but now I turned to him and his sister and asked them both to go out of the room. ‘Something has happened here to-night that can’t very well be explained and we must be left alone together for a few minutes,’ I said making a motion with my hand to where she sat on the couch.

“When they went out I followed to the door and closed it after them.

“And so there I was in the presence of the woman who was later to be my wife. There was an odd kind of droopiness to her whole person as she sat on the couch. Her body had, in a way you see, slid down from its perch on the couch and now she was lying rather than sitting. What I mean is that her body was draped on the couch. It was like a garment thrown carelessly down there. That had happened since I had come into the room. I stood before it a moment and then got down on my knees. Her face was very pale, but her eyes were looking directly into mine.

“‘I did something very strange twice this evening,’ I said, turning my face away so that I no longer looked into her eyes. Her eyes frightened and disconcerted me, I suppose. That must have been it. I had a certain speech to make and wanted to go through with it. There were certain words I was about to say, but now I know that at the same moment other words and thoughts, having nothing to do with what I was saying, were going on down within me.

“For one thing I knew my friend and his sister were at that moment standing just outside the door of the room waiting and listening.

“What were they thinking? Well, never mind that.

“What was I thinking myself? What was the woman to whom I was about to propose marriage thinking about?

“I had come to the house bareheaded, you understand, and no doubt looking a little wild. Perhaps every one in that house thought I had gone suddenly out of my mind and it may be that in fact I had.

“At any rate I felt very calm and on that evening and for all these years, up to a short time ago, when I became in love with Natalie, I’ve always been a very calm man, or at least thought I was. I have dramatized myself that way. What I suppose is that death is always a very calm thing and I must, in a way, have been committing suicide on that evening.

“There had been, in the town, a few weeks before this happened, a scandal that had got into the courts and was written about guardedly in our weekly newspaper. It concerned a case of rape. A farmer, who had employed in his household a young girl, had sent his wife off to town to buy supplies and while she was gone had got the girl into the upper part of his house and had raped her, tearing her clothes off and even beating her before he forced her to acquiesce in his desires. Later he had been arrested and brought to town where, at the very time I was kneeling on the floor before the body of my future wife, he was in jail.

“I speak of the matter because, as I knelt there, I remember now, a thought crossed my mind connecting me with the man. ‘I am also committing a rape’ something within me said.

“To the woman, who was there before me, so cold and white, I said something else.

“‘You understand that, this evening, when I first came to you naked, it was an accident,’ I said. ‘I want you to understand that, but I want you also to understand that when I came to you the second time it was not an accident. I want you to understand everything quite fully and then I want to ask you to marry me, to consent to be my wife.’

“That was what I said and after I had said it took one of her hands in mine and, without looking at her, knelt there at her feet waiting for her to speak. Perhaps had she spoken then, even in condemnation of me, everything would have been all right.

“She said nothing. I understand now why she could not, but then I did not understand. I have always, I admit, been impatient. Time passed and I waited. I was like one who has fallen from a great height into the sea and who feels himself going down and down, deeper and deeper. There is a great weight, you understand, pressing upon the man in the sea and he cannot breathe. What I suppose is that in the case of a man, falling thus into the sea, the force of his fall does after a time expend itself and he comes to a stop in his descent, and then suddenly begins again rising to the surface of the sea.

“And something of the sort happened to me. When I had been kneeling there for some little time, at her feet, I suddenly sprang up. Going to the door I threw it open and there, as I had expected, stood my friend and his sister. I must have appeared to them, at the moment, almost gay, perhaps they afterward thought it an insane gaiety. I cannot say as to that. After that evening I never went back to their house and my former friend and I began avoiding each other’s presence. There was no danger that they would tell anyone what had happened — out of respect to their guest, you understand. The woman was safe as far as their talking was concerned.

“Anyway I stood before them and smiled. ‘Your guest and I have got into a jam because of a series of absurd accidents that perhaps did not look like accidents and now I have asked her to marry me. She has not made up her mind about that,’ I said, speaking very formally and turning from them and going out of the house and to my father’s house where I quite calmly got my overcoat, my hat and my bag. ‘I’ll have to go to the hotel and stay until father and mother come home,’ I thought. At any rate I knew that the affairs of the evening would not, as I had supposed earlier in the evening, throw me into a time of illness.”
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“I DO NOT mean to say that after that evening I did think more clearly, but after that day and its adventures other days and weeks did come marching along and, as nothing specially happened as a result of what I had done, I couldn’t stay in the half exalted state I was in then.”

John Webster rolled over on the floor at his daughter’s feet and, squirming about so that he lay on his belly facing her, looked up into her face. He had his elbows on the floor and his chin rested on his two hands. There was something diabolically strange about the way youth had come into his figure and he had quite won his way with his daughter. There he was, you see, wanting nothing specially from her and he was wholeheartedly giving himself to her. For the time even Natalie was forgotten and as for his wife, in the next room lying on the bed and perhaps in her dumb way suffering as he had never suffered, to him at the moment she simply did not exist.

Well, there was the woman, who was his daughter, before him and he was giving himself to her. It is likely that at the moment he had quite forgotten she was his daughter. He was thinking now of his youth, when he was a young man, much perplexed by life, and was seeing her as a young woman who would inevitably, and as she went along through life, often be as perplexed as he had been. He tried to describe to her his feelings as a young man who had proposed to a woman who had made no answer and in whom nevertheless there was the perhaps romantic notion that he was in some queer way inevitably and finally attached to that particular woman.

“You see what I did then, Jane, is something you will perhaps find yourself doing some day and that it may be inevitable every one does.” He reached forward and taking his daughter’s bare foot in his hand drew it to him and kissed it. Then he sat quickly upright holding his knees in his arms. Something like a blush came swiftly over his daughter’s face and then she began to look at him with very serious puzzled eyes. He smiled gaily.

“And so you see, there I was, living right here in this very town and that girl to whom I had proposed marriage had gone away and I had heard nothing more from her. She only stayed at my friend’s house a day or two after I had managed to make the beginning of her visit such a startling affair.

“For a long time my father had been scolding at me because I had taken no special interest in the washing machine factory, it was supposed I was after his day to take hold of and run, and so I decided I had better do a thing called ‘settling down.’ That is to say, I made up my mind it would be better for me if I gave myself less to dreams and to the kind of gawky youthfulness that only led to my doing such unaccountable things as that second running into that naked woman’s presence.

“The truth is, of course, that my father, who in his own youth had come to a day when he had made just such another decision as I was then making, that he, for all his settling down and becoming a hard-working sensible man, hadn’t got very much for it; but I didn’t think of that at the time. Well, he wasn’t such a gay old dog as I remember him now. He had always worked pretty hard, I suppose, and every day he sat for eight or ten hours at his desk and through all the years I had known him he had been subject to attacks of indigestion, during which every one in our house had to go softly about for fear of making his head ache worse than it did. The attacks used to come on about once a month and he would come home, and mother would fix him up on a couch in our front room, and she used to heat flatirons and roll them in towels and put them on his belly, and there he would lie all day groaning, and as you may suppose, making the life of our house a gay, festive affair.

“And then, when he got all right again and only looked a little gray and drawn he would come sit at the table at meal-time with the rest of us and would talk to me about his life, as an entirely successful affair, and take it for granted I wanted just such another life.

“For some fool reason, I don’t understand now, I thought then that was just what I did want. I suppose all the time I must have wanted something else and that made me spend so much of my time having vague dreams, but not only father, but all the older men in our town and perhaps in all the other towns along the railroad east and west were thinking and talking just that same way to their sons and I suppose I got caught up by the general drift of thinking and just went into it blind, with my head down, not thinking at all.

“So there I was, a young washing machine manufacturer, and I hadn’t any woman, and since that affair at his house I didn’t see my former friend with whom I used to try to talk of the vague, but nevertheless more colorful dreams of my idle hours. After a few months father sent me out on the road to see if I couldn’t sell washing machines to merchants in small towns and sometimes I was successful and did sell some and sometimes I didn’t.

“At night in the towns I used to walk about in the streets and sometimes I did get in with a woman, with a waitress from the hotel, or a girl I had picked up on the streets.

“We walked about under the trees along the residence streets of the town and when I was lucky I sometimes induced one of them to go with me to a little cheap hotel or into the darkness of the fields at the edge of the towns.

“At such times we talked of love and sometimes I was a good deal moved, but after all not really moved.

“The whole thing started me thinking of the slender naked girl I had seen on the bed and of the look in her eyes at the moment when she came up out of sleep and her eyes met mine.

“I knew her name and address and so one day I grew bold and wrote her a long letter. You must understand that by this time I felt I had become quite a sensible fellow and so I tried to write in a sensible way.

“I remember I was sitting in the writing-room of a small hotel in an Indiana town when I did it. The desk where I sat was by a window near the town’s Main Street and, as it was evening, people were going along the street to their houses, I suppose going home to the evening meal.

“I don’t deny I grew pretty romantic. As I sat there, feeling lonely and I suppose filled with self-pity, I looked up and saw a little drama acted out in a hallway across the street. There was a rather old tumble-down building with a stairway at the side running to an upper story where it was evident some one lived, as there were white curtains at the window.

“I sat looking across at the place, and I suppose I was dreaming of the long slender body of the girl on the bed upstairs in another house. It was evening and growing dusk, you understand, and just such a light as had fallen over us at the moment we looked into each other’s eyes, at the moment when there was no one but just our two selves, before we had time to think and remember the others in that house, when I was coming out of a daydream and she was coming out of the dreams of sleep, at the moment when we accepted each other and the complete and momentary loveliness of each other — well, you see, just such a light as I had stood in and she had lain in as one might lie on the soft waters of some southern sea, just such another light was now lying over the little bare writing-room of the foul little hotel in that town and across the street a woman came down the stairway and stood in just such another light.

“As it turned out she was also tall, like your mother, but I could not see what kind or color of clothes she wore. There was some peculiarity of the light; an illusion was created. The devil! I wish I could tell of things that have happened to me without this eternal business of having everything I say seem a little strange and uncanny. One walks in a wood at evening, let us say, Jane, and one has queer fascinating illusions. The light, the shadows cast by trees, the open spaces between trees — these things create the illusions. Often the trees seem to beckon to one. Old sturdy trees look wise and you think they are going to tell you some great secret, but they don’t. One gets into a forest of young birches. What naked girlish things, running and running, free, free. Once I was in such a wood with a girl. We were up to something. Well, it had gone no further than that we had a tremendous feeling for each other at the moment. We had kissed and I remember that twice I had stopped in the half-darkness and had touched her face with my fingers — tenderly and softly, you know. She was a little dumb shy girl I had picked up on the streets of an Indiana town, a kind of free immoral little thing, such as sometimes pop up in such towns. I mean she was free with men in a kind of queer shy way. I had picked her up on the street and then, when we got out there in the wood, we both felt the strangeness of things and the strangeness of being with each other too.

“There we were, you see. We were about to — I don’t exactly know what we were up to. We were standing and looking at each other.

“And then we both looked suddenly up and there, in the path before us, was a very dignified and beautiful old man. He was wearing a robe that was caught over his shoulders, in a swaggering kind of a way, and it was spread out behind him over the floor of the forest, between the trees.

“What a princely old man! What a kingly fellow, in fact! We both saw him, both stood looking at him with eyes filled with wonder, and he stood looking at us.

“I had to go forward and touch the thing with my hands before the illusion our minds had created could be dispelled. The kingly old man was just a half-decayed old stump and the robe he wore was just the purple night shadows falling down on the floor of the forest, but our having seen the thing together made everything different between the shy little town girl and myself. What we had perhaps both intended doing couldn’t be done in the spirit in which we had approached it. I mustn’t try to tell you of that now. I mustn’t get too much off the track.

“What I am thinking is merely that such things happen. I am talking of another time and place, you see. On that other evening, as I sat in the hotel writing-room, there was just such another light, and across the street a girl, or a woman, was coming down a stairway. I had the illusion that she was nude like a young birch tree and that she was coming toward me. Her face made a grayish wavering shadow-like spot in the hallway and she was evidently waiting for some one as she kept thrusting her head out and looking up and down the street.

“I became a fool again. That’s the story, I dare say. As I sat looking and leaning forward, trying to see deeper and deeper into the evening light, a man came hurrying along the street and stopped at the stairway. He was tall like herself and when he stopped I remember that he took off his hat and stepped into the darkness holding it in his hand. There was probably something stealthy and covered-up about the love affair between the two people as the man also put his head out of the stairway and looked long and carefully up and down the street before taking the woman into his arms. Perhaps she was some other man’s wife. Anyway they stepped back a little into a greater darkness and, I thought, took each other quite completely. How much I saw and how much I imagined I’ll of course never know. At any rate the two grayish white faces seemed to float and then merge and become one grayish white spot.

“A violent tremor ran through my body. There, it seemed to me, but a few hundred feet from where I sat, now almost in complete darkness, was love finding glorious expression. Lips clung to lips, two warm bodies pressed close to each other, something altogether glorious and lovely in life, that I, by running about in the evening with the poor little girls of the town, and by trying to induce them to go with me into the fields to serve only my animal hunger — well, you see, there was a thing one might find in life that I had not found and that at the moment I thought I had failed to find because, at a great crisis, I had not found courage to go persistently toward it.”
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“AND SO YOU see I lighted a lamp in the writing-room of that hotel and forgot my supper and sat there and wrote pages and pages to the woman, and grew foolish too and confessed a lie, that I was ashamed of the thing that had happened between us some months before, and that I had only done it, that is to say, that I had only run into the room to her that second time, because I was a fool and a lot of other unspeakable nonsense.”

John Webster jumped to his feet and started to walk nervously about the room, but now his daughter became something more than a passive listener to his tale. He had walked to where the Virgin stood between the burning candles arid was moving back toward the door, that led into the hallway and down stairs, when she sprang up and running to him impulsively threw her arms about his neck. She began to sob and buried her face on his shoulder. “I love you,” she said. “I don’t care what’s happened, I love you.”


V
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AND SO THERE was John Webster in his house and he had succeeded, at least for the moment, in breaking through the wall that had separated him from his daughter. After her outburst they went and sat together on the bed, with his arm about her and her head on his shoulder. Years afterward, sometimes, when he was with a friend and was in a certain mood, John Webster occasionally spoke of that moment as having been the most important and lovely of his whole life. In a way his daughter had giver? herself to him as he had given himself to her. There had been a kind of marriage, that he realized. “I have been a father as well as a lover. Perhaps the two things cannot be differentiated. I have been one father who has not been afraid to realize the loveliness of his daughter’s flesh and to fill my senses with the fragrance of it,” was what he said.

As it turned out he might have sat thus, talking with his daughter, for another half-hour and then left the house to go away with Natalie, without any more drama, but that his wife, lying on the bed in the next room, heard her daughter’s cry of love and it must have stirred something deeply buried away in her. She got silently off the bed and going to the door opened it softly. Then she stood leaning against the door-frame and listening as her husband talked. There was a look of hard terror in her eyes. Perhaps she wanted at that moment to kill the man who had for so long a time been her husband and did not do so only because the long years of inaction and submission into life had made it impossible for her to lift an arm to strike.

At any rate she stood in silence and one might have thought that she would at any moment fall to the floor, but she didn’t. She waited and John Webster kept on talking. Now he was telling his daughter with a kind of devilish attention to details all the story of their marriage.

What had happened, at least in the man’s version of the affair, was that, after having written one letter he could not stop and wrote another on the same evening and two more on the following day.

He kept on writing letters and what he himself thought was that the letter writing had created within him a kind of furious passion of lying that, once started, couldn’t be stopped. “I began something that has been going on in me all these years,” he explained. “It is a trick one practises, this lying to oneself about oneself.” It was evident his daughter did not follow him, although she tried. He was talking now of something she had not experienced, could not have experienced, that is to say, the hypnotic power of words. Already she had read books and had been tricked by words, but there was in her no realization of what had already been done to her. She was a young girl and as, often enough, there was nothing in the life about her that seemed exciting or interesting she was thankful for the life of words and books. It was true they left one quite blank, went out of the mind leaving no trace. Well, they were created out of a kind of dream world. One had to have lived, to have experienced much of life, before one could come to the realization that just beneath the surface of ordinary everyday life there was deep and moving drama always going on. Few come to realization of the poetry of the actual.

It was evident her father had come to some such realization. Now he was talking. He was opening doors for her. It was like travelling in an old town one had thought one knew, with a marvelously inspired guide. One went in and out of old houses, seeing things as they had never been seen before. All the things of everyday life, a picture on the wall, an old chair sitting by a table, the table itself at which a man one had always known, sits smoking a pipe.

By some miracle all these things were now being invested with new life and significance.

The painter Van Gogh, who it is said killed himself in a fit of desperation because he could not gather within the limits of his canvas all the wonder and glory of the sun shining in the sky, once painted a canvas. An old chair set in an empty room. When Jane Webster grew to be a woman and had got her own understanding of life she once saw the canvas hanging in a gallery in the city of New York. There was a strange wonder of life to be got from looking at the painting of an ordinary, roughly made chair that had perhaps been owned by some peasant of France, some peasant at whose house the painter had perhaps stopped for an hour on a summer day.

It must have been a day when he was very much alive and very conscious of all the life of the house in which he sat and so he painted the chair and channeled into the painting all of the emotional reactions within himself to the people in that particular house and in many other houses he had visited.

Jane Webster was in the room with her father and his arm was about her and he was talking of something she couldn’t understand and yet she did understand too. Now he was again a young man and was feeling the loneliness and uncertainty of young manhood as she had already sometimes felt the loneliness and uncertainty of her own young womanhood. Like her father she must begin to try to understand things a little. Now he was an honest man, he was talking to her honestly. There was wonder in that alone.

In his young manhood he went about towns, getting in with girls, doing with girls a thing she had heard whispers about. That made him feel unclean. He did not feel deeply enough the thing he did with the poor little girls. His body had made love to women, but he had not. That her father knew, but she did not yet know. There was much she did not know.

Her father, then a young man, had begun writing letters to a woman into whose presence he once came quite nude as he had appeared before her but a short time before. He was trying to explain how his mind, feeling about, had alighted upon the figure of a certain woman as one towards whom love might be directed.

He sat in a room in a hotel and wrote the word “love” in black ink on a white sheet of paper. Then he went out to walk in the quiet night streets of the town. She got the picture of him now quite clearly. The strangeness of his being so much older than herself and of his being her father had gone away. He was a man and she was a woman. She wanted to quiet the clamoring voices within him, to fill the blank empty spaces. She pressed her body more closely against his.

His voice kept explaining things. There was a passion for explanation in him.

As he sat in the hotel he had written certain words on paper and putting the paper into an envelope had sent it away to a woman living in a distant place. Then he walked and walked and thought of more words and going back to the hotel wrote them out on other pieces of paper.

A thing was created within him it was hard to explain, that he had not understood himself. One walked under the stars and in quiet streets of towns under trees and sometimes, on summer evenings, heard voices in the darkness. People, men and women, were sitting in the darkness on the porches of houses. There was an illusion created. One sensed in the darkness somewhere a deep quiet splendor of life and ran toward it. There was a kind of desperate eagerness. In the sky the stars shone more splendidly because of one’s thoughts. There was a little wind and it was like the hand of a lover touching the cheeks, playing in one’s hair. There was something lovely in life one must find. When one was young one could not stand still, but must go toward it. The writing of the letters was an effort to go toward the thing. It was an effort to find footing in the darkness on strange winding roads.

And so John Webster had, by his letter writing, done a strange and false thing to himself and to the woman who was later to be his wife. He had created a world of unrealities. Would he and the woman be able to live together in that world?
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IN THE SEMI-DARKNESS of the room, as the man talked to his daughter trying to make her understand an intangible thing, the woman who had been his wife for so many years and out of whose body had come the younger woman who now sat close to her husband, began also to try to understand. After a time, and being unable to stand longer, she managed, without attracting the attention of the others, to slip to the floor. She let her back slide down along the frame of the door and her legs turned sideways under her heavy body. In the position into which she had got she was uncomfortable and her knees hurt, but she did not mind. There was in fact a kind of satisfaction to be got from physical discomfort.

One had lived for so many years in a world that was now and before one’s very eyes being destroyed. There was something wicked and ungodly in this business of defining life too sharply. Certain things should not be spoken of. One moved dimly through a dim world not asking too many questions. If there was death in silence, then one accepted death. What was the use of denial? One’s body got old and heavy. When one sat on the floor the knees hurt. There was something unbearable in this notion that a man, with whom one had lived so many years of life and whom one had accepted quite definitely as a part of the machinery of life, should suddenly become something else, should become this terrible questioner, this raker-up of forgotten things.

If one lived behind a wall one preferred life behind the wall. Behind the wall the light was dim and did not hurt the eyes. Memories were shut out. The sounds of life grew faint and indistinct in the distance. There was something barbaric and savage in all this business of breaking down walls, making cracks and gaps in the wall of life.

There was a struggle going on within the woman, Mary Webster, also. A queer sort of new life came and went in her eyes. Had a fourth person at that moment come into the room he might have been more conscious of her than of the others.

There was something terrible in the way her husband John Webster had set the stage for the battle that was now to go on within her. The man was after all a dramatist. The business of buying the picture of the Virgin and the candles, the making of this little stage upon which a drama was to be played out; there was an unconscious art expression in all this.

Perhaps he had outwardly intended nothing of the sort, but with what devilish certainty he had worked. The woman now sat in a half-darkness on the floor. Between her and the burning candles was the bed on which the two others sat, one talking, the other listening. All the floor of the room, near where she sat was in heavy black shadows. She had put one hand out against the door-frame to help support herself.

The candles on their high place flickered as they burned. The light fell only on her shoulders, her head, and her upraised arm and hand.

She was almost submerged in a sea of darkness. Now and then, from sheer weariness her head fell forward and there was an effect of sinking completely into the sea.

Still her arm was upraised and her head came back again to the surface of the sea. There was a slight rocking movement to her body. She was like an old boat, half water-logged, lying in the sea. Little fluttering waves of light seemed playing over her heavy white upraised face.

Breathing was somewhat difficult. Thinking was somewhat difficult. One had gone along for years without thinking. It was better to lie quietly in a sea of silence. The world was quite right in excommunicating those who disturbed the sea of silence. Mary Webster’s body quivered a little. One might kill, but had not the strength to kill, did not know how to kill. Killing was a business one had to learn too.

It was unbearable, but one had at times to think. Things happened. A woman married a man and then found, quite suddenly, she had not married him. The world was getting strange unacceptable notions about marriage. Daughters should not be told such things as her husband was now telling their daughter. Could the mind of a young virginal girl be raped, by her own father, into consciousness of unspeakable things in life? If such things were permitted what would become of all decent orderly living of lives? Virginal girls should find out nothing about life until the time came to live the things they must, being women, finally accept.

In every human body there is a great well of silent thinking always going on. Outwardly certain words are said, but there are other words being said at the same time down in the deep hidden places. There is a deposit of thoughts, of unexpressed emotions. How many things thrown down into the deep well, hidden away in the deep well!

There is a heavy iron lid clamped over the mouth of the well. When the lid is safely in place one gets on all right. One goes about saying words, eating food, meeting people, conducting affairs, accumulating money, wearing clothes, one lives an ordered life.

Sometimes at night, in dreams, the lid trembles, but no one knows about that.

Why should there be those who desire to tear the lids off the wells, to break through the walls? Things had better be left as they are. Those who disturb the heavy iron lids should be killed.

The heavy iron lid over the deep well that was within the body of Mary Webster was trembling violently. It danced up and down. The dancing light from the candles was like the little playful waves on the surface of a calm sea. It met in her eyes another kind of dancing light.

On the bed John Webster talked freely and easily. If he had set the stage he had also given himself the talking rôle in the drama that was to be played out upon it. His own thought had been that everything that happened on that evening was directed toward his daughter. He had even dared to think he might be able to re-channel her life. Her young life was like a river that was still small and made but a slight murmuring sound as it ran through quiet fields. One might still step across the stream that was later, and when it had taken other streams into itself, to become a river. One might venture to throw a log across the stream, to start it off in a quite different direction. The whole thing was a daring, a quite reckless thing to do, but one could not quite escape some such action.

Now he had dismissed from his mind the other woman, his former wife, Mary Webster. He had thought when she went out of the bedroom she had finally walked off the stage. There had been satisfaction in seeing her go. He had really, in all their life together, never made a contact with her. When he thought her gone from the field of his own life he felt relieved. One could breathe more deeply, talk more freely.

He thought of her as having gone off the stage, but she had come back. He still had her to deal with too.

In Mary Webster’s mind memories were awakening. Her husband was telling the story of his marriage, but she did not hear his words. A story began to tell itself within her, beginning far back on a day in her own young womanhood.

She had heard the cry of love for a man come out of her daughter’s throat and the cry had stirred something within her so deeply that she had come back into the room where her husband and daughter sat together on the bed. Once there had been that same cry within another young woman, but for some reason it had never got itself out, past her lips. At the moment when it might have come from her, at that moment long ago when she lay naked on a bed and looked into the eyes of a young naked man something, a thing people called shame, had come between her and the getting of that glad cry past her lips.

Her mind now wearily went back over the details of the scene. An old railroad journey was retravelled.

Things were tangled. First she lived in one place and then, as though pushed into the act by a hand she could not see, she went on a visit to another place.

The journey there was taken in the middle of the night and, as there were no sleeping cars on the train, she had to sit in a day-coach through several hours of darkness.

Outside the car window there was darkness, broken now and then when the train stopped for a few minutes at some town in Western Illinois or Southern Wisconsin. There was a station building with a lamp fastened to the outer wall and sometimes but a solitary man, bundled in a coat and perhaps pushing a truck piled with trunks and boxes along a station platform. At some of the towns people got aboard the train and at others people got off and went away into the darkness.

An old woman who carried a basket in which there was a black and white cat came to sit in the seat with her and after she had got off at one of the stations an old man took her place.

The old man did not look at her, but kept muttering words she could not catch. He had a ragged gray moustache that hung down over his shrunken lips and he continually stroked it with a bony old hand. The words he said in an undertone were muttered behind the hand.

The young woman of that railroad journey, taken long ago, had, after a time, fallen into a half-waking, half-sleeping state. Her mind had run ahead of her body to her journey’s end. A girl she had known at school had invited her for a visit and there had been several letters written back and forth. Two young men would be in the house all during the time of the visit.

One of the young men she had already seen. He was her friend’s brother and had once come on a visit to the school where the two girls were students.

What would the other young man be like? It was curious how many times she had already asked herself that question. Now her mind was making fanciful pictures of him. The train ran through a country of low hills. Dawn was coming. It would be a day of gray cold clouds. Snow threatened. The muttering old man of the gray moustache and the bony hand had got off the train.

The half-awake eyes of the tall slender young woman looked out over low hills and long stretches of flat land. The train crossed a bridge over a river. She slipped into sleep and was jerked out again by the starting or stopping of the train. Across a distant field a young man was walking in the gray morning light.

Had she dreamed there was a young man going across a field beside the train or had she actually seen such a man? In what way was he connected with the young man she was to meet at her journey’s end?

It was a little absurd to think the young man in the field could be of flesh and blood. He walked at the same pace the train was going stepping lightly over fences, going swiftly through the streets of towns, passing like a shadow through strips of dark woodland.

When the train stopped he also stopped and stood looking at her and smiling. One almost felt he could go into one’s body and come out smiling thus. The idea was strangely sweet too. Now he walked for a long time on the surface of the waters of a river alongside which the train was running.

And all the time he looked into her eyes, darkly, when the train passed through a forest and it was dark inside the train, with a smile in his eyes when they came out again into the open country. There was something in his eyes that invited, called to her. Her body grew warm and she stirred uneasily in the car seat.

The trainmen had built a fire in a stove at the end of the car and all the doors and windows were closed. Evidently it was not going to be such a cold day after all. It was unbearably hot in the car.

She got out of her seat and, clutching at the edges of other seats, made her way to the end of the car where she opened a door and stood for a time looking at the flying landscape.

The train came to the station where she was to get off and there, on the station platform, was her girl friend, come to the station on the odd chance she would come on that train.

And then she had gone with her friend into the strange house and her friend’s mother had insisted she go to bed and sleep until evening. The two women kept asking how it had happened she had come on that train and as she could not explain she became a little embarrassed. It was true there was another and faster train she might have taken and had the entire ride in the day-time.

There had just been a kind of feverish desire to get out of her own town and her mother’s house. She had been unable to explain that to her own people. One couldn’t tell one’s mother and father she just wanted to get out. In her own home there had been a confusion of questions about the whole matter. Well, there she was, being driven into a corner and asked questions that couldn’t be answered. She had a hope that her girl friend would understand and kept hopefully saying to her what she had said over and over rather senselessly at home. “I just wanted to do it. I don’t know, I just wanted to do it.”

In the strange house she had got into bed to sleep, glad to escape the annoying question. When she awoke they would have forgotten the whole matter. Her friend had come into the room with her and she wanted to dismiss her quickly, to be alone for a time. “I’ll not unpack my bag now. I think I’ll just undress and crawl in between the sheets. It’s going to be warm anyway,” she explained. It was absurd. Well she had looked forward to something quite different on her arrival, laughter, young men standing about and looking a little self-conscious. Now she only felt uncomfortable. Why did people keep asking why she had got up at midnight and taken a slow train instead of waiting until morning? One wanted sometimes, just to be a fool about little things, and not to have to give explanations. When her friend went out of the room she threw off all her clothes and got quickly into bed and closed her eyes. It was another foolish notion she had, her wanting to be naked. Had she not taken the slow uncomfortable train she would not have had the fancy about the young man walking beside the train in the fields, through the streets of towns, through forests.

It was good to be naked sometimes. There was the feel of things against one’s skin. If one could only have the joyful feeling of that more often. One could sink into a clean bed, sometimes, when one was tired and sleepy and it was like getting into the firm warm arms of some one who could love and understand one’s foolish impulses.

The young woman in the bed slept and in her sleep was again being carried swiftly along through the darkness. The woman with the cat and the old man who muttered words did not appear again, but many other people came and went through her dream-world. There was a swift tangled march of strange events. She went forward, always forward toward something she wanted. Now it approached. A great eagerness took possession of her.

It was strange that she wore no clothes. The young man who walked so swiftly through fields had reappeared, but she had not noticed before that he also did not wear clothes.

The world had grown dark. There was a dusky darkness.

And now the young man had stopped going swiftly forward and like herself was silent. They both hung suspended in a sea of silence. He was standing and looking directly into her eyes. He could go within her and come out again. The thought was infinitely sweet.

She lay in a soft warm darkness and her flesh was hot, too hot. “Some one has foolishly built a fire and has forgotten to open the doors and windows,” she thought vaguely.

The young man, who was now so close to her, who was standing silently so close to her and looking directly into her eyes, could make everything all right. His hands were within a few inches of her body. In a moment they would touch, bring cool peace into her body, into herself too.

There was a sweet peace to be got by looking directly into the young man’s eyes. They were glowing in the darkness like little pools into which one could cast oneself. A final and infinite peace and joy could be got by casting oneself into the pools.

Could one stay thus, lying quietly in the soft warm dark pools? One had got into a secret place, behind a high wall. Outside voices cried— “Shame! Shame!” When one listened to the voices the pools became foul loathsome places. Should one listen to the voices or should one close the ears, close the eyes? The voices beyond the wall became louder and louder — crying, “Shame! Be ashamed!” To listen to the voices brought death. Did closing one’s ears to the voices bring death too?


VII 
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JOHN WEBSTER WAS telling a story. There was a thing he himself wanted to understand. Wanting to understand things was a new passion, come to him. What a world he had lived in always and how little he had wanted to understand it. Children were being born in towns and on farms. They grew up to be men and women. Some of them went to colleges, others, after a few years in the town or country schools, got out into life, married perhaps, got jobs in factories or shops, went to church on Sundays or to a ball game, became parents of children.

People everywhere told things, talked of things they thought interested them, but no one told truths. At school there was no attention paid to truth. What a tangle of other and unimportant things. “Two and two make four. If a merchant sell three oranges and two apples to a man and oranges are to be sold at twenty-four cents per dozen and apples at sixteen, how much does the man owe the merchant?”

An important matter indeed. Where is the fellow going with the three oranges and two apples? He is a small man in brown boots and has his cap stuck on the side of his head. There is a peculiar smile playing around his mouth. The sleeve of his coat is torn. What did that? The cuss is singing a song under his breath. Listen:

 

“Diddle de di do, 

Diddle de di do, 

Chinaberries grow on a Chinaberry tree.

Diddle de di do.”

 

What in the name of the bearded men, who came into the queen’s bed-chamber when the king of Rome was born, does he mean by that? What is a Chinaberry tree?

John Webster talked to his daughter, sat with his arm about her talking, and back of him, and unseen, his wife struggled and fought to put back into its place the iron lid one should always keep tightly clamped down on the opening of the well of unexpressed thoughts within oneself.

There was a man who had come naked into her naked presence in the dusk of the late afternoon of a day long ago. He had come in to her and had done a thing to her. There had been a rape of the unconscious self. That had been in time forgotten or forgiven, but now he was doing it again. He was talking now. Of what was he talking? Were there not things of which one never talked? For what purpose the deep well within oneself except that it be a place into which one could put the things that must not be talked about?

Now John Webster was trying to tell the whole story of his attempt at love-making with the woman he had married.

The writing of letters containing the word “love,” had come to something. After a time, and when he had sent off several such letters written in the hotel writing-rooms, and just when he was beginning to think he would never get an answer to one of them and might as well give the whole matter up, an answer had come. Then there had burst from him a flood of letters.

He was still then going about from town to town trying to sell washing machines to merchants, but that only took a part of each day. There was left the late afternoons, mornings when he arose early and sometimes went for a walk along the streets of one of the towns before breakfast, the long evenings and the Sundays.

He was full of unaccountable energy all through that time. It must have been because he was in love. If one were not in love one could not feel so alive. In the early mornings, and in the evenings as he walked about, looking at houses and people, every one suddenly seemed close to him. Men and women came out of houses and went along the streets, factory whistles blew, men and boys went in and out at the doors of factories.

He was standing by a tree on a strange street of a strange town in the evening. In a nearby house a child cried and a woman’s voice talked to it in low tones. His fingers gripped the bark of the tree. He wanted to run into the house where the child was crying, to take the child out of its mother’s arms and quiet it, to kiss the mother perhaps. What a thing it would be if he could only go along a street shaking men by the hand, putting his arms about the shoulders of young girls.

He had extravagant fancies. There might be a world in which there were new and marvelous cities. He went along imagining such cities. For one thing the doors to all the houses were wide open. Everything was clean and neat. The sills to the doors of the houses had been washed. He walked into one of the houses. Well, the people had gone out, but on the chance some such fellow as himself would wander in they had set out a little feast on a table in one of the rooms downstairs. There was a loaf of white bread with a carving knife lying beside it so that one could cut off slices, cold meats, little squares of cheese, a decanter of wine.

He sat alone at the table to eat, feeling very happy, and after his hunger had been satisfied carefully brushed away the crumbs and fixed everything nicely. Some other fellow might come along later and wander into the same house.

The fancies young Webster had during that period of his life filled him with delight. Sometimes he stopped in his night walks along dark residence streets and stood looking up at the sky and laughing.

There he was in a world of fancies, in a place of dreams. His mind plunged him back into the house he had visited in his dream-world. What curiosity there was in him in regard to the people who lived there. It was night, but the place was lighted. There were little lamps one could pick up and carry about. There was a city, wherein each house was a feasting place and this was one of the houses and in its sweet depths things other than the belly could be fed.

One went through the house feeding all the senses. The walls had been painted with strong colors that had now faded and become soft and mellow with age. The time had passed in America when people continually built new houses. They built houses strongly and then stayed in them, beautified them slowly and with a sure touch. One would perhaps rather be in such a house in the day-time when the owners were at home, but it was fine to be there alone at night too.

The lamp held above one’s head threw dancing shadows on the walls. One went up a stairway into bedrooms, wandered in halls, came down the stairs again and putting the lamp back into its place passed out at the open front door.

How sweet to linger on the front steps for a moment, having more dreams. What of the people who lived in the house? In one of the bedrooms upstairs he had fancied he knew that a young woman slept. Had she been in the bed and asleep and had he walked in on her, what would have happened?

Might there be in the world, well, one might as well say in some world of the fancy — perhaps it would take too much time for an actual people to create such a world — but might there not be a people, in the world of one’s fancy, a people who had really developed the senses, people who really smelled, saw, tasted, felt things with their fingers, heard things with their ears? One could dream of such a world. It was early evening and for several hours one did not have to go back to the little dirty town hotel.

Some day there might be a world inhabited by people who lived. There would be, then, an end of continual mouthings about death. People would take life up firmly like a filled cup and carry it until the time came to throw it away over the shoulder with a gesture. They would realize that wine was made to drink, food to eat and nourish the body, the ears to hear all manner of sounds, the eyes to see things.

Within the bodies of such people what unknown senses might there not be developed? Well, it might very well be that a young woman, such as John Webster was trying to fancify into existence, that on such evenings such a young woman might be lying quietly in a bed in an upper chamber of one of the houses along the dark street. One went in at the open door of the house and taking up the lamp went to her. One could fancy the lamp itself as a thing of beauty too. There was a small ring-like arrangement through which one slipped the finger. One wore the lamp like a ring on the finger. The little flame of it was like a jewel shining in the darkness.

One went up the stairs and softly into the room where the woman was lying on the bed. One held the lamp above one’s head. Its light shone into one’s eyes and into the eyes of the woman. There was a long slow time when the two just remained so, looking at each other.

There was a question being asked. “Are you for me? Am I for you?” People had developed a new sense, many new senses. People saw with their eyes, smelled with their nostrils, heard with their ears. The deeper-lying, buried-away senses of the body had been developed too. Now people could accept or dismiss one another with a gesture. There was no more slow starvation of men and women. Long lives did not have to be lived during which one knew, and then but faintly, a few halfgolden moments.

There was something about all this having fancies closely connected with his marriage and with his life since his marriage. He was trying to make that clear to his daughter but it was difficult.

There had been that moment once, when he had gone into the upper room of a house and had found a woman lying before him. There had been a question come suddenly and unexpectedly into his own eyes and it had found a quick eager answer in hers.

And then — the devil, it was hard to get things straight! In some way a lie had been told. By whom? There had been a poison he and the woman had breathed together. Who had blown the cloud of poison vapor into the air of that upper bed-chamber?

The moment had kept coming back into the mind of the young man. He walked in streets of strange towns having thoughts of coming into the upper bed-chamber of a new kind of womanhood.

Then later he went to the hotel and sat for hours writing letters. To be sure he did not write out the fancies he had been having. O, had he but had the courage to do that! Had he but known enough to do that!

What he did was to write the word “love,” over and over rather stupidly. “I went walking and I thought of you and I loved you so. I saw a house I liked and I thought of you and me living in it as man and wife. I am sorry I was so stupid and blundering when I saw you that other time. Give me another chance and I will prove my ‘love’ to you.”

What a betrayal! It was John Webster himself who had, in the end, poisoned the wells of truth at which he and the woman would have to drink as they went along the road toward happiness.

He hadn’t been thinking of her at all. He had been thinking of the strange mysterious woman lying in the upper bed-chamber in the city of the land of his fancy.

Everything got started wrong and then nothing could be set straight again. One day a letter came from her and then, after writing a great many other letters, he went to her town to see her.

There was a time of embarrassment and then the past was apparently forgotten. They went to walk together under the trees in a strange town. Later he wrote more letters and came to see her again. One night he asked her to marry him.

The very devil! He didn’t even take her into his arms when he asked her. There was a kind of fear involved in the whole matter. “I’d better not after what happened before. I’ll wait until we’re married. Things will be different then.” One had a notion. It was that after marriage one became something quite different from what one had been before and that the beloved one also became something quite different.

And so he had managed to get married, having that notion, and he and the woman had set out together upon a wedding trip.

John Webster held his daughter’s body closely against his own and trembled a little. “I had some notion in my head that I had better go slow,” he said. “You see, I had already frightened her once. ‘We’ll go slow here,’ I kept saying to myself; ‘well, she doesn’t know much about life, I’d better go pretty slow.’”

The memory of the moment of his marriage stirred John Webster profoundly.

The bride was coming down a stairway. Strange people stood about. All the time, down inside the strange people, down inside all people everywhere, there was thinking going on of which no one seemed aware.

“Now you look at me, Jane. I’m your father. I was that way. All these years, while I’ve been your father, I’ve been just like that. “Something happened to me. A lid was jerked off something somewhere in me. Now, you see, I stand, as though on a high hill and look down into a valley where all my former life has been lived. Quite suddenly, you understand, I know all the thoughts I’ve been having all of my life.

“You’ll hear it said. Well, you’ll read it in books and stories people write about death. ‘At the moment of death he looked back and saw all his life spread out before him.’ That’s what you’ll read.

“Ha! That’s all right, but what about life? What about the moment, when, having been dead, one comes back into life?”

John Webster had got himself excited again. He took his arm from about his daughter’s shoulder and rubbed his hands together. A slight shivering sensation ran through his body and through the body of his daughter. She did not understand what he was saying, but in a queer sense that did not matter. They were, at the moment deeply in accord. This having one’s whole being suddenly become alive, after years of a kind of partial death, was a strain. One had to get a kind of new balance to the body and mind. One felt very young and strong and then suddenly old and tired. Now one was carrying his life forward as one might carry a filled cup through a crowded street. All the time one had to remember, to keep in mind, that there must be a certain relaxation to the body. One must give and swing with things a little. That must always be borne in mind. If one became rigid and tense at any time, except at the moment when one cast one’s body into the body of one’s beloved, one’s foot stumbled or one knocked against things and the filled cup one carried was emptied with an awkward gesture.

Strange thoughts kept coming into the mind of the man as he sat on the bed with his daughter trying to get himself in hand. One might very easily become one of the kind of people one saw everywhere about, one of the kind of people whose empty bodies went walking everywhere in towns and cities and on farms, “one of the kind of people whose life is an empty cup,” he thought and then a more majestic thought came and steadied him. There was something he had heard or read about sometime. What was it? “Arouse not up or awaken my love ‘til he please,” a voice within him said.

Again he began the telling of the story of his marriage.

“We went off on our wedding trip to a farmhouse in Kentucky, went there in the sleeping car of a train at night. I kept thinking about going slow with her, kept telling myself all the time I’d better go slow so that night she slept in a lower berth while I crept into the one above. We were going on a visit to a farm owned by her uncle, by her father’s brother, and we got to the town, where we were to get off the train, before breakfast in the morning.

“Her uncle was waiting with a carriage at the station and we drove off at once to this place in the country where we were to visit.”

John Webster told with great attention to details the story of the arrival of the two people at the little town. He had slept but little during the night and was very aware of everything going on about him. There was a row of wooden store buildings that led up from the station and, within a few hundred yards, it became a residence street and then a country road. A man in his shirt sleeves walked along the sidewalk on one side the street. He was smoking a pipe, but as the carriage passed he took the pipe out of his mouth and laughed. He called to another man who stood before the open door of a store on the opposite side of the street. What strange words he was saying. What did they mean? “Make it fancy, Eddie,” he called.

The carriage containing the three people drove quickly along. John Webster had not slept during the night and there was a kind of straining at something within him. He was all alive, eager. Her uncle on the front seat was a large man, like her father, but living as he did out of doors had made the skin of his face brown. He also had a gray moustache. Could one get acquainted with him? Would one ever be able to say intimate confidential things to him?

For that matter would one ever be able to say intimate confidential things to the woman one had married? The truth was that all night his body had been aching with anticipation of a coming love-making. How odd that one did not speak of such matters when one had married women out of respectable families in respectable Illinois manufacturing towns. At the wedding every one must have known. That was no doubt what the young married men and women were smiling and laughing about, behind the walls, as it were.

There were two horses hitched to the carriage and they went soberly and steadily along. Now the woman who had become John Webster’s bride, was sitting up, very straight and tall on the seat beside him and she had her hands folded in her lap. They were nearing the edge of town and a boy came out at the front door of a house and stood on a little porch staring at them with blank questioning eyes. There was a large dog asleep beneath a cherry tree beside another house a little further along. He let the carriage get almost past before he moved. John Webster watched the dog. “Shall I get up from this comfortable place and make a fuss about that carriage or shall I not?” the dog seemed to be asking himself. Then he sprang up and racing madly along the road began barking at the horses. The man on the front seat struck at him with the whip. “I suppose he made up his mind he had to do it, that it was the proper thing to do,” John Webster said. His bride and her uncle both looked at him with questioning eyes. “Eh, what’s that? What’d you say?” the uncle asked, but got no answer. John Webster felt suddenly embarrassed. “I was only speaking of the dog,” he said presently. One had to make some kind of explanation. The rest of the ride was taken in silence.

It was late on that same afternoon that the thing to which he had been looking forward with so much hope and doubt came to a kind of consummation.

Her uncle’s farmhouse, a large comfortable white frame building, stood on the bank of a river in a narrow green valley and hills rose up before and behind it. In the afternoon young Webster and his bride walked past the barn, back of the house, and got into a lane that ran beside an orchard. Then they crawled over a fence and crossing a field got into a wood that led up the hillside. There was another meadow above and then another wood that covered the top of the hill quite completely.

It was a warm day and they tried to talk as they went along, but did not succeed very well. Now and then she looked at him shyly, as though to say, “The road we are thinking of taking in life is very dangerous. Are you quite sure you are a safe guide?”

Well he had felt her questioning and was in doubt about the answer to be made. It would have been better no doubt had the question been asked and answered long ago. When they came to a narrow path in the wood, he let her walk ahead and then he could look at her quite boldly. There was fear in him too. “Our self-consciousness is going to make us muddle everything,” he thought. It was hard to remember whether he really had thought anything so definite at that time. He was afraid. Her back was very straight and once when she stooped to pass under the limb of an overhanging tree, her long slender body going down and up made a very lovely gesture. A lump came into his throat.

He tried to keep his mind fixed on little things. There had been rain a day or two before and little mushrooms grew beside the path. In one spot there was a whole army of them, very graceful and with their ‘caps touched with tender splashes of color. He picked one of them. How strangely pungent to the nostrils. He wanted to eat it, but she was frightened and protested. “Don’t,” she said. “It may be a poison one.” For a moment it seemed they might, after all, get acquainted. She looked directly at him. It was odd. They had not yet called each other endearing names. They did not address each other by any name at all. “Don’t eat it,” she said. “All right, but isn’t it tempting and lovely?” he answered. They looked at each other for a moment and then she blushed, after which they went on again along the path.

They had got out upon the hill where they could look back over the valley and she sat with her back against a tree. Spring had passed, but, as they walked through the wood, there had been, on all sides, a sense of new growth springing up. Little green, pale green things were just pushing their way up from among the dead brown leaves and out of the black ground and on trees and bushes there was a sense of new growth too. Were new leaves coming or had the old leaves but begun to stand up a little straighter and more firmly because they had been refreshed? It was a thing to think about too, when one was puzzled and had before one a question wanting answering that one could not answer.

They were on the hill now and as he lay at her feet he did not need to look at her, but could look down across the valley. She might be looking at him and having thoughts just as he was, but that was her own affair. One did well enough to have one’s own thoughts, straighten out one’s own matters. The rain that had freshened everything had stirred up many new smells in the wood. How fortunate there was no wind. The smells were not blown away, but were lying low, like a soft blanket over everything. The ground had a fragrance of its own and with it was blended the fragrance of decaying leaves and of animals too. There was a path along the top of the hill along which sheep sometimes went. Little piles of sheep-droppings were lying in the hard path back of the tree where she sat. He did not turn to look, but knew they were there. The sheep-droppings were like marbles. It was good to feel that within the compass of his love of smells he could include all life, even the excretions of life. Somewhere in the wood there was a kind of flowering tree. It couldn’t be far away. The fragrance from it mingled with all the other smells floating over the hillside. The trees were calling to the bees and insects who were answering with mad eagerness. They flew swiftly along, in the air over John Webster’s head, over her head too. One put off other things to play with’ thoughts. One pitched little thoughts into the air idly, like boys at play, pitched and then caught them again. After a while, when the proper time came, there would be a crisis come into the lives of John Webster and the woman he had married, but now one played with thoughts. One pitched the thoughts into the air and caught them again.

People went about knowing the fragrance of flowers and a few other things, spices and the like, they had been told by the poets were fragrant. Could walls be erected about smells too? Was there not a Frenchman once who wrote a poem regarding the fragrance of the armpits of women? Was that something he had heard talked about among the young men at school or was it just a fool idea that had come into his own head?

The thing was to get the sense of the fragrance of all things, of earth, plants, peoples, animals, insects, all together in the mind. One could weave a golden mantle to spread over the earth and over people. The strong animal smells, taken with the smell of pine trees and all such heavy odors, would give the mantle strength to wear well. Then upon the basis of that strength one could turn one’s fancy loose. Now was the time for all the minor poets to come running. On the solid basis John Webster’s fancy had built, they could weave all manner of designs, using all the smells their less sturdy nostrils dare receive, the smell of violets growing beside woodland paths, of little fragile mushrooms, of honey dripping from the sacks under the bellies of insects, of the hair of maidens fresh come from the bath.

After all John Webster, a man of the middle age, was sitting on a bed with his daughter talking of an experience of his youth. In spite of himself he was giving the tale of that experience a curiously perverted twist. No doubt he was lying to his daughter. Had that young man on the hillside, in the long ago, had the many and complicated feelings with which he was now endowing him?

Now and then he stopped talking and shook his head while a smile played across his face.

“How firmly now things were arranged between himself and his daughter. There was no doubt a miracle had been wrought.”

He even fancied she knew he was lying, that he was throwing a certain mantle of romance over the experience of his young manhood, but he fancied she knew also that it was only by lying to the limit he could come at truth.

Now one was back in fancy on the hillside again. There was an opening among the trees and through this one looked, seeing the whole valley below. There was a large town down the river somewhere, not the town where he and his bride had got off the train, but a much larger one with factories. Some people had come up the river in boats from the town and were preparing to have a picnic in a grove of trees, upstream and across the river from her uncle’s house.

There were both men and women in the party and the women had on white dresses. It was charming to watch them moving in and out among the green trees and one of them came down to the river’s edge and, putting one foot in a boat that was drawn up on the bank, and with the other on the bank itself, she leaned over to fill a pitcher with water. There was the woman and her reflection in the water, seen faintly, even from this distance. There was a going together and a coming apart. The two white figures opened and closed like a delicately tinted shell.

Young Webster on the hill had not looked at his bride and they were both silent, but he was becoming almost insanely excited. Was she thinking the thoughts he was thinking? Had her nature also opened itself, as had his?

It was becoming impossible to keep things straight in the mind. What was he thinking and what was she thinking and feeling? Far away in the wood across the river the white figures of women were moving about among trees. The men of the picnic party, with their darker clothes could no longer be discerned. One no longer thought of them. The white-clad women’s figures were being woven in and out among the sturdy upstanding trunks of the trees.

There was a woman on the hill behind him and she was his bride. Perhaps she was having just such thoughts as himself. That must be true. She was a woman and young and she would be afraid, but there came a time when fear must be put aside. One was a male and at the proper time went toward the female and took her. There was a kind of cruelty in nature and at the proper time that cruelty became a part of one’s manhood.

He closed his eyes and rolling over to his belly got to his hands and knees.

If one stayed longer lying quietly at her feet there would be a kind of insanity. Already there was too much anarchy within. “At the moment of death all of life passes before a man.” What a silly notion. “What about the moment of the coming of life?”

He was on his knees like an animal, looking at the ground, not yet looking at her. With all the strength of his being he tried to tell his daughter of the meaning of that moment in his life.

“How shall I say how I felt? Perhaps I should have been a painter or a singer. My eyes were closed and within myself were all the sights, sounds, smells, feeling of the world of the valley into which I had been looking. Within myself I comprehended all things.

“Things came in flashes, in colors. First there were the yellows, the golden shining yellow things, not yet born. The yellows were little streaks of shining color buried down with the dark blues and blacks of the soil. The yellows were things not yet born, not yet come into the light. They were yellow because they were not yet green. Soon the yellows would combine with the dark colors in the earth and spring forth into a world of color.

There would be a sea of color, running in waves, splashing over everything. Spring would come, within the earth, within myself too.”

Birds were flying in the air over a river, and young Webster, with his eyes closed, crouched before the woman, was himself the birds in the air, the air itself, and the fishes in the river below. It seemed to him now that if he were to open his eyes and look back, down into the valley, he could see, even from that great distance, the movements of the fins of fishes in the waters of the river far below.

Well he had better not open his eyes now. Once he had looked into a woman’s eyes and she had come to him like a swimmer coming up out of the sea, but then something had happened to spoil everything. He crept toward her. Now she had begun to protest. “Don’t,” she said, “I’m afraid.” It would not do to stop now. There was a time came when one must not stop. He threw his arms out, took her protesting and crying into his arms.


VIII 
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“WHY MUST ONE commit rape, rape of the conscious, rape of the unconscious?”

John Webster sprang up from beside his daughter and then whirled quickly about. A word had come out of the body of his wife sitting unobserved on the floor behind him. “Don’t,” she said and then, after opening and closing her mouth twice, ineffectually, repeated the word. “Don’t, don’t,” she said again. The words seemed to be forcing themselves through her lips. Her body lumped down there on the floor had become just a strangely misshapen bundle of flesh and bones.

She was pale, of a pasty paleness.

John Webster had jumped off the bed as a dog, lying asleep in the dust of a roadway, might have leaped out of the path of a rapidly moving vehicle.

The devil! His mind was jerked back into the present swiftly, violently. A moment before he had been with a young woman on a hillside above a wide sun-washed valley and had been making love to her. The love-making had not been a success. It had turned out badly. There had been a tall slender girl who had submitted her body to a man, but who had been all the time terribly frightened and beset by a sense of guilt and shame. After the love-making she had cried, not with an excess of tenderness, but because she had felt unclean. They had walked down the hillside later and she had tried to tell him how she felt. Then he also had begun to feel mean and unclean. Tears had come into his own eyes. He had thought she must be right. What she said almost every one said. After all man was not an animal. Man was a conscious thing trying to struggle upward out of animalism. He had tried to think everything out that same night as he, for the first time, lay in bed beside his wife, and he had come to certain conclusions. She was no doubt right in her belief that there were certain impulses in men that had better be subjected to the power of the will. If one just let oneself go one became no better than a beast.

He had tried hard to think everything out clearly. What she had wanted was that there be no love-making between them except for the purpose of breeding children. If one went about the business of bringing children into the world, making new citizens for the state and all that, then one could feel a Certain dignity in love-making. She had tried to explain how humiliated and mean she had felt that day when he had come into her naked presence. For the first time they had talked of that. It had been made ten times, a thousand times worse because he had come the second time and the others had seen him. The clean moment of their relationship was denied with determined insistence. After that had happened she could not bear to remain in the company of her girl friend and, as for her friend’s brother — well, how could she ever look into his face again? Whenever he looked at her he would be seeing her not properly clothed as she should be, but shamelessly naked and on a bed with a naked man holding her in his arms. She had been compelled to get out of the house, go home at once, and of course, when she got home, every one wondered what had happened that her visit had come to such an abrupt end. The trouble was that when her mother was questioning her, on the day after her arrival home, she suddenly burst into tears.

What they thought after that she did not know. The truth was that she had begun to be afraid of every one’s thoughts. When she went into her bedroom at night she was almost ashamed to look at her own body and had got into the habit of undressing in the darkness. Her mother was always dropping remarks. “Did your coming home so suddenly have anything to do with the young man in that house?”

After she had come home, and because she began to feel so ashamed of herself in the presence of other people, she had decided she would join a church, a decision that had pleased her father, who was a devout church member. The whole incident had in fact drawn her and her father closer together. Perhaps that was because, unlike her mother, he never bothered her with embarrassing questions.

Anyway she had made up her mind that if she ever married she would try to make her marriage a pure thing, based on comradeship, and she had felt that after all she must marry John Webster if he ever repeated his proposal of marriage. After what had happened that was the only right thing for them both to do and now that they were married it would be right also for them to try and make up for the past by leading clean pure lives and trying never to give way to the animal impulses that shocked and frightened people.

John Webster was standing facing his wife and daughter and his mind had gone back to the first night in bed with his wife and to the many other nights they had spent together. On that first night, long ago, when she lay talking to him, the moonlight came in through a window and fell on her face. She had been very beautiful at the moment. Now that he no longer approached her, afire with passion, but lay quietly beside her, with her body drawn a little away and with his arm about her shoulders, she was not afraid of him and occasionally put up her hand and touched his face.

The truth was that he had got the notion into his head that there was in her a kind of spiritual power divorced altogether from the flesh. Outside the house, along the river banks, frogs were calling their throaty calls and once in the night some strange weird call came out of the air. That must have been some night bird, perhaps a loon. The sound wasn’t a call, really. It was a kind of wild laugh. From another part of the house, on the same floor there came the sound of her uncle’s snoring.

The two people had slept little. There was so much to say. After all they were hardly acquainted. What he thought at the time was that she wasn’t a woman after all. She was a child. Something dreadful had happened to the child and he was to blame and now that she was his wife he would try hard to make everything all right. If passion frightened her he would subdue his passions. A thought had got into his head that had stayed there for years. It was that spiritual love was stronger and purer than physical love, that they were two different and distinct things. He had felt quite exalted when that notion came. He wondered now, as he stood looking down at the figure of his wife, what had happened that the notion at one time so strong in him, had not enabled him or her to get happiness together. One said the words and then, after all, they did not mean anything. They were trick words of the sort that were always fooling people, forcing people into false positions. He had come to hate such words. “Now I accept the flesh first, all flesh,” he thought vaguely, still looking down at her. He turned and stepped across the room to look in a glass. The flame of the candles made light enough so that he could see himself quite distinctly. It was a rather puzzling notion, but the truth was, that every time he had looked at his wife during the last few weeks he had wanted to run at once and look at himself in a glass. He had wanted to assure himself of something. The tall slender girl who had once lain beside him in a bed, with the moonlight falling on her face, had become the heavy inert woman now in the room with him, the woman who was at this moment crouched on the floor in the doorway at the foot of the bed. How much had he become like that?

One didn’t escape animalism so easily. Now the woman on the floor was so much more like an animal than himself. Perhaps the very sins he had committed, his shamefaced running off sometimes to other women in the cities, had saved him. “That would be a pronouncement to throw into the teeth of the good pure people if it were true,” he thought with a quick inner throb of satisfaction.

The woman on the floor was like a heavy animal that had suddenly become very ill. He stepped back to the bed and looked at her with a queer impersonal light in his eyes. She had difficulty holding up her head. The light from the candles, cut off from her submerged body by the bed itself shone full on her face and shoulders. The rest of her body was buried in a kind of darkness. His mind remained the alert swift thing it had been ever since he had found Natalie. In a moment now he could do more thinking than he had done before in a year. If he ever became a writer, as he sometimes thought maybe he would, after he had gone away with Natalie, he would never want for things to write about. If one kept the lid off the well of thinking within oneself, let the well empty itself, let the mind consciously think any thoughts that came to it, accepted all thinking, all imaginings, as one accepted the flesh of people, animals, birds, trees, plants, one might live a hundred or a thousand lives in one life. To be sure it was absurd to go stretching things too much, but one could at least play with the notion that one could become something more than just one individual man and woman living one narrow circumscribed life. One could tear down all walls and fences and walk in and out of many people, become many people. One might in oneself become a whole town full of people, a city, a nation.

The thing to bear in mind however now, at this moment, was the woman on the floor, the woman whose voice had, but a moment before called out again the word her lips had always been saying to him.

“Don’t! Don’t! Let’s not, John! Not now, John!” What persistent denial, of himself, perhaps of herself, too, there had been.

It was rather absurdly cruel how impersonal he felt toward her. It was likely few people in the world ever realized what depths of cruelty lay sleeping within themselves. All the things that came out of the well of thinking within oneself, when one jerked off the lid, were not easy to accept as a part of oneself.

As for the woman on the floor, if one let one’s fancy go, one could stand as he was now doing, looking directly at the woman, and could think the most absurdly inconsequential thoughts.

For one thing one could have the fancy that the darkness in which her body was submerged, because of the accident that the light from the candles did not fall on it, was the sea of silence into which she had, all through these years, been sinking herself deeper and deeper.

And the sea of silence was just another and fancier name for something else, for that deep well within all men and women, of which he had been thinking so much during the last few weeks.

The woman who had been his wife, all people for that matter, spent their entire lives sinking themselves deeper and deeper into that sea. If one wanted to let oneself get more and more fancy about the matter, indulge in a kind of drunken debauch of fancy, as it were, one could in a half playful mood jump over some invisible line and say that the sea of silence into which people were always so intent on sinking themselves was in reality death. There was a race toward the goal of death between the mind and body and almost always the mind arrived first.

The race began in childhood and never stopped until either the body or mind had worn itself out and stopped working. Every one carried about, all the time, within himself life and death. There were two Gods sitting on two thrones. One could worship either, but in general mankind had preferred kneeling before death.

The god of denial had won the victory. To reach his throne-room one went through long hallways of evasion. That was the road to his throne-room, the road of evasion. One twisted and turned, felt one’s way in the darkness. There were no sudden and blinding flashes of light.

John Webster had got a notion regarding his wife. It was sure the heavy inert woman, now looking up into his face from the darkness of the floor, unable to speak to him, had little or nothing to do with a slender girl he had once married. For one thing how utterly unlike they were physically. It wasn’t the same woman at all. He could see that. Anyone who had looked at the two women could see that they had really nothing physically in common. But did she know that, had she ever thought of that, had she been, in any but a very superficial way, aware of the changes that had taken place in her? He decided she had not. There was a kind of blindness common to almost all people. The thing called beauty, men sought in woman, and that women, although they did not speak of it so often, were also looking for in men wasn’t a thing that remained. When it existed at all it came to people only in flashes. One came into the presence of another and the flash came. How confusing that was. Strange things like marriages followed. “Until death do us part.” Well, that was all right too. One had to try to get things straight if one could. When one clutched at the thing called beauty in another, death always came, bobbing its head up too.

How many marriages among peoples! John Webster’s mind was flying about. He stood looking at the woman who, although they had separated long before — they had really and irrevocably separated one day on a hill above a valley in the state of Kentucky — was still in an odd way bound to him, and there was another woman who was his daughter in the same room. The daughter stood beside him. He could put out his hand and touch her. She was not looking at himself or her mother, but at the floor. What was she thinking? What thoughts had he stirred up in her? What would be the result to her of the events of the night? There were things he couldn’t answer, that he had to leave on the knees of the gods.

His mind was racing, racing. There were certain men he had always been seeing in the world. Usually they belonged to a class known as fellows with shaky reputations. What had happened to them? There were men who walked through life with a certain easy grace of manner. In some way they were beyond good and evil, stood outside the influences that made or unmade other men. John Webster had seen a few such men and had never been able to forget them. Now they passed, as in a procession, before his mind’s eyes.

There was an old man with a white beard who carried a heavy walking stick and was followed by a dog. He had broad shoulders and walked with a certain stride. John Webster had encountered the man once, as he himself drove on a dusty country road. Who was the fellow? Where was he going? There was about him a certain air. “Go to the devil then,” his manner seemed to say. “I’m a man walking here. Within me there is kingship. Go prattle of democracy and equality if you will, worry your silly heads about a life after death, make up little lies to cheer your way in the darkness, but get out of my way. I walk in the light.”

It might be all just a silly notion, what John Webster was now thinking about an old man he had once met walking on a country road. It was certain he remembered the figure with extraordinary sharpness. He had stopped his horse to gaze after the old man, who had not even bothered to turn and look at him. Well the old man had walked with a kingly stride. Perhaps that was the reason he had attracted John Webster’s attention.

Now he was thinking of him and a few other such men he had seen during his life. There was one, a sailor who had come down to a wharf in the city of Philadelphia. John Webster was in that city on business and having nothing to do one afternoon had gone down to where the ships were loaded and unloaded. A sailing vessel, a brigantine, lay at the wharf, and the man he had seen came down to it. He had a bag over his shoulder, containing perhaps his sea clothes. He was no doubt a sailor, about to sail before the mast on the brigantine. What he did was simply to come to the vessel’s side, throw his bag aboard, call to another man who put his head out at a cabin door, and turning walked away.

But who had taught him to walk like that? The old Harry! Most men, and women too, crept through life like sneaks. What gave them the sense of being such underlings, such dogs? Were they constantly besmearing themselves with accusations of guilt and, if that was it, what made them do it?

The old man in the road, the sailor walking off along a street, a negro prize fighter he had once seen driving an automobile, a gambler at the horse races in a Southern city, who walked wearing a loud checkered vest before a grandstand filled with people, a woman actress he had once seen coming out at the stage entrance of a theatre, reprobates all perhaps and all walking with the stride of kings.

What had given such men and women this respect for themselves? It was apparent respect for self must be at the bottom of the matter. Perhaps they hadn’t at all the sense of guilt and shame that had made of the slender girl he had once married the heavy inarticulate woman now squatted so grotesquely on the floor at his feet. One could imagine some such person as he had in mind saying to himself, “Well, here I am, you see, in the world. I have this long or short body, this brown or yellow hair. My eyes are of a certain color. I eat food, I sleep at night. I shall have to spend the whole of my life going about among people in this body of mine. Shall I crawl before them or shall I walk upright like a king? Shall I hate and fear my own body, this house in which I must live, or shall I respect and care for it? Well, the devil! The question is not worth answering. I shall take life as it offers itself. For me the birds shall sing, the green spread itself over the earth in the spring, for me the cherry tree in the orchard shall bloom.”

John Webster had a fanciful picture of the man of his fancy going into a room. He closed the door. A row of candles stood on a mantle above a fireplace. The man opened a box and took from it a silver crown. Then he laughed softly and put the crown on his own head. “I crown myself a man,” he said.

 

It was amazing. One was in a room looking at a woman who had been one’s wife, and one was about to set out on a journey and would not see her again. Of a sudden there was a blinding rush of thoughts. One’s fancy played far and wide. One seemed to have been standing in one spot thinking thoughts for hours, but in reality only a few seconds had passed since the voice of his wife, calling out that word, “don’t,” had interrupted his own voice telling a tale of an ordinary unsuccessful marriage.

The thing now was to keep his daughter in mind. He had better get her out of the room now. She was moving toward the door to her own room and in a moment would be gone. He turned away from the white-faced woman on the floor and watched his daughter. Now his own body was thrust between the bodies of the two women. They could not see each other.

There was a story of a marriage he had not finished, would never finish telling now, but in time his daughter would come to understand what the end of the story must inevitably be.

There was something that should be thought of now. His daughter was going out of his presence. Perhaps he would never see her again. One continually dramatized life, made a play of it. That was inevitable. Every day of one’s life consisted of a series of little dramas and one was always casting oneself for an important part in the performance. It was annoying to forget one’s lines, not to walk out upon the stage when one had got one’s cue. Nero fiddled when Rome was burning. He had forgotten what part he had assigned to himself and so fiddled in order not to give himself away. Perhaps he had intended making an ordinary politician’s speech about a city rising again from the flames.

Blood of the saints! Would his daughter walk calmly out of the room without turning at the door? What had he yet intended saying to her? He was growing a little nervous and upset.

His daughter was standing in the doorway leading to her own room, looking at him, and there was a kind of intense half-insane mood in her as all evening there had been in him. He had infected her with something out of himself. After all there had been what he had wanted, a real marriage. After this evening the younger woman could never be what she might have been, had this evening not happened. Now he knew what he wanted for her. Those men, whose figures had just visited his fancy, the race-track man, the old man in the road, the sailor on the docks, there was a thing they had got hold of he had wanted her to have hold of too.

Now he was going away with Natalie, with his own woman, and he would not see his daughter again. She was a young girl yet, really. All of womanhood lay before her. “I’m damned. I’m crazy as a loon,” he thought. He had suddenly a ridiculous desire to begin singing a silly refrain that had just come into his head.

 

Diddle de di do, 

Diddle de di do, 

Chinaberries grow on a Chinaberry tree.

Diddle de di do.

 

And then his fingers, fumbling about in his pockets, came upon the thing he had unconsciously been looking for. He clutched it, half convulsively, and went toward his daughter, holding it between his thumb and finger.

 

On the afternoon of the day, on which he had first found his way in at the door of Natalie’s house, and when he had become almost distracted from much thinking, he had found a bright little stone on the railroad track near his factory.

When one tried to think his way along a too difficult road one was likely, at any moment, to get lost. One went up some dark lonely road and then, becoming frightened, one became at the same time shrill and distracted. There were things to be done, but one could do nothing. For example, and at the most vital moment in life, one might spoil everything by beginning to sing a silly song. Others would throw up their hands. “He’s crazy,” they would say, as though such a saying ever meant anything at all.

Well, once before, he had been, as he was now, at just this moment. Too much thinking had upset him. The door of Natalie’s house had been opened and he had been afraid to enter. He had planned to run away from her, go to the city and get drunk and write her a letter telling her to go away to where he would not have to see her again. He had thought he preferred to walk in loneliness and darkness, to take the road of evasion to the throne-room of the god Death.

And at the moment all this was going on his eye had caught the glint of a little green stone lying among all the gray meaningless stones in the gravel bed of a railroad track. That was in the late afternoon and the sun’s rays had been caught and reflected by the little stone.

He had picked it up and the simple act of doing so had broken a kind of absurd determination within him. His fancy, unable at the moment to play over the facts of his life, had played over the stone. A man’s fancy, the creative thing within him, was in reality intended to be a healing thing, a supplementary and healing influence to the working of the mind. Men sometimes did a thing they called, “going it blind,” and at such moments did the least blind acts of their whole lives. The truth was that the mind working alone was but a one-sided, maimed thing.

“Hito, tito, there’s no use my trying to become a philosopher.” John Webster was stepping toward his daughter who was waiting for him to say or do something that had not yet been done. Now he was quite all right again. Some minute re-adjustment had taken place inside himself as it had on so many other occasions within the last few weeks.

Something like a gay mood had come over him. “In one evening I have managed to plunge pretty deeply down into the sea of life,” he thought.

He became a little vain. There he was, a man of the middle class, who had lived all his life in a Wisconsin industrial town. But a few weeks before he had been but a colorless fellow in an almost altogether colorless world. For years he had been going along, just so, day after day, week after week, year after year, going along streets, passing people in the streets, picking his feet up and setting them down, thump thump, eating food, sleeping, borrowing money at banks, dictating letters in offices, going along, thump thump, not daring to think or feel much of anything at all.

Now he could think more thoughts, have more fancies, while he took three or four steps across a room toward his daughter, than he had sometimes dared do in a whole year of his former life. There was a picture of himself in his fancy now that he liked.

In the fanciful picture he had climbed up to a high place above the sea and had taken off his clothes. Then he had run to the end of a cliff and had leaped off into space. His body, his own white body, the same body in which he had been living all through these dead years, was now making a long graceful arched curve against a blue sky.

That was rather nice too. It made a picture for the mind to take hold of and it was pleasant to think of one’s body as making sharp striking pictures.

He had plunged far down into the sea of lives, into the clear warm still sea of Natalie’s life, into the heavy salt dead sea of his wife’s life, into the swiftly running young river of life that was in his daughter Jane.

“I’m a great little mixer-up of figures of speech, but at the same time I’m a great little swimmer in seas,” he said aloud to his daughter.

Well, he had better be a little careful too. Her eyes were becoming puzzled again. It would take a long time for one, living with another, to become used to the sight of things jerked suddenly up out of the wells of thought within oneself and he and his daughter would perhaps never live together again.

He looked at the little stone held so firmly between his thumb and finger. It would be better to keep his mind fastened upon that now. It was a small, a minute thing, but one could fancy it looming large on the surface of a calm sea. His daughter’s life was a river running down to the sea of life. She would want something to which she could cling when she had been cast out into the sea. What an absurd notion. A little green stone would not float in the sea. It would sink. He smiled knowingly.

There was the little stone held before him, in his extended hand. He had picked it up on a railroad track one day and had indulged in fancies concerning it and the fancies had healed him. By indulging in fancies concerning inanimate objects, one in a strange way glorified them. For example a man might go to live in a room. There was a picture in a frame on a wall, the walls of a room, an old desk, two candles under a Virgin, and a man’s fancy made the place a sacred place. All the art of life perhaps consisted in just letting the fancy wash over and color the facts of life.

The light from the two candles under the Virgin fell on the stone he held before him. It was about the size and shape of a small bean and was dark green in color. In certain lights its color changed swiftly. There was a flash of yellow green as of new grown things just coming out of the ground and then that faded away and the stone became altogether a dark lusty green, as of the leaves of oak trees in the late summer, one could fancy.

How clearly John Webster had remembered everything now. The stone he had found on the railroad track had been lost by a woman who was travelling west. The woman had worn it among other stones in a brooch at her throat. He remembered how his imagination had created her at the moment.

Or had it been set in a ring and worn on her finger?...’

Things were a bit mixed. Now he saw the woman quite clearly, as he had seen her in fancy once before, but she was not on a train, but was standing on a hill. It was winter and the hill was coated with a light blanket of snow and below the hill, in a valley, was a wide river covered with a shining sheet of ice. A man, a middle-aged, rather heavy-looking man stood beside the woman and she was pointing at something in the distance. The stone was set in a ring worn on the extended finger.

Now everything became very clear to John Webster. He knew now what he wanted. The woman on the hill was one of the strange people, like the sailor who had come down to the ship, the old man in the road, the actress coming out of the stage door of the theatre, one of the people who had crowned themselves with the crown of life.

He stepped to his daughter and, taking her hand, opened it and laid the little stone on her palm. Then he carefully closed her fingers until her hand was a fist.

He smiled, a knowing little smile and looked Into her eyes. “Well, now Jane, it’s pretty hard to tell you what I’m thinking,” he said. “You see, there are a lot of things in me I can’t get out without time and now I’m going away. I want to give you something.”

He hesitated. “This stone,” he began again, “it’s something for you to cling to perhaps, yes, that’s it. In moments of doubt cling to it. When you become almost distracted and do not know what to do hold it in your hand.”

He turned his head and his eyes seemed to be taking in the room slowly, carefully, as though not wanting to forget anything that made a part of the picture in which he and his daughter were now the central figures.

“As a matter of fact,” he began again, “a woman, a beautiful woman might, you see, hold many jewels in her hand. She might have many loves, you see, and the jewels might be the jewels of experience, the challenges of life she had met, eh?”

John Webster seemed to be playing some fanciful game with his daughter, but now she was no longer frightened, as when she had first come into the room, or puzzled as she had been but a moment before. She was absorbed in what he was saying. The woman crouched on the floor behind her father was forgotten.

“There’s one thing I shall have to do before I go away. I’ve got to give you a name for this little stone,” he said, still smiling. Opening her hand again he took it out and went and stood for a moment holding it before one of the candles. Then he returned to her and again put it into her hand.

“It is from your father, but he is giving it to you at the moment when he is no longer being your father and has begun to love you as a woman. Well, I guess you’d better cling to it, Jane. You’ll need it, God knows. If you want a name for it call it the ‘Jewel of Life,’” he said and then, as though he had already forgotten the incident he put his hand on her arm and pushing her gently through the door closed it behind her.


IX
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THERE STILL REMAINED something for John Webster to do in the room. When his daughter had gone he picked up his bag and went out into the hallway as though about to leave without more words to the wife, who still sat on the floor with her head hanging down, as though unaware of any life about her.

When he had got into the hallway and had closed the door he set his bag down and came back. As he stood within the room, with the knob still held in his hand, he heard a noise on the floor below. “That’s Katherine. What’s she doing up at this time of the night?” he thought. He took out his watch and went nearer the burning candles. It was fifteen minutes to three. “We’ll catch the early morning train at four all right,” he thought.

There was his wife, or rather the woman who for so long a time had been his wife, on the floor at the foot of the bed. Now her eyes were looking directly at him. Still the eyes had nothing to say. They did not even plead with him. There was in them something that was hopelessly puzzled. If the events that had transpired in the room that night had torn the lid off the well she carried about within herself she had managed to clamp it back on again. Now perhaps the lid would never again stir from its place. John Webster felt peculiarly like he fancied an undertaker might feel on being called at night into the presence of a dead body.

“The devil! Such fellows perhaps had no such feelings.” Quite unconscious of what he was doing he took out a cigarette and lit it. He felt strangely impersonal; like one watching a rehearsal for some play in which one is not particularly interested. “It’s a time of death all right,” he thought. “The woman is dying. I can’t say whether or not her body is dying but there’s something within her that has already died.” He wondered if he had killed her, but had no sense of guilt in the matter.

He went to stand at the foot of the bed and, putting his hand on the railing, leaned over to look at her.

It was a time of darkness. A shiver ran through his body and dark thoughts like flocks of blackbirds flew across the field of his fancy.

“The devil! There’s a hell too! There’s such a thing as death, as well as such a thing as life,” he told himself. Here was however an amazing and quite interesting fact too. It had taken a long time and much grim determination for the woman on the floor before him to find her way along the road to the throne-room of death. “Perhaps no one, while there is life within him to lift the lid, ever becomes quite submerged in the swamp of decaying flesh,” he thought.

Thoughts stirred within John Webster that had not come to his mind in years. As a young man in college he must really have been more alive than he knew at the time. Things he had heard discussed by other young men, fellows who had a taste for literature, and that he had read in the books, the reading of which were a part of his duties, had all through the last few weeks been coming back to his mind. “One might almost think I had followed such things all my life,” he thought.

The poet Dante, Milton, with his “Paradise Lost,” the Hebrew poets of the older Testaments, all such fellows must at some time in their lives have seen what he was seeing at just this moment.

There was a woman on the floor before him and her eyes were looking directly into his. All evening there had been something struggling within her, something that wanted to come out to him and to her daughter. Now the struggle was at an end. There was surrender. He kept looking down at her with a strange fixed stare in his own eyes.

“It’s too late. It didn’t work,” he said slowly. He did not say the words aloud, but whispered them.

A new thought came. All through his life with this woman there had been a notion to which he had clung. It had been a kind of beacon that now he felt had from the first led him into a false trail. He had in some way picked up the notion from others about him. It was peculiarly an American notion, always being indirectly repeated in newspapers, magazines and books. Back of it was an insane, wishy-washy philosophy of life. “All things work together for good. God’s in his Heaven, all’s right with the world. All men are created free and equal.”

“What an ungodly lot of noisy meaningless sayings drummed into the ears of men and women trying to live their lives!”

A great disgust swept over him. “Well, there’s no use my staying here any longer. My life in this house has come to an end,” he thought.

He walked to the door and when he had opened it turned again. “Good night and good bye,” he said as cheerfully as though he were just leaving the house in the morning for a day at the factory.

And then the sound of the door closing made a sharp jarring break in the silence of the house.


BOOK FOUR


I 
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THE SPIRIT OF death was no doubt lurking in the Webster house. Jane Webster felt its presence. She had suddenly been made aware of the possibility of feeling, within herself, many unspoken, unannounced things. When her father had put his hand on her arm and had pushed her back into the darkness behind the closed door of her own room, she had gone directly to her bed and had thrown herself down on top of the bed covers. Now she lay clutching the little stone he had given her. How glad she was to have that something to clutch. Her fingers pressed against it so that it had already become imbedded in the flesh of her palm. If her life had been, until this evening, a quiet river, running down through fields toward the sea of life, it would be that no more. Now the river had come into a dark stony country. It ran now along rocky passageways, between high dark cliffs. What things might not now happen to her on the morrow, on the day after to-morrow. Her father was going away with a strange woman. There would be a scandal in the town. All her young women and men friends would look at her with a question in their eyes. Perhaps they would pity her. Her spirit rose up and the thought made her squirm with anger. It was odd, but it was nevertheless true, that she had no particular feeling of sympathy for her mother. Her father had managed to bring himself close to her. In a queer way she understood what he was going to do, why he was doing it. She kept seeing the naked figure of the man striding up and down before her. There had always, since she could remember, been in her a kind of curiosity regarding men’s bodies.

Once or twice, with young girls she knew well, there had been talk of the matter, guarded, half frightened talk. “A man was so and so. It was quite dreadful what happened when one grew up and got married.” One of the girls had seen something. There was a man lived near her, on the same street, and he wasn’t always careful about pulling the shade to his bedroom window. One summer afternoon the girl was in her room, lying on her bed, and the man came into his room and took off all his clothes. He was up to some foolishness. There was a looking glass and he pranced up and down before it. He must have been pretending he was fighting the man he saw reflected in the glass as he kept advancing and receding and making the funniest movements with his body and arms. He lunged and scowled and struck out with his fists and then jumped back, as though the man in the glass had struck at him.

The girl on the bed had seen everything, all the man’s body. At first she thought she would run out of the room and then she made up her mind to stay. Well, she didn’t want her mother to know what she had seen so she got up softly and crept along the floor to lock the door, so that her mother or a servant could not come suddenly in. What the girl had thought was that one had to find out things sometime and might as well take the chance that offered. It was dreadful and she had been unable to sleep for two or three nights after it happened but just the same she was glad she had looked. One couldn’t always be a ninny and not know anything.

As Jane Webster lay on the bed with her fingers pressed down upon the stone her father had given her, the girl, talking of the naked man she had seen in the next house, seemed very young and unsophisticated. She felt a kind of contempt for her. As for herself, she had been in the actual presence of a naked man and the man had been seated beside her and had put his arm about her. His hands had actually touched the flesh of her own body. In the future, whatever happened, men would not be to her as they had been, and as they were to the young women who had been her friends. Now she would know about men as she hadn’t before and would not be afraid of them. Of that she was glad. Her father’s going away with a strange woman and the scandal that would no doubt spring up in the town might ruin the quiet security in which she had always lived but there had been much gained. Now the river that was her life was running through dark passageways. It would perhaps be plunged down over sharp jutting rocks.

It is, to be sure, false to credit Jane Webster with such definite thoughts although later, when she remembered that evening her own mind would begin to build a tower of romance about it. She lay on her bed clutching the little stone and was frightened but at the same time strangely glad.

Something had been torn open, perhaps the door out into life for her. There was a feeling of death in the Webster house but in her was a new sense of life and a glad new feeling of being unafraid of life.

 

Her father went down the stairway and into the dark hallway below, carrying his bag and thinking of death too.

Now there was no end to the elaboration of thinking that went on within John Webster. In the future he would be a weaver, weaving designs out of threads of thought. Death was a thing, like life, that came to people suddenly, that flashed in upon them. There were always the two figures walking through towns and cities, going in and out of houses, in and out of factories and stores, visiting lonely farmhouses at night, walking in the light of day along gay city streets, getting on and off trains, always on the move, appearing before people at the most unexpected moments. It might be somewhat difficult for a man to learn to go in and out of other people but for the two gods, Life and Death, there was no difficulty. There was a deep well within every man and woman and when Life came in at the door of the house, that was the body, it reached down and tore the heavy iron lid off the well. Dark hidden things, festering in the well, came out and found expression for themselves, and the miracle was that, expressed, they became often very beautiful. There was a cleansing, a strange sort of renewal within the house of the man or woman when the god Life had come in.

As for Death and his entrance, that was another matter. Death had many strange tricks to play on people too. Sometimes he let their bodies live for a long time while he satisfied himself with merely clamping the lid down on the well within. It was as though he had said, “Well, there is no great hurry about physical death. That will come as an inevitable thing in its time. There is a much more ironic and subtle game to be played against my opponent Life. I will fill the cities with the damp fetid smell of death while the very dead think they are still alive. As for myself, I am the crafty one. I am like a great and subtle king, every one serves, while he talks only of freedom and leads his subjects to think it is he who serves, instead of themselves. I am like a great general, having always at his command, ready to spring to arms at the least sign from himself, a vast army of men.”

John Webster went along the dark hallway below to the door leading into the street and had put his hand on the knob of the outer door when, instead of passing directly out, he stopped and reflected a moment. He was somewhat vain of the thoughts he had been having. “Perhaps I am a poet. Perhaps it’s only the poet who manages to keep the lid off the well within and to keep alive up to the last minute before his body has become worn out and he must get out of it,” he thought.

His vain mood passed and he turned and looked with a curious awareness along the hallway. At the moment he was much like an animal, moving in a dark wood, who, without hearing anything, is nevertheless aware there is life stirring, perhaps waiting for him, near at hand. Could that be the figure of a woman he saw, sitting within a few feet of him? There was a small old-fashioned hat-rack in the hallway near the front door and the lower part of it made a kind of seat on which one might sit.

One might fancy there was a woman sitting quietly there. She also had a bag packed and it was sitting on the floor beside her.

The old Harry! John Webster was a little startled. Was his fancy getting a little out of hand? There could be no doubt that there was a woman sitting there, within a few feet of where he stood, with the knob of the door in his hand.

He was tempted to put out his hand and see if he could touch the woman’s face. He had been thinking of the two gods, Life and Death. No doubt an illusion had been created in his mind. There was this deep sense of a presence, sitting silently there, on the lower part of the hat-rack. He stepped a little nearer and a shiver ran through his body. There was a dark mass, making crudely the outlines of a human body, and as he stood looking it seemed to him that a face began to be more and more sharply outlined. The face, like the faces of two other women that had, at important and unexpected moments in his life, floated up before him, the face of a young naked girl on a bed in the long ago, the face of Natalie Swartz, seen in the darkness of a field at night, as he lay beside her — these faces had seemed to float up to him as though coming toward him out of the deep waters of a sea.

He had, no doubt, let himself become a little overwrought. One did not step lightly along the road he had been travelling. He had dared set out upon the road of lives and had tried to take others with him. No doubt he had been more worked up and excited than he had realized.

He put out his hand softly and touched the face that now appeared to come floating toward him out of darkness. Then he sprang back, striking his head against the opposite wall of the hallway. His fingers had encountered warm flesh. There was a terrific sensation of something whirling within his brain. Had he gone quite insane? A comforting thought came, flashing across the confusion of his mind.

“Katherine,” he said in a loud voice. It was a kind of call out of himself.

“Yes,” a woman’s voice answered quietly, “I wasn’t going to let you go away without saying good bye.”

The woman, who had for so many years been a servant in his house, explained her presence there in the darkness. “I’m sorry I startled you,” she said. “I was just going to speak. You are going away and so am I. I’ve got everything packed and ready. I went up the stairs to-night and heard you say you were leaving so I came down and did my own packing. It didn’t take me long. I didn’t have many things to pack.”

John Webster opened the front door and asked her to come outside with him and for a few minutes they stood talking together on the steps that led down from the front porch.

Outside the house he felt better. There was a kind of weakness, following the fright inside, and for a moment he sat on the steps while she stood waiting. Then the weakness passed and he arose. The night was clear and dark. He breathed deeply and there was a great relief in the thought that he would never again go through the door out of which he had just come. He felt very young and strong. Soon now, there would be a streak of light showing in the eastern sky. When he had got Natalie and they had climbed aboard a train they would sit in the day coach on the side that looked toward the East. It would be sweet to see the new day come. His fancy ran ahead of his body and he saw himself and the woman sitting together in the train. They would come into the lighted day coach from the darkness outside, just before dawn came. In the day coach people would have been asleep, folded up in the seats, looking uncomfortable and tired. The air would be heavy with the stale heaviness of breathing people confined in a close place. There would be the heavy acrid smell of clothes, that had for a long time absorbed the acids thrown off by bodies. He and Natalie would take the train as far as Chicago and get off there. Perhaps they would get on another train at once. It might be that they would stay in Chicago for a day or two. There would be plans to make, long hours of talk perhaps. There was a new life to begin now. He himself had to think what he wanted to do with his days. It was odd. He and Natalie had made no plans beyond getting on a train. Now for the first time his fancy tried to creep out beyond that moment, to penetrate into the future.

It was fine that the night had turned out clear. One would hate to set out, plodding off to the railroad station in the rain. How bright the stars were in the early morning hours. Now Katherine was talking. It would be well to listen to what she had to say.

She was telling him, with a kind of brutal frankness, that she did not like Mrs. Webster, had never liked her, and that she had only stayed in the house all these years as a servant because of himself.

He turned to look at her and her eyes were looking directly into his. They were standing very close together, almost as close as lovers might have stood, and, in the uncertain light, her eyes were strangely like Natalie’s. In the darkness they appeared to glow as Natalie’s eyes had seemed to glow on that night when he had lain with her in the field.

Was it only a chance that this new sense he had, of being able to refresh and rebuild himself by loving others, by going in and out at the open doors of the houses of others, had come to him through Natalie instead of through this woman Katherine? “Huh, it’s marriage, every one is seeking marriage, that’s what they are up to, seeking marriages,” he told himself. There was something quiet and fine and strong in Katherine as in Natalie. Perhaps had he, at some moment, during all his dead unconscious years of living in the same house with her, but happened to have been alone with Katherine in a room, and had the doors to his own being opened at that moment, something might have transpired between himself and this woman that would have started within just such another revolution as the one through which he had been passing.

“That was possible too,” he decided. “People would gain a lot if they could but learn to keep that thought in mind,” he thought. His fancy played with the notion for a moment. One would walk through towns and cities, in and out of houses, into and out of the presence of people with a new feeling of respect if the notion should once get fixed in people’s minds that, at any moment, anywhere, one was likely to come upon the one who carried before him as on a golden tray, the gift of life and the consciousness of life for his beloved. Well, there was a picture to be borne in mind, a picture of a land and a people, cleanly arrayed, a people bearing gifts, a people who had learned the secret and the beauty of bestowing unasking love. Such a people would inevitably keep their own persons clean and well arrayed. They would be colorful people with a certain decorative sense, a certain awareness of themselves in relation to the houses in which they lived and the streets in which they walked. One could not love until one had cleansed and a little beautified one’s own body and mind, until one had opened the doors of one’s being and let in sun and air, until one had freed one’s own mind and fancy.

John Webster fought with himself now, striving to push his own thoughts and fancies into the background. There he was standing before the house in which he had lived all these years so near the woman Katherine and she was now talking to him of her own affairs. It was time now to give heed to her.

She was explaining how that, for a week or more, she had been aware of the fact that there was something wrong in the Webster household. One did not need to have been very sharp to have realized that. It was in the very air one breathed. The air of the house was heavy with it. As for herself, well she had thought John Webster had fallen in love with some woman other than Mrs. Webster. She had once been in love herself and the man she had loved had been killed. She knew about love.

On that night, hearing voices in the room above, she had crept up the stairs. She had not felt it was eavesdropping as she was directly concerned. Long ago when she was in trouble she had heard voices upstairs and she knew that in her hour of trouble John Webster had stood by her.

After that time, long ago, she had made up her mind that as long as he stayed in the house she would stay. One had to work and might as well work as a servant, but she had never felt close to Mrs. Webster. When one was a servant one sometimes had difficulty enough keeping up one’s self-respect and the only way it could be done was by working for some one who also had self-respect. That was something few people seemed to understand. They thought people worked for money. As a matter of fact no one really worked for money. People only thought they did, maybe. To do so was to be a slave and she, Katherine, was no slave. She had money saved and besides she had a brother who owned a farm in Minnesota, who had several times written asking her to come and live with him. She intended to go there now but would not live in her brother’s house. He was married and she did not intend to push herself into his household. As a matter of fact she would probably take the money she had saved and buy a small farm of her own.

“Anyway you’re going away from this house tonight. I heard you say you were going with another woman and I thought I would go too,” she said.

She became silent and stood looking at John Webster who was also looking at her, who was at the moment absorbed in contemplation of her. In the uncertain light her face had become the face of a young girl. There was something about her face, at the moment, that suggested to his mind his daughter’s face as she had looked at him in the dim light of the candles in the room upstairs. It was like that and at the same time it was like Natalie’s face, as Natalie’s face had been that afternoon in the office when he and she had first come close to each other, and as it had looked that other night in the darkness of the field.

One might so easily become confused. “It’s all right about your going away, Katherine,” he said aloud. “You know about that, what I mean is that you know what you want to do.”

He stood in silence a moment, thinking. “It’s like this, Katherine,” he began again. “There’s my daughter Jane upstairs. I’m going away but I can’t take her with me any more than you can go live in your brother’s house out there in Minnesota. I’m thinking that for the next two or three days or maybe for several weeks Jane is going to have a pretty hard time.

“There’s no telling what will happen here.” He made a gesture toward the house. “I’m going away but I suppose I’ve been counting on your being here until Jane gets on her own feet a little. You know what I mean, until she gets so she can stand alone.”

On the bed upstairs Jane Webster’s body was becoming more and more rigid and tense as she lay listening to the undercurrent of noises in the house. There was a sound of movement in the next room. A door handle struck against a wall. The boards of the floor creaked. Her mother had been seated on the floor at the foot of the bed. Now she was getting up. She had put her hand on the railing of the bed to pull herself up. The bed moved a little. It moved on its rollers. There was a low rumbling sound. Would her mother come into her room? Jane Webster wanted no more words, no further explanations of what had happened to spoil the marriage between her mother and father. She wanted to be let alone now, to think her own thoughts. The thought that her mother might come into her bedroom frightened her. It was odd, she had now a sharp and distinct sense of the presence of death, in some way connected with her mother’s figure. To have the older woman come into her room now, even though no words were said, would be like having a ghost come. The thought of it happening made little creeping sensations run over the surface of her body. It was as though little soft hairy-legged creatures were running up and down her legs, up and down her back. She moved uneasily in the bed.

Her father had gone downstairs and along the hallway below but she had not heard the front door open and close. She lay listening for the sound of that, expecting it.

The house was silent, too silent. Somewhere, a long way off, there was the loud ticking of a clock. During the year before, when she had graduated from the town high school, her father had given her a small watch. It lay now on a dressing table at the further side of the room. Its rapid ticking was like some small creature, clad in steel shoes and running rapidly and with the shoes clicking together. The little creature was running swiftly along an endless hallway, running with a kind of mad sharp determination but never getting either nearer or further away. Into her mind there came a picture of a small imp-like boy with a wide grinning mouth and with pointed ears that stood straight up from his head like the ears of a fox terrier. Perhaps the notion had got into her head from some picture of Puck remembered from a childhood story book. She was conscious that the sound she heard came from the watch on the dresser but the picture in her mind stayed. The imp-like figure stood with his head and body motionless while his legs worked furiously. He grinned at her and his little steel-clad feet clicked together.

She tried consciously to relax her body. There were hours to be spent, lying thus on the bed, before another day came and she would have to face the problems of the new day. There would be things to face. Her father would have gone off with a strange woman. When she walked in the streets people would be looking at her. “That’s his daughter,” they would be saying. Perhaps, as long as she stayed in town, she could never again walk along streets unaware that she was being looked at, but on the other hand, perhaps she would not stay. There was a kind of exhilaration to be got from thinking of going off to strange places, perhaps to some large city, where she would always be walking about among strangers.

She was getting herself into a state and would have to take herself in hand. There were times, although she was young she had already known such times, when the mind and body seemed to have nothing at all to do with each other. One did things with the body, put it into bed, made it get up and walk about, made the eyes attempt to read pages in some book, did many kinds of things with the body, while the mind went on about its own affairs unheeding. It thought of things, fancied all manner of absurd things, went its own way.

At such times in the past Jane’s mind had a trick of getting her body into the most absurd and startling situations, while it ran wild and free — did as it pleased. She was in bed in her room with the door closed but her fancy took her body out into the street. She went along conscious that all the men she passed were smiling and she kept wondering what was the matter. She hurried home and went to her room only to find that her dress was all unbuttoned at the back. It was terrible. Again she was walking in the street and the white drawers she wore under her skirts had become in some unaccountable way unfastened. There was a young man coming toward her. He was a new young man who had just come to town and had taken a job in a store. Well, he was going to speak to her. He raised his hat and at just that moment the drawers began to creep down along her legs. Jane Webster lay in her bed and smiled at the memory of the fears that had visited her when, in the past, her mind had got into the trick of running wildly, uncontrolled. In the future things would be somewhat different. She had gone through something and had perhaps much more to go through. The things that had seemed so terrible would perhaps only be amusing now. She felt infinitely older, more sophisticated, than she had been but a few hours earlier.

How strange it was that the house remained so silent. From somewhere, off in the town, there came the sound of horses’ hoofs on a hard road and the rattle of a wagon. A voice shouted, faintly. Some man of the town, a teamster, was setting out early. Perhaps he was going to another town to get a load of goods and haul them back. He must have a long way to go that he started out so early.

She moved her shoulders uneasily. What was the matter with her? Was she afraid in her own bedroom, in her own bed? Of what was she afraid?

She sat suddenly and rigidly upright in bed and then, after a moment, let her body fall backward again. There had come a sharp cry out of the throat of her father, a cry that had gone ringing through the house. “Katherine,” her father’s voice cried. There was just that one word. It was the name of the Webster’s one servant. What did her father want of Katherine? What had happened? Had something terrible happened in the house? Had something happened to her mother?

There was something lurking at the back of Jane Webster’s mind, a thought that did not want to be expressed. It was as yet unable to make its way up out of the hidden parts of herself and into her mind.

The thing she feared, expected, could not have happened yet. Her mother was in the next room. She had just heard her moving about in there.

There was a new sound in the house. Her mother was moving heavily along the hallway just outside the bedroom door. The Websters had turned a small bedroom, at the end of the hall, into a bathroom and her mother was going in there. Her feet fell slowly, flatly, heavily and slowly, on the floor of the hallway. After all her feet only made that strange sound because she had put on her soft bedroom slippers.

Downstairs now, if one listened, one could hear voices saying words softly. That must be her father talking to the servant Katherine. What could he want of her? The front door opened and then closed again. She was afraid. Her body shook with fear. It was terrible of her father to go away and leave her alone in the house. Could he have taken the servant Katherine with him? The thought was unbearable. Why was she so afraid of the thought of being left alone in the house with her mother?

There was a thought lurking within her, deep within her, that did not want to get itself expressed. Something was about to happen to her mother, now, within a few minutes. One did not want to think about it. In the bathroom there were certain bottles, sitting on shelves in a little box-like cabinet. They were labeled poison. One hardly knew why they were kept there but Jane had seen them many times. She kept her toothbrush in a glass tumbler in the cabinet. One supposed the bottles contained medicines of the sort that was only to be taken externally. One did not think much of such matters, was not in the habit of thinking of them.

 

Now Jane was sitting upright in bed again. She was alone in the house with her mother. Even the servant Katherine had gone away. The house felt altogether cold and lonely, deserted. In the future she would always feel out of place in this house in which she had always lived and she would feel also, in some odd way, separated from her mother. To be alone with her mother would now, perhaps, always make her feel a little lonely.

Could it be that the servant Katherine was the woman with whom her father had planned to go away? That could not be. Katherine was a large heavy woman with big breasts and dark hair that was turning gray. One could not think of her as going away with a man. One thought of her as moving silently about a house and doing housework. Her father would be going away with a younger woman, with a woman not much older than herself.

One should get hold of oneself. When one got excited, let oneself go, the fancy sometimes played one strange and terrible tricks. Her mother was in the bathroom, standing by the little box-like cabinet. Her face was pale, of a pasty paleness. She had to keep one hand against the wall to keep from falling. Her eyes were gray and heavy. There was no life in them. A heavy cloud-like film had passed over her eyes. It was like a heavy gray cloud over the blue of the sky. Her body rocked back and forth too. At any moment it might fall. But a short time ago, and even amid the strangeness of the adventure in her father’s bedroom, things had seemed suddenly quite clear. She had understood things she had never understood before. Now nothing could be understood. There was a whirlpool of confused thoughts and actions into which one had been plunged.

Now her own body had begun to rock back and forth on the bed. The fingers of her right hand were clutched over the tiny stone her father had given her but she was, at the moment, unaware of the small round hard thing lying in her palm. Her fists kept beating her own body, her own legs and knees. There was something she wanted to do, something it was now right and proper she should do. It was the time now for her to scream, to jump off the bed, to run along the hallway to the bathroom and tear the bathroom door open. Her mother was about to do something one did not passively stand by and see done. She should be crying out at the top of her voice, crying for help. There was a word that should be on her lips now. “Don’t, don’t, don’t,” she should now be screaming. Her lips should now be making the word ring through the house. She should be making the house and the street on which the house stood echo and reëcho with the word.

And she could say nothing. Her lips were sealed. Her body could not move from the bed. It could only rock back and forth on the bed.

Her fancy kept on painting pictures, swift, vivid, terrible pictures.

There was, in the bathroom, in the cabinet, a bottle containing a brown liquid and her mother had put up her hand and had got hold of it. Now she had put it to her lips. She had swallowed all the contents of the bottle.

The liquid in the bottle was brown, of a reddish brownness. Before she had swallowed it her mother had lighted a gas light. It was directly above her head, as she stood facing the cabinet, and the light from it fell down over her face. There were little puffy red bags of flesh under the eyes and they looked strange and almost revolting against the pasty whiteness of the skin. The mouth was open and the lips were gray too. There was a reddish brown stain running down from one corner of the mouth, down over the chin. Some drops of the liquid had fallen on her mother’s white nightgown. Convulsive spasms, as of pain, passed over the pasty white face. The eyes remained closed. There was a trembling quivering movement of the shoulders.

Jane’s body continued to rock back and forth. The flesh of her body quivered too. Her body was rigid. Her fists were closed, tight, tight. Her fists continued to beat down upon her legs. Her mother had managed to get out through the bathroom door and across the little hallway to her own room. She had thrown herself face-downward on her bed in the darkness. Had she thrown herself down or had she fallen? Was she dying now, would she die presently or was she already dead? In the next room, in the room where Jane had seen her father walking naked before her mother and herself, the candles were still burning, under the picture of the Virgin. There was no doubt the older woman would die. In fancy Jane had seen the label on the bottle that contained the brown liquid. It was marked “Poison.” There was the picture of the skull and cross-bones druggists put on such bottles.

And now Jane’s body had quit rocking. Perhaps her mother was dead. Now one tried to begin to think of other things. She became vaguely, but at the same time almost deliciously, conscious of some new element come into the air of the bedroom.

There was a pain in the palm of her right hand. Something hurt her and the sense of hurting was refreshing. It brought life back. There was consciousness of self in the realization of bodily pain. One’s mind could start back along the road from some dark far place to which it had run crazily off. One’s mind could take hold of the thought of the little hurt place in the soft flesh of the palm of the hand. There was something there, something hard and sharp that cut into the flesh of the palm when one’s finger pressed down rigid and tense upon it.


II 
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IN THE PALM of Jane Webster’s hand lay the small green stone her father had picked up on the railroad tracks and had given her at the moment of his departure. “The Jewel of Life,” he had called it in the moment when confusion had led him to give way to a desire to make some kind of gesture. A romantic notion had popped into his head. Had not men always used symbols to help carry them over the rough places in life? There was the Virgin with her candles. Was she not also a symbol? At some time, having decided in a moment of vanity that thought was of more importance than fancy, men had discarded the symbol. A Protestant kind of man arose who believed in a thing called “the age of reason.” There was a dreadful kind of egotism. Men could trust their own minds. As though they knew anything at all of the workings of their own minds.

With a gesture and a smile John Webster had put the stone into his daughter’s hand and now she was clinging to it. One could press the finger down hard upon it and feel in the soft palm of the hand this delicious and healing pain.

Jane Webster was trying to reconstruct something. In darkness she was trying to feel her way along the face of a wall. The wall had little sharp points sticking out that hurt the palm of the hand. If one followed the wall far enough one came to a lighted place. Perhaps the wall was studded with jewels, put there by others, who had groped their way along in the darkness.

Her father had gone away with a woman, with a young woman, much like herself. He would live with the woman now. Perhaps she would never see him again. Her mother was dead. In the future she would be alone in life. She would have to begin now and make a life of her own.

Was her mother dead or had she just been having terrible fancies?

One was plunged suddenly down from a high safe place into the sea and then one had to try to swim, to save oneself. Jane’s mind began playing with the thought of herself as swimming in a sea.

During the summer of the year before she had gone with some young men and women on an excursion to a town facing Lake Michigan, and to a resort near the town. There was a man who dived down into the sea from a tall tower, that had been stuck far up into the sky. He had been employed to dive in order to entertain the crowd but things had not turned out as they should. The day, for such an affair, should have been bright and clear, but in the morning it began to rain and in the afternoon it turned cold and the sky, covered with low heavy clouds, was heavy and cold too.

Cold gray clouds hurried across the sky. The diver fell down from his high place into the sea, in the presence of a small silent crowd, but the sea did not receive him warmly. It awaited him in a cold gray silence. Looking at him, falling thus, sent a cold shiver through the body.

What was the cold gray sea toward which the man’s naked body fell so swiftly?

On that day, when the professional diver had taken his leap, Jane Webster’s heart had stopped beating until he had gone down into the sea and his head had reappeared on the surface. She was standing beside a young man, her escort for the day, and her hands clutched eagerly his arm and shoulder. When the diver’s head reappeared she put her head down on the young man’s shoulder and her own shoulders shook with sobs.

It had, no doubt, been a very silly performance and she had been ashamed of it later. The diver was a professional. “He knows what he is about,” the young man had said. Every one present had laughed at Jane and she had become angry because her escort had laughed too. Had he but had sense enough to know how she was feeling at the moment, she thought she would not have minded the others laughing.

 

“I’m a great little swimmer in seas.”

It was altogether amazing how ideas, expressed in words, kept running from mind to mind. “I’m a great little swimmer in seas.” But a short time before her father had said the words as she stood in the doorway between the two bedrooms and he came walking toward her. He had wanted to give her the stone, she now held pressed against the palm of her hand, and had wanted to say something about it, and instead of words regarding the stone, there had come to his lips these words about swimming in seas. There had been something puzzled and confused in his whole bearing at the moment. He had been upset, as she was now. The moment was now being lived over again, swiftly, in the daughter’s mind. Her father was again stepping toward her, holding the stone between his thumb and finger, and the wavering, uncertain light had again come into his eyes. Quite distinctly, as though he were again in her presence, Jane heard again the words that, but such a short time before, had seemed without meaning, meaningless words come from the lips of a man temporarily drunk or insane, “I’m a great little swimmer in seas.”

She had been plunged down from a high safe place, down into a sea of doubt and fear. Only a short time before, but yesterday, she had been standing on firm ground. One could let one’s fancy play with the thought of what had happened to her. There would be a kind of comfort in doing that.

She had been standing on firm ground, high above a vast sea of confusion, and then, quite suddenly, she had been pushed off the firm high ground and down into the sea.

Now, at this very moment, she was falling down into the sea. Now a new life had to begin for her. Her father had gone away with a strange woman and her mother was dead.

She was falling down off the high safe ground into the sea. With a kind of absurd flourish, as by a gesture of the arm, her own father had plunged her down. She was clad in her white nightgown and her falling figure made a white streak against the gray of cold skies.

Her father had put a meaningless little stone in her hand and had gone away and then her mother had gone into the bathroom and had done a terrible, an unthinkable thing, to herself.

And now she, Jane Webster, had gone quite down into the sea, far far down into a lonely cold gray place. She had gone down into the place from which all life came and to which, in the end, all life goes.

There was a heaviness, a deadly heaviness. All life had become gray and cold and old. One walked in darkness. One’s body fell with a soft thump against gray soft unyielding walls.

The house in which one lived was empty. It was an empty house in an empty street of an empty town. All the people Jane Webster had known, the young men and women with whom she had lived, with whom she had walked about on summer evenings, could not be a part of what she was facing now. Now she was quite alone. Her father had gone away and her mother had killed herself. There was no one. One walked alone in darkness. One’s body struck with a soft thump against soft gray unyielding walls.

The little stone held so firmly in the palm of the hand hurt and hurt.

Before her father had given it to her he had gone to hold it up before the candle flame. In certain lights its color changed. Yellowish green lights came and went in it. The yellowish green lights were of the color of young growing things pushing their way up out of the damp and cold of frozen grounds, in the spring.


III
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JANE WEBSTER WAS lying on the bed in the darkness of her room and crying. Her shoulders shook with sobs but she made no sound. Her finger, that had been pressed down so hard against her palms, had relaxed, but there was a spot, in the palm of her right hand, that burned with a warm feverishness. Her mind had become passive now. Fancy had released her from its grip. She was like a fretful and hungry child that has been fed and that lies quietly with its face turned to a white wall.

Her sobbing now indicated nothing. It was a release. She was a little ashamed of her lack of control over herself and kept putting up the hand, that held the stone, first closing it carefully that the precious stone be not lost, and with her fist wiping the tears away. What she wished, at the moment, was that she could become suddenly a strong resolute woman, able to handle quietly and firmly the situation that had arisen in the Webster household.


IV
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THE SERVANT KATHERINE was coming up the stairs. After all she was not the woman with whom Jane’s father was going away. How heavy and resolute Katherine’s footsteps were! One could be resolute and strong when one knew nothing of what had been going on in the house. One could walk thus, as though one were going up the stairs of an ordinary house, in an ordinary street.

When Katherine put her foot down on one of the steps the house seemed to shake a little. Well, one could not say the house shook. That would be stretching things too much. What one was trying to express was just that Katherine was not very sensitive. She was one who made a direct frontal attack upon life. Had she been very sensitive she might have known something of the terrible things going on in the house without having to wait to be told.

Now Jane’s mind was playing tricks on her again. An absurd sentence came into her mind.

“Wait until you see the whites of their eyes and then shoot.”

It was silly, altogether silly and absurd, what notions were now racing through her head. Her father had set going in her the sometimes relentless and often unexplainable thing, represented by the released fancy. It was a thing that could color and beautify the facts of life but it could also, upon occasions, run on and on regardless of the facts of life. Jane believed she was in the house with the dead body of her mother, who had just committed suicide, and there was something within her that told her she should now give herself over to sadness. She did weep but her weeping had nothing to do with her mother’s death. It did not take that into consideration. She was not, after all, so much sad as excited.

The weeping that had been silent was now audible all over the house. She was making a noise like a foolish child and was ashamed of herself. What would Katherine think of her?

“Wait until you see the whites of their eyes and then shoot.”

What an utterly silly jumble of words. Where had they come from? Why were such meaningless silly words dancing in her brain at such a vital moment of her life? She had got them out of some book at school, a history book perhaps. Some general had shouted the words at his men as they stood waiting for an advancing enemy. And what had that to do with the fact of Katherine’s footsteps on the stairs? In a moment Katherine would be coming into the room where she was.

She thought she knew exactly what she would do. She would get quietly out of bed and go to the door and admit the servant. Then she would strike a light.

She had, in fancy, a picture of herself, standing by a dressing table at the side of the room and addressing the servant calmly and resolutely. One had to begin a new life now. Yesterday perhaps one was a young woman with no experience in life but now one was a mature woman who had difficult problems to face. One had, not only the servant Katherine, but the whole town to face. Tomorrow one would be very much in the position of a general in command of troops that had to withstand an attack. One had to comport oneself with dignity. There would be people who wanted to scold at her father, others who wanted to pity herself. Perhaps she would have to handle affairs too. There would be arrangements necessary, in connection with selling her father’s factory and getting moneys so that she could go on and make plans for living her life. One could not be a silly child sitting and sobbing on a bed at such a moment.

And at the same time one could not, at such a tragic moment in life, and when the servant came in, suddenly burst out laughing. Why was it that the sound of Katherine’s resolute footsteps on the stairs made her want to laugh and weep at the same time? “Soldiers advancing resolutely across an open field toward an enemy. Wait until you see the whites of their eyes.” Silly notions. Silly words dancing in the brain. One did not want either to laugh or weep. One wanted to comport oneself with dignity.

An intensive struggle was going on within Jane Webster and now it had lost dignity and had become no more than a struggle to stop crying loudly, not to begin laughing, and to be ready to receive the servant Katherine with a certain dignity.

As the footsteps drew nearer the struggle intensified. Now she was again sitting very stiffly upright in the bed and again her body was rocking back and forth. Her fists, doubled and hard, were again beating down upon her legs.

Like every one else in the world Jane had been spending her entire life making dramatizations of herself in relation to life. One did that as a child and later as a young girl in school. One’s mother died suddenly or one found oneself violently ill and facing death. Every one gathered about one’s death-bed and all were amazed at the quiet dignity with which one met the situation.

Or again there was a young man who had smiled at one on the street. Perhaps he had the audacity to think of one as merely a child. Very well. Let the two of them be thrown together into a difficult position and then see which one could comport himself with the greater dignity.

There was something terrible about this whole situation. After all Jane felt she had it in her to carry life off with a kind of flourish. It was certain no other young woman of her acquaintance had ever been put into such a position as she was now in. Already, although they, as yet, knew nothing of what had occurred, the eyes of the whole town were directed toward herself and she was merely sitting in the darkness on a bed and sobbing like a child.

She began to laugh, sharply, hysterically, and then the laughter stopped and the loud sobbing began again. The servant Katherine came to her bedroom door but she did not knock and give Jane the chance to arise and receive her with dignity, but came right in. She ran across the room and knelt at the side of Jane’s bed. Her impulsive action brought an end to Jane’s desire to be the grand lady, at least for the night. The woman Katherine had become, by her quick impulsiveness, sister to something that was her own real self too. There were two women, shaken and in trouble, both deeply stirred by some inward storm, and clutching at each other in the darkness. For a time they stayed thus, on the bed, their arms about each other.

And so Katherine was not after all such a strong resolute person. One need not be afraid of her. That was an infinitely comforting thought to Jane. She also was weeping. Perhaps now, if Katherine were to jump up and begin walking about, one would not have the fancy about her strong resolute steps making the house shake. Had she been in Jane Webster’s shoes perhaps she also would have been unable to get up out of bed and speak of everything that had happened calmly and with cool dignity. Why, Katherine also might have found herself unable to control the desire to weep and laugh loudly at the same time. Well, she was not such a terrible, such a strong resolute and terrible person, after all.

To the younger woman, sitting now in the darkness with her body pressed against the more sturdy body of the older woman there came a sweet intangible sense of being fed and refreshed out of the body of this other woman. She even gave way to a desire to put up her hand and touch Katherine’s cheek. The older woman had great breasts against which one could cushion oneself. What comfort there was in her presence in the silent house.

Jane stopped weeping and felt suddenly weary and a little cold. “Let’s not stay here. Let’s go downstairs into my room,” Katherine said. Could it be that she knew what had happened in that other bedroom? It was evident she did know. Then it was true. Jane’s heart stopped beating and her body shook with fear. She stood in the darkness beside the bed and put her hand against the wall to keep from falling. She had been telling herself that her mother had taken poison and had killed herself but it was evident there was an inner part of her had not believed, had not dared believe.

Katherine had found a coat and was putting it about Jane’s shoulders. It was odd, this being so cold when the night was comparatively warm.

The two women went out of the room into the hallway. A gas light was burning in the bathroom at the end of the hallway and the bathroom door had been left open.

Jane closed her eyes and clung to Katherine. The notion that her mother had killed herself had now become a certainty. It was so evident now that Katherine knew about it too. Before Jane’s eyes the drama of the suicide again played itself out in the theatre of her fancy. Her mother was standing and facing the little cabinet fastened to the walk of the bathroom. Her face was turned upward and the light from above shone down on it. One hand was against the wall of the room to keep the body from falling and the other hand held a bottle. The face turned up to the light was white, of a pasty whiteness. It was a face that from long association had become familiar to Jane but it was at the same time strangely unfamiliar. The eyes were closed and there were little reddish bags of flesh under the eyes. The lips hung loosely open and from one corner of the mouth a reddish brown streak ran down over the chin. Some spots of a brown liquid had fallen down over the white nightgown.

Jane’s body was trembling violently. “How cold the house has become, Katherine,” she said and opened her eyes. They had reached the head of the stairs and from where they stood could look directly into the bathroom. There was a gray bath mat on the floor and a small brown bottle had been dropped on it. In passing out of the room the heavy foot of the woman, who had swallowed the contents of the bottle, had stepped on the bottle and had broken it. Perhaps her foot had been cut but she had not minded. “If there was pain, a hurt place, that would have been a comfort to her,” Jane thought. In her hand she still held the stone her father had given her. How absurd that he should have called it “the Jewel of Life.” There was a spot of yellowish green light reflected from an edge of the broken bottle on the floor of the bathroom. When her father had taken the little stone to the candle in the bedroom, and had held it up to the candle-light such another yellowish green light had flashed from it too. “If mother were still alive she would surely make some sound of life now. She would wonder what Katherine and I were doing tramping about the house and would get up and come to her bedroom door to inquire about it,” she thought drearily.

When Katherine had put Jane into her own bed, in a little room off the kitchen, she went upstairs to make certain arrangements. There had been no explanations. In the kitchen she had left a light burning and the servant’s bedroom was lighted by a reflected light, shining through an open doorway.

Katherine went to Mary Webster’s bedroom and without knocking opened the door and went in. There had been a gas lamp lighted and the woman, who did not want any more of life, had tried to get into bed and die respectably between the sheets but had not been successful. The tall slender girl, who had once refused love on a hillside, had been taken by death before she had time to protest. Her body, half lying on the bed, had struggled and twisted itself about and had slipped off the bed to the floor. Katherine lifted it up and put it on the bed and went to get a wet cloth to cleanse the disfigured and discolored face.

Then a thought came to her and she put the cloth away. For a moment she stood in the room looking about. Her own face had become very white and she felt ill. She put out the light and going into John Webster’s bedroom closed the door. The candles were still burning beside the Virgin and she took the little framed picture and put it away, high up on a closet shelf. Then she blew out one of the candles and carried it, with the lighted one, downstairs and into the room where Jane lay waiting.

The servant went to a closet and getting an extra blanket wrapped it about Jane’s shoulders. “I don’t believe I’ll undress,” she said. “I’ll come sit on the bed with you as I am.”

“You have already figured it out,” she said, in a matter of fact tone, when she had seated herself and when she had put her arm about Jane’s shoulder. Both women were pale but Jane’s body no longer trembled.

“If mother has died at least I have not been left alone in the house with the dead body,” she thought gratefully. Katherine did not tell her any of the details of what she had found on the floor above. “She’s dead,” she said, and after the two had waited in silence for a moment she began to elaborate an idea that had come into her mind as she stood in the presence of the dead woman, in the bedroom above. “I don’t suppose they’ll try to connect your father with this but they may,” she said thoughtfully. “I saw something like that happen once. A man died and after he was dead some men tried to make him out a thief. What I think is this — we had better sit here together until morning comes. Then I’ll call in a doctor. We’ll say we knew nothing of what had happened until I went to call your mother for breakfast. By that time, you see, your father will be gone.”

The two women sat in silence close together, looking at the white wall of the bedroom. I suppose we had both better remember that we heard mother moving about the house after father went away,” Jane whispered presently. It was pleasant to be able to make herself, thus, a part of Katherine’s plans to protect her father. Her eyes were shining now, and there was something of feverishness in her eagerness to understand everything clearly but she kept pressing her body close against the body of Katherine. In the palm of her hand she still held the stone her father had given her and now when her finger pressed down upon it even lightly there was a comforting throb of pain from the tender hurt place in her palm.


V
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AND AS THE two women sat on the bed, John Webster walked through the silent deserted streets toward the railroad station with his new woman, Natalie.

“Well, the devil,” he thought as he plodded along, “this has been a night! If the rest of my life is as busy as these last ten hours have been I’ll be kept on the jump.”

Natalie was walking in silence and carrying a bag. The houses along the street were all dark. There was a strip of grass between the brick sidewalk and the roadway and John Webster stepped over and walked upon it. He liked the idea of his feet making no sound as he escaped out of the town. How pleasant it would be if he and Natalie were winged things and could fly away unobserved in the darkness.

Now Natalie was weeping. Well that was all right. She did not weep audibly. John Webster did not, as a matter of fact, know for sure that she was weeping. Still he did know. “At any rate,” he thought, “when she weeps she does the job with a certain dignity.” He was himself in a rather impersonal mood. I There’s no use thinking too much about what I’ve done. What’s done is done. I’ve begun a new life. I couldn’t turn back now if I chose.”

The houses along the street were dark and silent. The whole town was dark and silent. In the houses people were sleeping, dreaming all manner of absurd dreams, too.

Well he had expected he would run into some kind of a row at Natalie’s house but nothing of the sort had happened. The old mother had been quite wonderful. John Webster half regretted he had never known her personally. There was something about the terrible old woman that was like himself. He smiled as he walked along on the strip of grass. “It may well be that in the end I will turn out an old reprobate, a regular old heller,” he thought almost gaily. His mind played with the idea. He had surely made a good start. Here he was, a man well past the middle age, and it was past midnight, almost morning, and he was walking in deserted streets with a woman with whom he was going away to live what was called an illegitimate life. “I started late but I’m proving a merry little upsetter of things now that I’ve started,” he told himself.

It was really too bad that Natalie did not step off the brick sidewalk and walk on the grass. After all it was better, when one was setting out on new adventures, that one go swiftly and stealthily. There must be innumerable growling lions of respectability sleeping in the houses along the streets. “They’re pure sweet people, such as I was when I used to go home from the washing machine factory and sleep beside my wife in the days when we were newly married and had come back here to live in this town,” he thought sardonically. He imagined innumerable people, men and women, creeping into beds at night and sometimes talking as he and his wife had so often talked. They had always been covering something up, busily talking, covering something up. “We made a big smoke of talk about purity and sweetness of living, didn’t we though, eh?” he whispered to himself.

Well the people in the houses were asleep and he did not wish to awaken them. It was too bad Natalie was weeping. One couldn’t disturb her in her grief. That wouldn’t be fair. He wished he might speak to her and ask her to get off the sidewalk and walk silently on the grass along the roadway or at the edge of the lawns.

His mind turned back to the few moments at Natalie’s house. The devil! He had expected a row there and nothing of the sort had happened. When he got to the house, Natalie was waiting for him. She was sitting by a window in a dark room, downstairs in the Swartz cottage, and her bag was packed and sitting beside her. She came to the front door and opened it before he had time to knock.

And there she was all ready to set out. She came out carrying her bag and didn’t say anything. As a matter of fact she had not said anything to him yet. She had just come out of the house and had walked beside him to where they had to pass through a gate to reach the street and then her mother and sister had come out and had stood on a little porch to watch them go.

How bully the old mother had been. She had even laughed at them. “Well, you two have got the gall. You tramp off as cool as two cucumbers, now don’t you?” she had shouted. Then she had laughed again. “Do you know there’s going to be a hell of a row about this all over town in the morning?” she asked. Natalie hadn’t answered her. “Well, good luck to you, you husky whore, trotting off with your damned reprobate,” her mother had shouted, still laughing.

The two people had turned a corner and had passed out of sight of the Swartz house. No doubt there must be other people awake in other houses along the little street, and no doubt they had been listening and wondering. On two or three occasions some of the neighbors had wanted to have Natalie’s mother arrested because of her foul language but they had been dissuaded by others, out of consideration for the daughters.

Was Natalie weeping now because she was leaving the old mother or was it because of the schoolteacher sister whom John Webster had never known?

He felt very like laughing at himself. As a matter of fact he knew little of Natalie or what she might be thinking or feeling at such a time. Had he only taken up with her because she was a kind of instrument that would help him escape from his wife and from a life he had come to detest? Was he but using her? Had he at bottom any real feeling in regard to her, any understanding of her?

He wondered.

One made a mighty big fuss, fixed up a room with candles and a picture of the Virgin, paraded oneself naked before women, got oneself little glass candle sticks with bronze-colored Christs on the Cross on them.

One made a great fuss, pretended one was upsetting the whole world, in order to do something that a man of real courage would have gone at in a direct simple way. Another man might have done everything he had done with a laugh and a gesture.

What was all this business he was up to anyway?

He was going away, he was deliberately walking out of his native town, walking out of a town in which he had been a respectable citizen for years, all his life in fact. He was going out of the town with a woman, younger than himself, who had taken his fancy.

The whole thing was a matter that could be easily enough understood, by anyone, by any man one might happen to meet in the street. At any rate every one would be quite sure he understood. There would be eyebrows raised, shoulder shrugging. Men would stand together in little groups and talk and women would run from house to house talking, talking. O, the merry little shoulder shruggers! O, the merry little talkers! Where did a man come out in all this? What, in the end, did he think of himself?

There was Natalie, walking along, in the half darkness. She breathed. She was a woman with a body, with arms, legs. She had a trunk to her body and perched upon her neck was a head within which there was a brain. She thought thoughts. She had dreams.

Natalie was walking along a street in the darkness. Her footsteps were ringing out sharp and clear as she stepped along, on the sidewalk.

What did he know of Natalie?

It might well be that, when he and Natalie really knew each other, when they had together faced the problem of living together — Well, it might be that it wouldn’t work at all.

John Webster was walking along the street, in the darkness, on the strip of grass, that in Middle Western towns is between the sidewalk and the roadway. He stumbled and came near falling. What was the matter with him? Was he growing tired again?

Did doubts come because he was growing tired? It might well be that everything that had happened to him, during the night, had happened because he was caught up and carried along by a kind of temporary insanity.

What would happen when the insanity had passed, when he became again a sane, a well, a normal man?

Hito, tito, what was the use thinking of turning back when it was too late to turn back? If, in the end, he and Natalie found they could not live together there was still life. Life was life. One might still find a way to live a life.

John Webster began to grow courageous again. He looked toward the dark houses along the street and smiled. He became like a child, playing a game with his fellows of the Wisconsin town. In the game he was some kind of public character, who because of some brave deed was receiving the applause of the people who lived in the houses. He imagined himself as riding through the street in a carriage. The people were sticking their heads out of the windows of the houses and shouting, and he was turning his head from side to side, bowing and smiling.

As Natalie was not looking he enjoyed himself for a moment, playing the game. As he walked along he kept turning his head from side to side and bowing. There was a rather absurd smile on his lips.

The old Harry!

 

“Chinaberries grow on a chinaberry tree!”

 

All the same it would be better if Natalie did not make such a racket with her feet walking on stone and brick sidewalks.

One might be found out. It might be that, quite suddenly, without any warning, all the people, now sleeping so peacefully in the dark houses along the street, would sit up in their beds and begin to laugh. That would be terrible and it would be just the sort of thing John Webster would himself do, were he a respectable man in bed with a lawfully wedded wife, and saw some other man doing some such fool thing as he was now doing.

It was annoying. The night was warm but John Webster felt somewhat cold. He shivered. It was no doubt due to the fact that he was tired. Perhaps thinking of the respectable married people lying in beds in the houses, between which he and Natalie were passing, had made him shiver. One could be very cold, being a respectable married man and lying in bed with a respectable wife. A thought that had been coming and going in his mind for two weeks now came again:— “Perhaps I am insane and have infected Natalie, and for that matter my daughter Jane too, with my insanity.”

There was no use crying over spilled milk. “What’s the use thinking about the matter now?”

“Diddle de di do!”

“Chinaberries grow on a chinaberry tree!”

He and Natalie had come out of the section of town where working people lived and were now passing before houses in which lived merchants, small manufacturers, such men as John Webster had himself been, lawyers, doctors, and such fellows too. Now they were passing the house in which his own banker lived. “The stingy cuss. He has plenty of money. Why doesn’t he build himself a larger and finer house?”

To the east, dimly seen through trees and above tree tops, there was a light place coming into the sky.

Now they had come to a place where there were several vacant lots. Some one had given the lots to the town and there was a movement on foot to raise money with which to build a public library. A man had come to John Webster to ask him to contribute to a fund for the purpose. That was but a few days ago.

He had enjoyed the situation immensely. Now he felt like giggling over the remembrance of it.

He had been seated, and as he thought, looking very dignified, at his desk in the factory office when the man came in and told him of the plan. A desire to make an ironic gesture had taken possession of him.

“I am making rather elaborate plans about that fund and my contributing to it but do not want to say what I am planning to do at this particular moment,” he had announced. What a falsehood! The matter had not interested him in the least. He had simply enjoyed the man’s surprise at his unexpected interest and was having a good time making a swaggering gesture.

The man who came to see him had once served with him on a committee of the Chamber of Commerce, a committee appointed to make an effort to bring new industries into the town.

“I didn’t know you were specially interested in literary matters,” the man had said.

A troop of derisive thoughts had popped into John Webster’s head.

“O, you would be surprised,” he had assured the man. At the moment he had felt as he fancied a terrier might feel as it worried a rat. “I think American literary men have done wonders to uplift the people,” he had said, very solemnly. “Why, do you realize that it is our writers who have kept us constantly reminded of the moral code and of the virtues? Such men as you and I, who own factories and who are in a way responsible for the happiness and welfare of the people of the community, cannot be too grateful to our American literary men. I’ll tell you what, they are really such strong, red-blooded fellows, always standing up for the right.”

John Webster laughed at the thought of his talk with the man from the Chamber of Commerce and at the remembrance of the confused look in the man’s eyes as he went away.

Now, as he and Natalie walked along, the intersecting streets led away to the east. There was no doubt a new day was coming. He stopped to light a match and look at his watch. They would be just in comfortable time for the train. Soon now they would be coming into the business section of town where they would both have to make a clattering noise as they walked on stone pavements, but then it would not matter. People did not sleep in the business sections of towns.

He wished it were possible for him to speak to Natalie, to ask her to walk on the grass and not to awaken the people sleeping in the houses. “Well, I’m going to do it,” he thought. It was odd how much courage it took now just to speak to her. Neither of them had spoken since they had set out together on this adventure. He stopped and stood for a moment and Natalie, realizing that he was no longer walking beside her, also stopped.

“What is it? What’s the matter, John?” she asked. It was the first time she had addressed him by that name. It made everything easier, her having done that.

Still his throat was a little tight. It couldn’t be that he also wanted to weep. What nonsense.

There was no need accepting defeat with Natalie until defeat came. There were two sides to this matter of his passing judgment on what he had done. To be sure there was a chance, a possibility, that he had made all this row, upset all his past life, made a mess of things for his wife and daughter, and for Natalie too, to no purpose, merely because he had wanted to escape the boredom of his past existence.

He stood on the strip of grass at the edge of a lawn before a silent respectable house, some one’s home. He was trying to see Natalie clearly, trying to see himself clearly. What kind of a figure was he cutting? The light was not very clear. Natalie was but a dark mass before him. His own thoughts were but a dark mass before him.

“Am I just a lustful man wanting a new woman?” he asked himself.

Suppose that were true. What did it mean?

“I am myself. I am trying to be myself,” he told himself stoutly.

One should try to live outside oneself too, to live in others. Had he tried to live in Natalie? He had gone within Natalie. Had he gone within her because there was something within her ‘he had wanted and needed, something he loved?

There was something within Natalie that had set fire to something within himself. It was that ability in her to set him afire he had wanted, still wanted.

She had done that for him, was still doing it for him. When he could no longer respond to her he could perhaps find other loves. She could do that too.

He laughed softly. There was a kind of gladness in him now. He had made of himself, and of Natalie too, what is called disreputable characters. Back into his fancy came a troop of figures, all in their own ways disreputable characters. There was the white-haired old man he had once seen walking with a certain air of being proud and glad of the road, an actress he had seen coming out at the stage entrance of a theatre, a sailor who had thrown his bag aboard a ship and had walked off along a street with a certain air of being proud and glad of the life within himself.

There were such fellows in the world.

The fanciful picture in John Webster’s mind changed. There was a certain man going into a room. He had closed the door. A row of candles stood on a mantle above a fireplace. The fellow was playing some kind of game with himself. Well, every one played some kind of game with himself. The fellow in the picture of his fancy had taken a silver crown out of a box. He had put it on his head. “I crown myself with the crown of life,” he said.

Was it a silly performance? If it was, what did that matter?

He took a step toward Natalie and then stopped again. “Come woman, walk on the grass. Don’t make such a row as we go along,” he said aloud.

Now he was walking with a certain swagger toward Natalie who stood in silence at the edge of the sidewalk waiting for him. He went and stood before her and looked into her face. It was true she had been weeping. Even in the faint light there were graces of tears to be seen on her cheeks. “I only had a silly notion. I didn’t want to disturb anyone as we went away,” he said, laughing softly again. He put his hand on her arm and drew her toward him and they went on again, both now stepping softly and gingerly on the grass between the sidewalk and the roadway.


Dark Laughter

[image: img22.jpg]

This novel was first published in 1925 and deals with the new sexual freedom of the 1920’s, a theme also explored in Many Marriages and later works. The influence of James Joyce’s Ulysses, which Anderson had read before writing Dark Laughter, is detectable in its modernist style.  It was to be Anderson’s only bestseller during his lifetime, but has been out of print since the early 1960’s and is regarded less highly by modern critics, including Kim Townsend, the author of a 1985 biography of Anderson. 

Ernest Hemingway parodied Dark Laughter in his early short work The Torrents of Spring. Hemingway’s novella mocked the pretensions of Anderson’s style and characters. Gertrude Stein, his former mentor, objected to the young writer’s parody of a writer that had helped him get published and they had a falling-out.

The novel was included in Life magazine’s list of the 100 outstanding books of 1924-1944.
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The first edition
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Cover of the first edition of James Joyce’s ‘Ulysses’ (1922), which influenced Anderson’s modernist style
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CHAPTER ONE
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BRUCE DUDLEY STOOD near a window that was covered with flecks of paint and through which could be faintly seen, first a pile of empty boxes, then a more or less littered factory yard running down to a steep bluff, and beyond the brown waters of the Ohio River. Time very soon now to push the windows up. Spring would be coming soon now. Near Bruce at the next window, stood Sponge Martin, a thin wiry little old man with a heavy black moustache. Sponge chewed tobacco and had a wife who got drunk with him sometimes on pay-days. Several times a year, on the evening of such a day, the two did not dine at home but went to a restaurant on the side of the hill in the business part of the city of Old Harbor and there had dinner in style.

After eating they got sandwiches and two quarts of Kentucky-made “moon” whisky and went off fishing in the river. This only happened in the spring, summer and fall and when the nights were fair and the fish biting.

They built a fire of driftwood and sat around, having put out catfish lines. There was a place up river about four miles where there had formerly been, during the river’s flush days, a small sawmill and a wood-yard for supplying river packets with fuel and they went there. It was a long walk and neither Sponge nor his wife was very young but they were both tough wiry little people and they had the corn whisky to cheer them on the way. The whisky was not colored to look like the whisky of commerce but was clear like water and very raw and burning to the throat and its effect was quick and lasting.

Being out to make a night of it they gathered wood to start a fire as soon as they had got to their favorite fishing place. Then everything was all right. Sponge had told Bruce dozens of times that his wife didn’t mind anything. “She’s as tough as a fox terrier,” he said. Two children had been born to the couple earlier in life and the oldest, a boy, had got his leg cut off hopping on a train. Sponge spent two hundred and eighty dollars on doctors but might as well have saved the money. The kid had died after six weeks of suffering.

When he spoke of the other child, a girl playfully called Bugs Martin, Sponge got a little upset and chewed tobacco more vigorously than usual. She had been a rip-terror right from the start. No doing anything with her. You couldn’t keep her away from the boys. Sponge tried and his wife tried but what good did it do?

Once, on a pay-day night in the month of October, when Sponge and his wife were up river at their favorite fishing place, they got home at five o’clock the next morning, both still a little lit up, and what did Bruce Dudley think they had found going on? Mind you, Bugs was only fifteen then. Well, Sponge had gone into the house ahead of his wife and there, on the new rag carpet in the front hallway was that kid asleep and beside her was a young man also asleep.

What a nerve! The young man was a fellow who worked in Mouser’s grocery. He didn’t live in Old Harbor any more. Heaven knows what had become of him. When he woke up and saw Sponge standing there with his hand on the door-knob he jumped up quick and lit out, almost knocking Sponge over as he rushed through the door. Sponge kicked at him but missed. He was pretty well lit up.

Then Sponge went after Bugs. He shook her till her teeth fairly rattled but did Bruce think she hollered? Not she! Whatever you might think of Bugs she was a game little kid.

She was fifteen when Sponge beat her up that time. He whacked her good. Now she was in a house in Cincinnati, Sponge thought. Now and then she wrote a letter to her mother and in the letters she always lied. What she said was that she was working in a store but that was the bunk. Sponge knew it was a lie because he had got the dope about her from a man who used to live in Old Harbor but who had a job in Cincinnati now. One night he went out to a house and saw Bugs there raising hell with a crowd of rich young Cincinnati sports but she never saw him. He kept himself in the background and then later wrote Sponge about it. What he said was that Sponge ought to try to straighten Bugs out but what was the use making a fuss. She had been that way since she was a kid, hadn’t she?

And when you came right down to it what did that fellow want to butt in for. What was he doing in such a place — so high and mighty afterwards? He had better keep his nose in his own back yard. Sponge hadn’t even shown the letter to his old woman. What was the use of getting her all worked up? If she wanted to believe that bunk about Bugs having a good job in a store why not let her? If Bugs ever came home on a visit, which she was always writing her mother some day maybe she would, Sponge wouldn’t ever let on to her himself.

Sponge’s old woman was all right. When she and Sponge were out that way, after catfish, and they had both taken five or six good stiff drinks of “moon,” she was like a kid. She made Sponge feel — Lordy!

They were lying on a pile of half-rotten old sawdust near the fire, right where the old wood-yard had been. When the old woman was a little lit up and acted like a kid it made Sponge feel that way too. It was a cinch the old woman was a good sport. Since he had married her, when he was a young man about twenty-two, Sponge hadn’t ever fooled around any other women at all — except maybe a few times when he was away from home and was a little soused.


CHAPTER TWO
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IT WAS A fancy notion all right, the one that had got Bruce Dudley into the position he was now in — working in a factory in the town of Old Harbor, Indiana, where he had lived as a child and as a young lad and where he was now masquerading as a workman under an assumed name. The name amused him. A thought flashing across the mind and John Stockton had become Bruce Dudley. Why not? For the time being anyway he was letting himself be anything that it pleased his fancy to be. He had got the name in an Illinois town to which he had come from the far south — from the city of New Orleans to be exact. That was when he was on his way back to Old Harbor to which he had also come following a whim. The Illinois town was one where he was to change cars. He had just walked along the main street of the town and had seen two signs over two stores, “Bruce, Smart and Feeble — Hardware” and “Dudley Brothers — Grocery.”

It was like being a criminal. Perhaps he was a kind of criminal, had suddenly become one. It might well be that a criminal was but a man like himself who had suddenly stepped a little out of the beaten path most all men travel. Criminals took other people’s lives or took goods that did not belong to them and he had taken — what? Himself? It might very well be put that way.

“Slave, do you think your own life belongs to you? Hocus, Pocus, now you see it and now you don’t. Why not Bruce Dudley?”

Going about the town of Old Harbor as John Stockton might lead to complications. It wasn’t likely anyone there would remember the shy boy who had been John Stockton, would recognize him in the man of thirty-four, but a lot of people might remember the boy’s father, the school-teacher, Edward Stockton. It might even be that the two looked alike. “Like father like son, eh?” The name Bruce Dudley had a kind of something in it. It suggested solidity and respectability and Bruce had got an hour’s amusement, while waiting for the train up to Old Harbor by walking about the streets of an Illinois town and trying to think of other possible Bruce Dudleys of the world. “Captain Bruce Dudley of the American Army, Bruce Dudley, Minister of the First Presbyterian Church of Hartford, Connecticut. But why Hartford? Well, why not Hartford? He, John Stockton, had never been to Hartford, Connecticut. Why had the place come into his mind? It stood for something, didn’t it? Very likely it was because Mark Twain lived there for a long time and there had been a kind of connection between Mark Twain and a Presbyterian or a Congregational or a Baptist minister of Hartford. Also there was a kind of connection between Mark Twain and the Mississippi and Ohio Rivers and John Stockton had been fooling along, up and down the Mississippi River for six months on that day when he got off the train at the Illinois town bound for Old Harbor. And wasn’t Old Harbor on the Ohio River?

T’witchelty, T’weedlety, T’wadelty, T’wum, 

Catch a nigger by the thumb.

“Big slow river crawling down out of a wide rich fat valley between mountains far away. Steamboats on the river. Mates swearing and hitting niggers over the heads with clubs. Niggers singing, niggers dancing, niggers toting loads on their heads, nigger women having babies — easy and free — half white a lot of the babies.”

The man who had been John Stockton and who suddenly, by a whim, became Bruce Dudley, had been thinking a lot about Mark Twain during the six months before he took the new name. Being near the river and on the river had made him think. It wasn’t strange after all that he chanced to think of Hartford, Connecticut, too. “He did get all crusted up, that boy,” he whispered to himself that day when he went about the streets of the Illinois town bearing for the first time the name Bruce Dudley.

“A man like that, eh — who had seen what that man had, a man who could write and feel and think a thing like that Huckleberry Finn, going up there to Hartford and — 

T’witchelty, T’weedlety, T’wadelty, T’wum, 

Catch a nigger by the thumb, eh?

“Oh, Lord!

“What a lot of fun to think, feel, cut the grapes, put some of the grapes of life into the mouth, spit the seeds out.

“Mark Twain, learning to be a river pilot on the Mississippi in the early days in the valley. What things he must have seen, felt, heard, thought! When he wrote a real book he had to put all aside, all he had learned, felt, thought, as a man, had to go back into childhood. He did it bouncing well, now didn’t he?

“But suppose he had really tried to put into books a lot of what he had heard, felt, thought, seen as a man on the river. What a howl raised! He never did that, did he? Once he wrote a thing. He called it “Conversations in the Court of Queen Elizabeth,” and he and his friends used to pass it around and chuckle over it.

“Had he got right down into the valley, in his day, as a man, let’s say, he might have given us many memorable things, eh? It must have been a rich place, rank with life, fairly rancid with life.

“Big slow deep river crawling down between the mud banks of an empire. Corn growing rank up north. Rich Illinois, Iowa, Missouri lands getting their hair cut of tall trees and then corn growing. Down further south, forests still, hills, niggers. The river getting slowly bigger and bigger. Towns along the river — tough towns.

“Then — away down — moss growing on the banks of the rivers and the land of cotton and sugar-cane. More niggers.

“‘If you ain’t never been loved by a brown skin you ain’t never been loved at all.’

“After years of that — what — Hartford, Connecticut! Those other things— ‘The Innocents Abroad,’

‘Roughing It’ — stale jokes piled up, everyone applauding.

T’witchelty, T’weedlety, T’wadelty, T’wum, 

Catch your nigger by the thumb — 

“Make a slave of him, eh? Tame the lad.”

Bruce didn’t look much like a factory hand. It had taken more than two months to grow a short thick beard and to let his moustache grow and while it was growing his face itched all the time. Why had he wanted to grow it? When he left Chicago and his wife he had cut out to a place called La Salle in Illinois and had started down the Illinois River in an open boat. Later he lost the boat and spent nearly two months, while he was growing the beard, in getting down river to New Orleans. It was a little trick he had always wanted to do. Since he was a kid and had read Huckleberry Finn, he had kept some such notion in mind. Nearly every man who lived long in the Mississippi Valley had that notion tucked away in him somewhere. The great river, lonely and empty now, was, in some queer way, like a lost river. It had come to represent the lost youth of Middle America perhaps. Song, laughter, profanity, the smell of goods, dancing niggers — life everywhere! Great gaudy boats on a river, lumber rafts floating down, voices across the silent nights, song, an empire unloading its wealth on the face of the waters of a river! When the Civil War came on, the Middle West got up and fought like the Old Harry because it didn’t want its river taken away. In its youth the Middle West had breathed with the breathing of a river.

“The factory men were pretty smart, weren’t they? First thing they did when they got the chance was to choke off the river, take the romance out of commerce. They may not have intended anything of the sort, romance and commerce were just natural enemies. They made the river as dead as a door-nail with their railroads and it has been that way ever since.”

Big river, silent now. Creeping slowly down past mud banks, miserable little towns, the river as powerful as ever, strange as ever, but silent now, forgotten, neglected. A few tugs with strings of barges. No more gaudy boats, profanity, song, gamblers, excitement, life.

When he was working his way down river, Bruce Dudley had thought that Mark Twain, when he went back to visit the river after the railroads had choked to death the river life, that Mark might have written an epic then. He might have written of song killed, of laughter killed, of men herded into a new age of speed, of factories, of swift, fast-running trains. Instead of which he filled the book mostly with statistics, wrote stale jokes. Oh, well! You can’t always be offending someone, can you, brother scribblers?


CHAPTER THREE
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WHEN HE HAD got to Old Harbor, the place of his boyhood, Bruce did not spend much time thinking of epics. That wasn’t his lay just then. He was after something, had been after it for a year. What it was he couldn’t have said in so many words. He had left his wife in Chicago, where she had a job on the same newspaper he had worked on, and suddenly, with less than three hundred dollars to go on, had started off on an adventure. There was a reason, he thought, but he was willing enough to let reason lie, for the time being anyway. His growing the beard had not been because his wife would make any special effort to find him when he turned up missing. It had been a whim. It was such fun to think of himself as going thus, unknown, mysteriously through life. Had he told his wife what he was going to do there would have been no end of talk, arguments, the rights of women, the rights of men.

They had been that kind in their relations to each other — he and Bernice — had got started together that way and had kept it up. Bruce hadn’t thought his wife to blame. “I helped start things wrong myself — acted as though she were something superior,” he thought, grinning. He remembered things he had said to her concerning her superiority, her mind, her talent. They had expressed a kind of hope that something graceful and fine would flash up out of her. Perhaps, in the beginning he had talked that way because he wanted to worship. She had half seemed the great person he had called her because he seemed to himself so worthless. He had played the game that way, not thinking much about it and she had fallen for it, had liked it, had taken what he said with entire seriousness and then he did not like what she had become, what he had helped make her.

Had he and Bernice ever had children perhaps what he had done would have been an impossibility, but they had none. She hadn’t wanted any. “Not by a man like you. You’re too flighty,” she had said.

And Bruce was flighty. He knew it. Having drifted into newspaper work he had kept on drifting for ten years. All the time he had wanted to do something — write perhaps — but every time he had tried his own words and ideas, put down, made him weary. Perhaps he had got too deep into the newspaper cliché, the jargon — jargon of words, ideas, moods. As he had gone along Bruce had put words down on paper less and less. There was a way to be a newspaper man, get by, without writing at all. You phoned your stuff in, let someone else write it up. There were plenty of the scribbling kind of fellows about — word-slingers.

Fellows making a mess at words, writing the newspaper jargon. Every year it got worse and worse.

Deep in him perhaps Bruce had always had buried away a kind of inner tenderness about words, ideas, moods. He had wanted to experiment, slowly, going carefully, handling words as you might precious stones, giving them a setting.

It was a thing you didn’t talk about too much. Too many people going into such things in a flashy way, getting cheap acclaim — Bernice, his wife, for example.

And then the war, “bunk-shooting” worse than ever — the very Government going into “bunk-shooting” on the grand scale.

Lord, what a time! Bruce had managed to keep himself on local stuff — murders, the capture of bootleggers, fires, labor rows, but all the time he had got more and more bored, tired of it all.

As for his wife Bernice — he hadn’t seemed to her to be getting anywhere either. She had both despised and in an odd way feared him. She had called him “flighty.” Had he but succeeded, after ten years, in building up within himself a contempt for life?

In the factory at Old Harbor, where he was now working, automobile wheels were made and he had got a job in the varnishing room. He had been compelled to do something, being broke. There was a long room in a great brick building near the river-bank and the window that looked out into the factory yard. A boy brought the wheels in a truck and dumped them down beside a peg on which he put them one by one to lay on the varnish.

It had been lucky for him he had got the place beside Sponge Martin. He thought of him often enough in relation to the men with whom he had been associated ever since he had grown to manhood, intellectual men, newspaper reporters who wanted to write novels, women feminists, illustrators who drew pictures for the newspapers and for advertisements but who liked to have what they called a studio and to sit about talking of art and life.

Next to Sponge Martin, on the other side, was a surly fellow who hardly spoke all day long. Often Sponge winked and whispered to Bruce about him. “I’ll tell you what’s wrong. He thinks his wife is fooling around with another man here in town and she is, too, but he doesn’t dare inquire into the matter too closely. He might find out that what he suspects is a fact so he just glums around,” Sponge said.

As for Sponge himself, he had been a carriage-painter in the town of Old Harbor before anyone ever thought of building any such thing as a wheel factory there, before anyone had ever thought of any such thing as an automobile. On some days he talked altogether of the earlier days when he had owned his own shop. There was a kind of pride in him when he got on that subject and for his present job, varnishing wheels, only contempt. “Anyone could do it,” he said. “Look at you. You ain’t got no special hand for it but if you would pep up you could turn out almost as many wheels as I can and do ’em just as well.”

But what was a fellow to do? Sponge could have been foreman of the factory finishing room if he had wanted to lick boots a little. One had to smile and kowtow a little when young Mr. Grey came around, which he only did about once a month.

The trouble with Sponge was that he had known the Greys too long. Maybe young Grey had got it into his head that he, Sponge, was too much of a booze-hoister. He had known the Greys when this young one, that was now such a big bug, was just a kid. Once he had finished a carriage for old Grey. He used to come around to Sponge Martin’s shop bringing his kid with him.

The carriage he was having built was sure a darby. It had been built by old Sil Mooney, who had a carriagebuilding shop right near Sponge Martin’s finishing shop.

The description of the carriage built for Grey, the banker of Old Harbor, when Bruce was himself a boy and when Sponge had his own shop, took a whole afternoon. The old workman was so deft and quick with his brush that he could finish a wheel, catching every corner, without looking at it. Most of the men in the room worked in silence, but Sponge never stopped talking. In the room at Bruce Dudley’s back, behind a brick wall, there was a constant low rumble of machines but Sponge had got a trick of making his voice ride just above the racket. He pitched it in a certain key and every word came distinct and clear to the ears of his fellow workman.

Bruce watched Sponge’s hands, tried to imitate the movement of his hands. The brush was held just so. There was a quick, soft movement. Sponge could fill his brush very full and yet handle it in such a way that the varnish did not drip down and he left no ugly thick places on the wheels he did. The stroke of the brush was like a caress.

Sponge talked of the days when he had a shop of his own and told the story of the carriage built for old Grey the banker. As he talked Bruce got a notion. He kept thinking of his having left his wife so lightly. There had been a sort of wordless quarrel — one of the sort they had often got into. Bernice did special articles for the Sunday paper and she had written a story that had been accepted by a magazine. Then she joined a writers’ club in Chicago. All this had been going on and Bruce had not tried to do anything special on his own job. He had done just what he had to do, nothing more, and gradually Bernice had come to respect him less and less. It was evident she had a career before her. Writing special articles for Sunday newspapers, becoming a successful writer of magazine stories, eh? For a long time Bruce had gone along with her, going with her to meetings of the writers’ club, going to studios where men and women sat talking. There was a place in Chicago, out near Forty-seventh Street near the park, where a lot of writers and painters lived, some low small building that had been put there during the World’s Fair and Bernice had wanted him to go out there to live. She had wanted to associate more and more with people who wrote, made pictures, read books, talked of books and pictures. Now and then she spoke to Bruce in a certain way. Had she begun to patronize him a little?

He smiled at the thought of it, smiled at the thought of himself, now working in the factory beside Sponge Martin. One day he had gone with Bernice to a meat market — they were getting chops for dinner and he had noted the way an old fat meat-cutter in the place handled his tools. The sight had fascinated him and as he had stood in the place beside his wife, waiting her turn to be served, she began talking to him and he did not hear. What he was thinking about was the old meat-cutter, the deft quick hands of the old meat-cutter. They represented something to him. What was it? The man’s hands had handled a quarter of beef with a sure quiet touch that represented to Bruce perhaps a way in which he would like to handle words. Well now, it might be that he did not want to handle words at all. He was a little afraid of words. They were such tricky, elusive things. It might be that he did not know what he wanted to handle. That might be what was the matter with him. Why not go and find out?

With his wife Bruce had come out of the place and had walked along a street, she still talking. Of what was she talking? Suddenly Bruce had realized he did not know, — did not care. When they got to their apartment she went to cook the chops and he sat by a window, looking into a city street. The building stood near a corner where men coming out from the downtown district got off north-and south-bound cars to take other cars going east or west and the evening rush hour had begun. Bruce worked on an evening paper and so would be free until early morning, but as soon as he and Bernice had consumed the chops she would go into a back room of the apartment and begin to write. Lord, what a lot of stuff she wrote! When she was not at work on her Sunday special stuff she worked on a story. She was at work on one just at that moment. It concerned a very lonely man in the city who while walking one evening saw in a shop window the wax dummy of what in the darkness he took to be a very beautiful woman. Something had happened to the street light at the corner where the shop stood and the man had for the moment thought the woman in the window alive. He had stood looking at her and she had looked back at him. It had been an exciting experience.

And then, you see, later, the man in Bernice’s story had found out his absurd mistake, but he was as lonely as ever and kept going back to the shop window night after night. Sometimes the dummy woman was there and sometimes she had been taken away. She appeared now in one gown — now in another. She was in rich furs and was walking along a winter street. Now she had been arrayed in a summer frock and was standing on the shore of a sea or she was in a bathing costume and was about to plunge off into the sea.

 

The whole thing was a whimsical notion and Bernice had been excited about it. How would she make it turn out? One night after the street lamp at the corner had been fixed the light was so strong that the man could not help seeing that the woman he had come to love was made of wax. How would it be to have him take a cobblestone and break the street lamp? Then he might press his lips against the cold window-glass and run off down a side street never to be seen again.

 

T’wichelty, T’weedlety, T’wadelty, T’wum.

 

Bruce’s wife Bernice would be a great writer some day, eh? Was he, Bruce, jealous of her? When they went together to one of the places where other newspaper men, illustrators, poets and young musicians gathered the people were inclined to look at Bernice, address their remarks to her rather than to him. She had a way of doing things for people. A young girl got out of college and wanted to be a journalist, or a young musician wanted to meet some man of power in the musical field and Bernice managed things for them. Gradually she had come to have a following in Chicago and was already planning to move on to New York. A New York paper had made her an offer and she was considering it. “You can get a job there as well as here,” she had said to her husband.

As he stood beside his bench in the factory at Old Harbor, varnishing an automobile wheel, Bruce listened to the words of Sponge Martin, boasting of the days when he had a shop of his own and was finishing the carriage that had been built for the elder Grey. He described the wood that had been used, told how straight and fine the grain was, how every part had been carefully fitted into other parts. In the afternoon old Grey sometimes came to the shop after the bank was closed for the day and sometimes he brought his son with him. He was in a hurry for the job to be finished. Well, there was to be some kind of a special affair in the town on a certain day. The Governor of the State was to come and the banker was to entertain him. He wanted the new carriage to haul him up from the railroad station.

Sponge talked and talked, enjoying his own words, and Bruce listened, hearing every word while he kept right on having his own thoughts, too. How many times had he heard Sponge’s story and how delightful it was to keep on hearing it. The moment had been the big one in Sponge Martin’s life. The carriage couldn’t be finished in the way it should be and be ready for the Governor’s coming. That was all to it. In those days, when a man had his own shop, a man like old Grey might rave and rave, but what good did it do him? Silas Mooney, when he had built the carriage, had done a good job and did old Grey think that Sponge was going to turn round and do a bum, hurried job? They had it out one day, old Grey’s kid, young Fred Grey, who now owned the wheel factory where Sponge worked as a common laborer, standing and listening. What Sponge thought was that young Grey got an earful that day. No doubt he thought, just because he owned a bank and because people like governors of states came to visit at his house, that his dad was a kind of God Almighty, but if he did he got his eyes opened that time anyway.

Old Grey got mad and began to swear. “It’s my carriage and if I tell you to put on a few less coats and not to let each coat set so long before you rub it down and put on another you got to do what I say,” he had declared, shaking his fist at Sponge.

Aha! And hadn’t that been a moment for Sponge? Did Bruce want to know what he told old Grey? It had just happened that he had about four good shots in him that day and when he was a little lit up the Lord Almighty couldn’t tell him how to do no job. He had walked up close to old Grey and had doubled up his fist. “Look here,” he had said, “you’re not so young any more and you’re a little fat. You want to keep in mind you been sitting up there in that bank of yours too much. Suppose now you get gay with me and because you want that carriage in a hurry you come down here and try to take the job away from me or something like that. Do you know what will happen to you? You’ll get kicked out, that’s what will happen. I’ll cave your fat face in with my fist, that’s what will happen and if you get foxy and send anyone else down here I’ll come up to your bank and maul you there, that’s what I’ll do.”

Sponge had told the banker that. He wasn’t going to be hurried into doing no bum job, not by him or anyone else. He had told the banker that and then when the banker had walked out of his shop, saying nothing, he had gone over to a corner saloon and had got a bottle of good whisky. Just to show old Grey something he had locked up his shop and knocked off for the day. “Let him haul his Governor in a livery hack.” That’s what he had said to himself. He had got the bottle of whisky and he and his old woman had gone fishing together. It had been one of the best parties they had ever been on. He had told the old woman about it and she had been tickled to death at what he had done. “You done just right,” she had said. Then she had told Sponge that he was worth a dozen such men as old Grey. That might have been exaggerating a little but Sponge had liked to hear it all right. Bruce ought to have seen his old woman in them days. She was young then and as good-looking a skirt as there was in the state.


CHAPTER FOUR
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WORDS FLITTING ACROSS the mind of Bruce Dudley, varnishing wheels in the factory of the Grey Wheel Company of Old Harbor, Indiana. Thoughts flitting across his mind. Drifting images. He had begun to get a little skill with his fingers. Could one in time get a little skill with thoughts, too? Could thoughts and images be laid on paper some day as Sponge Martin laid on varnish, never too thick, never too thin, never lumpy?

Sponge the workman telling old Grey to go to hell, offering to kick him out of his shop. The governor of a state riding in a livery hack because a workman wouldn’t be hurried into doing a bum job. Bernice, his wife, at her typewriter in Chicago, doing special articles for the Sunday papers, writing that story about the man and the dummy wax figure of a woman in a shop window. Sponge Martin and his woman going off to celebrate because Sponge had told the local prince, the banker, to go to hell. The picture of a man and woman on a sawdust pile with a bottle beside them. A bonfire down near the river’s edge. Catfish lines out. Bruce thought of the scene as taking place on a soft summer night. There were wonderful soft summer nights in the valley of the Ohio. Up and down river, above and below the hill on which Old Harbor stood, the land was low and in the winter the floods came up and covered the land. The floods left a soft silt on the land and it was rich, rank with richness. Wherever the land was not cultivated, weeds, flowers and tall flowering berry bushes grew thick.

They would be lying there on the sawdust pile, Sponge Martin and his wife, a little lit up, the fire blazing between them and the river, the catfish lines out, the air filled with smells, the soft fishy river smell, smells of blossoms, smells of things growing. It might be there would be a moon hanging over them.

The words Bruce had heard Sponge say — 

“When she is a little lit up she acts like a kid and makes me feel like a kid too.”

Lovers lying on an old sawdust pile under a summer moon on the banks of the Ohio.


BOOK TWO
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CHAPTER FIVE
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THAT STORY BERNICE was writing about the man who saw the wax figure in a shop window and thought it was a woman.

Did Bruce really wonder how it had come out, what sort of an ending she had given it? To tell the truth he did not. There was something malicious in his thoughts of the story. It seemed to him absurd and childish and he was glad that it was so. Had Bernice really succeeded in the thing she had undertaken — so casually, in such an offhand way — the whole problem of their relation would have been somewhat different. “I would have had to look to my self-respect then,” he thought. That grin would not have come so easily.

Sometimes Bernice used to talk — she and her friends talked a good deal. They all, the young illustrators and the writers who gathered in the rooms in the evenings to talk — well, they all worked in newspaper offices or in advertising offices just as Bruce did. They pretended to despise what they were doing but kept on doing it just the same. “We have to eat,” they said. What a lot of talk there had been about the necessity of eating.

In Bruce Dudley’s mind, as he listened to Sponge Martin’s story of the defiance of the banker, was the memory of that evening when he had cut out from the apartment where he had lived with Bernice and from Chicago. He had been sitting by the front window of the apartment and looking out, and at the back of the apartment Bernice was cooking the chops. She would have potatoes and a salad. It would take her twenty minutes to cook the things and put them on the table. Then the two would sit down at the table to eat. How many evenings sitting down together like that — within two or three feet of each other physically and yet miles apart. They hadn’t any children because Bernice had never wanted them. “I’ve got my work to do,” she had said on the two or three occasions when he had spoken of the matter as they lay in bed together. She had said that but what she had meant was something else. She hadn’t wanted to tie herself down, not to him, not to the man she had married. When she spoke of him to others she always laughed good-naturedly. “He’s all right but he’s flighty and he won’t work. He isn’t very ambitious,” she sometimes said. Bernice and her friends had a way of speaking openly of their loves. They compared notes. Perhaps they used every little emotion they had as material for stories.

In the street before the window at which Bruce sat waiting for the chops and the potatoes a lot of men and women getting off street cars and waiting for other cars. Gray figures in a gray street. “If a man and a woman are so and so together — well, then they are so and so.”

In the shop at Old Harbor, as when he had been a newspaper man in Chicago, the same thing always going on. Bruce had a technique of going along, doing the thing before him well enough while his mind went wool-gathering over the past and the present. Time ceased for him. In the shop, working beside Sponge, he had been thinking of Bernice, his wife, and now suddenly he began thinking of his father. What had happened to him? He had been a country schoolteacher near Old Harbor in Indiana and then he had married another school-teacher who had come down there from Indianapolis. Then he had got a job in the town schools, and when Bruce was a small boy had got a place working on a newspaper in Indianapolis. The little family had moved there and the mother had died. Bruce went then to live with his grandmother and his father went to Chicago. He was there still. Now he worked in an advertising agency and had got himself another wife and with her three children. In the city Bruce had seen him, perhaps twice a month, when father and son lunched together at some downtown restaurant. His father had married a young wife and she didn’t like Bernice and Bernice didn’t like her. They got on each other’s nerves.

Now Bruce was thinking old thoughts. His thoughts went around in a circle. Was that because he had wanted to be a man handling words, ideas, moods — and hadn’t made it? The thoughts he had as he worked in the factory at Old Harbor had been in his mind before. They had been in his mind on a certain evening as the chops sizzled in the pan in the kitchen at the back of the apartment in which he had lived for a long time with Bernice. It was not his apartment.

When she had fixed it up Bernice had kept herself and her own wants in mind and that was as it should be. She wrote her Sunday special stuff there and also worked on her stories. Bruce did not need a place to write as he did little or no writing. “I only need a place to sleep,” he had said to Bernice.

“The lonely man who fell in love with the dummy figure in the shop window, eh? Wonder how she will make it turn out. Why not have a sweet young girl, working in the store, step into the window some night? That would be the beginning of a romance. No, she will have to handle it in a more modern way. That would be too obvious.”

Bruce’s father was a funny chap. What a lot of enthusiasms he had gone through in his long life and now, although he was old and gray, when Bruce lunched with him he almost always had a new one. When the father and son went to lunch together they avoided speaking of their wives. Bruce suspected that because he had married a second wife who was almost as young as the son, his father always felt a little guilty in his presence. They never spoke of their wives. When they met in some Loop restaurant Bruce said, “Well, Dad, how’s the kids?” Then the father spoke of his latest enthusiasm. He was an advertising writer and was sent out to write advertisements of soap, safety razors, automobiles. “I’ve got a new steam car account,” he said. “The car is a whizz. It will run thirty miles on a gallon of kerosene oil. No gears to shift. As smooth and soft as riding in a boat on a calm sea. Lord, what power! They have to work out a few things yet but they’ll do it all right. The man who invented this car is a wonder. The greatest mechanical genius I’ve ever seen yet. I’ll tell you what, son, when this thing breaks it will smash the market for gasoline. You wait and see.”

Bruce shifting nervously about in his chair in the restaurant as his father talked — Bruce unable to say anything when he went out with his wife among the Chicago intellectual and artistic set. There was Mrs. Douglas, the rich woman who had a country home and one in town and who wrote poetry and plays. Her husband owned a lot of property and was a connoisseur of the arts. Then there was the crowd over on Bruce’s own paper. When the paper was down in the afternoon they sat about talking of Huysmans, Joyce, Ezra Pound and Lawrence. There was great pride in word-slinging. Such and such a man knew how to sling words. Little groups all over town talking of word men, sound men, color men and Bruce’s wife, Bernice, knew them all. What was it all about, this eternal fussing about painting, music, writing? There was something in it. People couldn’t let the subject alone. A man might write something, just knocking the props out from under all the artists Bruce had ever heard about — it wouldn’t be hard he thought — but after the job was done it wouldn’t prove anything either.

From where he had been sitting by the window of his apartment that evening in Chicago he could see men and women getting on and off street cars at the street intersection where the cross-town cars met the cars in and out of the Loop. God, what a world of people in Chicago! At his own job he had to do a lot of running about through Chicago streets. He phoned most of his stuff in and some fellow in the office dressed it up. There was a young Jew in the office who could fairly make the words dance over the page. He did a lot of Bruce’s stuff. What they liked about Bruce in the local room was that he was supposed to have a head. He had got a certain kind of reputation. His own wife didn’t think he was much of a newspaper man and the young Jew thought he wasn’t worth anything, but he got a lot of important assignments that the others wanted. He had a kind of knack. What he did was to get at the heart of the matter — something of that sort. Bruce smiled at the praise he was giving himself in his own thoughts. “I guess we’ve all got to keep telling ourselves we’re some good or we would all go and jump in the river,” he thought.

What a lot of people getting off one car and onto another. They had all been downtown working and now they were going to apartments much like the one in which he lived with his wife. What was his father like in his relations with his wife, the young wife he had got after Bruce’s mother had died. With her he had got three children, ready-made, while by Bruce’s mother he had never got but the one — Bruce himself. There had been plenty of time for more. Bruce was ten when his mother died. The grandmother with whom he had lived in Indianapolis was still alive. When she died she would no doubt leave Bruce her little fortune. She must be worth at least fifteen thousand. He hadn’t written to her for over three months.

The men and women in the streets, such men and women as were now getting off and on the cars in the street before the apartment. Why did they all look so tired? What was the matter with them? What he had in his mind at the moment was not physical tiredness. In Chicago and in other cities he had visited the people were all inclined to have that tired, bored look on their faces when you caught them off guard, when they were walking along through the streets or standing at a street corner waiting for a car and Bruce had a fear that he looked the same way. Sometimes at night when he went off by himself, when Bernice was going to some party he wanted to avoid, he saw people eating in some café or sitting together in the park who didn’t look bored. Downtown, in the Loop, during the day, people went along thinking of getting across the next street crossing. The crossing policeman was about to blow his whistle. They ran, little herds of them, like flocks of quails, escaping with their lives most of them. When they had got to the sidewalk on the other side a look of triumph.

Tom Wills, the man on the city desk down at the office, had a liking for Bruce. After the paper was down in the afternoon he and Bruce often went to a little German place where they could get drinks and had a pint of whisky between them. The German made Tom Wills a special rate on pretty good bootleg stuff because Tom steered a lot of people in there.

In a little back room they sat, Tom and Bruce, and when they had taken a few pulls out of the bottle Tom talked. He always said the same things. First he cursed the war and condemned America for getting into it and then cursed himself. “I’m no good,” he said. Tom was like all of the newspaper men Bruce had ever known. He really wanted to write a novel or a play and liked to talk about the matter to Bruce because he didn’t think Bruce had any such ambitions. “You’re a hard-boiled guy, ain’t you?” he said.

He told Bruce of his plan. “There’s a note I’d like to strike. It’s about impotence. Have you noticed, going along the streets, that all of the people you see are tired out, impotent?” he asked. “What is a newspaper — the most impotent thing in the world. What is the theater? Have you gone much lately? They give you such a weariness that your back aches, and the movies, God, the movies are ten times worse, and if this war isn’t a sign of universal impotence, sweeping over the world like a disease, then I don’t know much. A fellow I know, Hargrave of the Eagle, was out there to that place called Hollywood. He was telling me about it. He says all the people out there are like fish with their fins cut off. They wriggle around trying to make effective movements and can’t do it. He says they all have an inferiority complex something awful — tired-out magazine writers gone out there to get rich in their old age, all that sort of thing. The women all trying to be ladies. Well, not trying to be ladies exactly. That isn’t the idea. They are trying to look like ladies and gentlemen, live in the kind of houses ladies and gentlemen are supposed to live in, walk and talk like ladies and gentlemen. It’s such a God-awful mess, he says, as you never dreamed of and you got to bear in mind the movie people are America’s pets. After you been there for a while, out in Los Angeles, Hargrave says, if you don’t go jump in the sea you’ll go crazy. He says the whole Pacific Coast is a lot like that — in that tone I mean — impotence crying out to God that it is beautiful, that it is big, that it is effective. Look at Chicago, too, ‘I will,’ that’s our motto as a city. Did you know that? They got one out in San Francisco, too, Hargrave says, ‘San Francisco knows how.’ Knows how what? How to get the tired fish out there from Iowa, Illinois and Indiana, eh? Hargrave says that in Los Angeles the people walk along the street by the thousands with no place to go. A lot of smart guys, he says, sell them lots — places out on the desert — because they are too tired out to know their own minds. They buy and then go back into town and walk up and down the streets. He says a dog smelling a street post out there will make ten thousand people stop and look as though it was the most exciting event in the world. I suppose he exaggerates a little.

“And, anyway, I’m not bragging. When it comes to impotence if you can beat me you’re a darby. What do I do? I sit at a desk and give out little slips. And what do you do? You take the slips, read them and run around town getting little items to be played up in the paper and you’re so impotent you don’t even write your own stuff. What’s it all about? One day they murder someone in this town and get six lines out of it and on the next day if they do the same murder they get played up all over every paper in town. It all depends what we got on just then. You know how it is. And I ought to be writing my novel, or a play, if I’m ever going to do it. If I write one about the only thing I know anything about, do you think anyone in the world would read it? Only thing I could possibly write about would be just about this stuff I’m always giving you — about impotence, what a lot of it there is. Do you think anyone wants that kind of stuff?”


CHAPTER SIX
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ON THAT EVENING in the Chicago apartment Bruce sat having these thoughts and smiling softly to himself. For some reason Tom Wills, swearing at the impotence of American life, had always amused him. He, himself, did not think Tom was impotent. He thought the proof of the man’s potence could have been found just in the fact that he got so mad when he talked. It took something in a man to be mad about anything. He had to have some juice in him to do that.

He had got up from the window to walk across the long studio room to where his wife Bernice had set the table, still wearing the smile, and it was just the kind of a smile that disconcerted Bernice. When he wore it he never talked because he was living outside himself and the people immediately about. They did not exist. For the time being nothing very real had any existence. Odd that at such times, when nothing in the world was very definite, he was himself the most likely to do some definite thing. At such a moment he could have lighted a fuse connected with a building filled with dynamite and could have blown up himself, all of the city of Chicago, all America, as calmly as he could have lighted a cigarette. Perhaps he was himself, at such times, a building filled with dynamite.

When he was that way Bernice was afraid of him and was ashamed of being afraid. Being afraid of anything made her seem less important to herself. Sometimes she grew sullenly silent and sometimes she tried to laugh it off. At such times she said Bruce had the air of an old Chinaman poking around in an alleyway.

The place in which Bruce then lived with his wife was one of the sort of places that are being fixed up nowadays in American cities to house just such childless couples as himself and Bernice. “Married couples who have no children and do not intend having any — people whose aspirations are above that,” Tom Wills in one of his angry moods would have said. There were a lot of such places in New York City and in Chicago and they were fast coming into vogue in smaller cities like Detroit, Cleveland and Des Moines. They were called studio apartments.

The one Bernice had found and had fixed up for herself and Bruce had a long room at the front with a fireplace, a piano, a couch on which Bruce slept at night — when he did not go to Bernice, which he didn’t very often — and back of that was a bedroom and a tiny kitchen. Bernice slept in the bedroom and wrote in the studio, and the bathroom was stuck in between the studio and Bernice’s bedroom. When the couple ate at home they brought in something, usually from a delicatessen store, for the occasion, and Bernice served it on a folding table that could afterwards be put away in a closet. In what was called Bernice’s bedroom there was a chest of drawers where Bruce kept his shirts and underwear, and his clothes had to be hung up in Bernice’s closet. “You should see me diving about the joint in the morning in my shift,” he had once said to Tom Wills. “It’s a shame Bernice isn’t an illustrator. She might get some good stuff on modern city life from me in my B.V.D.’s. ‘The lady novelist’s husband getting all set for the day.’ Some of that stuff the fellows put in the Sunday papers and call ‘among us mortals.’

‘Life as it is’ — something of that sort. I don’t look at the Sundays once a month, but you know what I mean. Why should I look at the things? I don’t look at anything in any paper except my own stuff and I only do that to see what that smart Jew has managed to get out of it. If I had his brain I’d write something myself.”

Bruce had walked slowly across the room toward the table where Bernice had already seated herself. On the wall back of her was a portrait of herself done by a young man who had been in Germany for a year or two after the Armistice and had come back filled with enthusiasm about the reawakening of German art. He had done Bernice in broad lines of color and had twisted her mouth a little to one side. One ear had been made twice the size of the other. That was for distortion’s sake. Distortion often got effects you couldn’t get at all by straight painting. The young man had been at a party in Bernice’s apartment one evening when Bruce was there and had talked a lot, and a few days later, one afternoon when Bruce came from the office there the fellow was, sitting with Bernice. Bruce had had a feeling of having butted in where he wasn’t wanted and had been embarrassed. It had been an awkward moment and Bruce had wanted to back out after putting his head in at the studio door, but had not known how to do it without embarrassing them.

He had been compelled to do some fast thinking. “You’ll excuse me,” he said; “I have to go right out again. I’ve got an assignment on which I may have to work all night.” He had said that and then had gone hurriedly through the studio and into Bernice’s bedroom to change his shirt. He had felt it was up to him to change something. Was there something on between Bernice and the young chap? He hadn’t cared much.

Afterwards he wondered about the portrait. He had wanted to ask Bernice about it but hadn’t dared. What he had wanted to ask was why she had stood for it to be made to look as the portrait had made her look.

“It’s for the sake of art, I guess,” he thought, still smiling on the evening when he sat down with Bernice to the chops. Thoughts of Tom Wills talking, thoughts of the look on Bernice’s face and on the young painter’s face — that time he came suddenly in on them, thoughts of himself and the absurdities of his own mind and his own life. How could he help smiling although he knew the smile always upset Bernice? How could he explain that the smile had no more to do with her absurdities than with his own?

“For the sake of art,” he thought, putting one of the chops on a plate and handing it to Bernice. His mind liked to play with phrases like that, silently and maliciously taunting her and himself too. Now she was sore at him because of the smile and the meal would be eaten in silence. After the meal he would go to sit by the window and Bernice would hurry out of the apartment to spend the evening with some of her friends. She couldn’t very well order him out and he would sit tight — smiling.

Perhaps she would go back into her bedroom and work on that story. How would she make it come out? Suppose a policeman to come along and seeing the man enamored of the wax woman in the store window and thinking him crazy or a thief planning to break into the store — suppose the policeman should arrest the man. Bruce kept on smiling at his own thoughts. He imagined a conversation between the policeman and the young man, the young man trying to explain his loneliness and his love. In a bookstore downtown there was a young man Bruce had once seen at an artists’ party to which he had once gone with Bernice and who had now, for some unexplainable reason to Bruce, become the hero of the tale Bernice was writing. The man in the bookstore was short, pale and wan and had a small neat black mustache and she had made her hero like that. Also he had extraordinarily thick lips and shining black eyes and Bruce remembered to have heard that he wrote poetry. It might be that he actually had fallen in love with a dummy figure in a store window and had told Bernice about it. Bruce thought that might be what a poet was like. Surely only a poet could fall in love with a dummy figure in a shop window.

“For the sake of art.” The phrase kept running through his head like a refrain. He kept smiling and now Bernice was furious. He had at any rate succeeded in spoiling her dinner and her evening. That at any rate he had not intended. The poet and the wax woman would be left, hanging in air as it were, unfulfilled.

Bernice got up and stood over him, staring down at him across the small table. How furious she was! Was she going to strike him? What a strange puzzled baffled look in her eyes. Bruce looked up at her impersonally — as he might have looked out a window at a scene in the street. She did not say anything. Had it got beyond speech between them? If it had surely he was to blame. Would she dare strike him? Well, he knew she would not. Why did he keep smiling? That was what made her so furious. Better to go softly through life — let people alone. Did he have any special desire to torture Bernice and if he did, why? Now she wanted to have it out with him, to bite, strike, kick, like a furious little female animal, but it was a handicap Bernice had that when she was thoroughly worked up she could not talk. She just got a little white and that look came into her eyes. Bruce had at idea. Did she, his wife Bernice, hate and fear all men and was she making the hero of her story such a silly fellow because she wanted to make all men sing small? That would certainly make her, the female, loom larger. It might be that was what the whole feminist movement was about. Bernice had already written several stories and in all of them the men were like that chap in the book-shop. It was a little odd. Now she, herself, looked something like the chap in the book-shop.

“For the sake of art, eh?”

Bernice went hurriedly out of the room. Had she stayed, there was at least a chance he might have got her, as it was possible men sometimes got their women. “You come off your perch and I’ll come off mine. Loosen up. Function as a woman and let me function as a man, with you.” Was Bruce ready to have that happen? He thought he had always been ready for that — with Bernice or some other woman. When it came to the test why did Bernice always run away? Would she go into her bedroom and cry? Well, no. Bernice wasn’t after all one of the crying sort. She would get out of the house until he had gone and then — when she was alone — would perhaps work on that story — the soft little poet and the wax woman in the window, eh? Bruce was perfectly aware of how malicious were his own thoughts. Once in a long time he had a notion Bernice wanted him to beat her. Could that be possible? If so, why? If a woman got that way in her relations with a man what brought it about?

Bruce having got himself into deep water by his own thoughts went to sit again by the window looking into the street. Both he and Bernice had left their chops uneaten. Whatever happened now Bernice would not come back into the room to sit while he was there, not on that evening, and the cold chops would lie like that, on the table over there. The couple had no servant. Every morning a woman came in for two hours to clean the place up. That was the way such establishments were run. Well, if she wanted to go out of the apartment it would be necessary for her to pass through the studio before his eyes. To slip out at the back door, through an alleyway, would be beneath her dignity as a woman. It would be a come-down for the female sex — represented by Bernice — and she would never lose her sense of the necessity of dignity — in the sex.

“For the sake of art.” Why did that phrase stick in Bruce’s mind? It was a silly little refrain. Had he been smiling all evening, making Bernice furious by the smile — because of that phrase? What was art anyway? Did such men as himself and Tom Wills want to laugh at it? Did they incline to think of art as a silly, mawkish sort of exhibitionism on the part of silly people because to do so made them seem to themselves rather grand and noble — above all such nonsense — something of that sort? Once when she was not angry, when she was soberly in earnest, a short time after their marriage, Bernice had said something of that sort. That was before Bruce had succeeded in breaking down something in her, her own self-respect, perhaps. Did all men want to break something down in women — make slaves of them? Bernice said they did and for a long time he had believed her. Then they had seemed to get on all right. Now things had surely gone to pot.

After all it was evident that, as far as Tom Wills was concerned, he, at bottom, cared more about art than all the other people Bruce had known, certainly more than Bernice or any of her friends. Bruce did not think he knew or understood Bernice or her friends very well but did think he knew Tom Wills. The man was a perfectionist. To him art was something out beyond reality, a fragrance touching the reality of things through the fingers of a humble man filled with love — something like that — a little perhaps like a beautiful mistress to whom the man, the boy within the man, wanted to bring all of the rich, beautiful things of his mind, of his fancy. What he had to bring had seemed to Tom Wills such a meager offering that the thought of trying to make the offering made him ashamed.

Although Bruce sat by the window pretending to look out he was not seeing people in the street outside. Was he waiting for Bernice to pass through the room, wanting to punish her a little more? “Am I becoming a Sadist?” he asked himself. He sat with hands folded, smiling, smoked a cigarette and looked at the floor and the last feeling he was ever to have of the presence of his wife Bernice was when she passed through the room without his looking up.

And so she had made up her mind that she could pass through the room, snubbing him. It had begun at the meat market where he had been interested in the hands of that meat-cutter cutting meat rather than in what she was saying to him. What had she been talking about, her latest story or an idea for a special article for the Sunday paper? Not having heard what she said he could not remember. At any rate his mind had checked her all right.

He heard her footsteps crossing the room where he sat looking at the floor, but he was at that moment thinking, not of her but of Tom Wills. He was doing again what had made her angry in the first place, what always made her angry when it happened. Perhaps he was at just that moment smiling the peculiarly exasperating smile that always drove her half mad. What a fate that she should have to remember him thus. She would always be thinking that he was laughing at her — at her aspirations as a writer, at her pretensions to strength of will. There was no doubt she did make some such pretensions but then who didn’t make pretensions of one kind or another?

Well, he and Bernice had sure got into a jam. She had dressed for the evening and went out saying nothing. Now she would spend the evening with her own friends, perhaps with that chap who worked in the bookstore or with the young painter who had been to Germany and had painted her portrait.

Bruce got up out of his chair and snapping on an electric light went to stand looking at the portrait. The distortion idea meant something to the European artists who began it no doubt, but he doubted the young man’s knowing quite what it meant. How superior he was! Did he mean to set himself up — to decide offhand that he knew what the young man did not know? He stood thus, looking at the portrait, and then suddenly his fingers, hanging at his side, felt something greasy and unpleasant. It was the cold uneaten chop on his own plate. His fingers touched it, felt it and then with a shrug of his shoulders he took a handkerchief out of his hip pocket and wiped his fingers. “T’witchelty, T’weedlety, T’wadelty, T’wum. Catch a nigger by the thumb.” Suppose it were true that art was the most exacting thing in the world? It true as a general thing that a certain type of men, who did not look physically very strong, almost always went in for the arts. When a fellow like himself went out with his wife among the so-called artists, went into a room where a lot of them had congregated, he so often got an impression, not of masculine strength and virility, but of something on the whole feminine. Huskier men, fellows like Tom Wills, tried to stay as far away from art talk as they could. Tom Wills never discussed the subject with anyone but Bruce and he hadn’t begun doing that until the two men had known each other for several months. There were a lot of other men. Bruce, in his work as a reporter, went about a good deal among gamblers, race-track men, baseball players, prizefighters, thieves, bootleggers, flash men of all sorts. When he first went to work on the paper he was for a time a sporting writer. On the paper he had a reputation, of a sort. He couldn’t write much — never tried. What he could do, Tom Wills thought, was to sense things. It was a faculty of which Bruce did not speak often. Let him be on the track of a murder. Very well, he went into a room where several men were congregated, a bootlegger’s place up an alleyway, let us say. He would be willing to bet something that in such a case, if the fellow was hanging around, he could spot the man who had done the job. Proving it was another matter. However, he had the faculty, “the nose for news,” it was called among newspaper men. Others had it too.

Oh, Lordy! If he had it, was so almighty keen, why had he wanted to marry Bernice? He had gone back to his chair by the window, snapping out the light as he went, but now it was quite dark in the street outside. If he had that faculty why had it not worked at a time when surely it was of vital importance to him to have it work?

Again he smiled in the darkness. Now suppose, just suppose now, that I am as much of a nut as Bernice or any of the rest of them. Suppose I am ten times worse. Suppose Tom Wills is ten times worse, too. It might be that I was only a kid when I married Bernice and that I have grown up a little. She thinks I’m a dead one — that I haven’t kept up with the show, but, just suppose now, it is she who has dropped behind. I might as well think that. It is a lot more flattering to me than just thinking I’m a chump or that I was a chump when I got married.
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IT WAS WHILE thinking some such thoughts that John Stockton, who later became Bruce Dudley, left his wife on a certain fall evening. He sat in the darkness for an hour or two and then got his hat and went out of the house. His physical connection with the apartment in which he had lived with Bernice was slight, a few half-worn neckties hanging on a hook in a closet — three pipes and some shirts and collars in a drawer, two or three suits of clothes, a winter overcoat. Later when he was a workman in the factory at Old Harbor, Indiana, working beside Sponge Martin, hearing Sponge talk, hearing something of the story of Sponge’s relations with “his old woman,” he hadn’t much regret for the way in which he had left. “If you’re leaving, one way is as good as another and the less fuss about the matter the better,” he told himself. Most of the things Sponge said he had heard before but it was pleasant to hear good talk. The story about that time when Sponge threw the banker out of his carriage-painting shop — let Sponge tell it a thousand times and it would be pleasant to hear. Maybe there was art in that, the grasping of the real dramatic moment of a life, eh? He shrugged his shoulders — thinking. “Sponge, the sawdust pile, the drinks. Sponge coming home drunk in the early morning and finding Bugs, lying on the new rag carpet asleep, her arms about the shoulders of a young man. Bugs, a little live thing, filled with passion — made ugly later — living in a house in Cincinnati now. Sponge in relation to the town, the Ohio River Valley, sleeping on an old sawdust pile — his relation to the ground beneath him, the stars overhead, the brush in his hand as he painted automobile wheels, the caress in the hand that held the brush, profanity, crudeness — love of an old woman — alive like a fox terrier.”

What a floating disconnected thing Bruce felt himself. He was a strong man physically. Why had he never taken hold of life with his hands? Words — the beginning of poetry, perhaps. The poetry of seed hunger. “I am a seed, floating on a wind. Why have I not planted myself? Why have I not found ground in which I can take root?”

Suppose I had come home some evening and walking up to Bernice had struck her a blow. Farmers before planting seed plowed the ground, ripped out old roots, old weeds. Suppose I had thrown Bernice’s typewriter through a window. “Damn you — no more driveling words here. Words are tender things, leading to poetry — or lies. Leave craftsmanship to me. I’m going towards it slowly, carefully, humbly. I’m a working-man. You get in line and be a workingman’s wife. I’ll plow you like a field. I’ll harrow you.”

When Sponge Martin talked, telling that story, Bruce could hear every word said and at the same time go on having his own thoughts.

That evening when he left Bernice — all his life now he would be thinking of her vaguely as a thing heard far off — faint determined footsteps crossing a room while he sat looking at the floor and thinking of Tom Wills and of what do you think — oh, Lord, of words. If one couldn’t smile at oneself, take a laugh for oneself as one went along, what was the use living at all? Suppose he had gone to Tom Wills that night when he left Bernice. He tried to fancy himself going on a car to the suburbs where Tom lived and knocking on the door. For all he knew Tom had a wife a good deal like Bernice. She might not write stories but at the same time she might be a nut on something — on respectability say.

Suppose, on the night when he left Bernice, Bruce had gone out to Tom Wills’ place. Tom’s wife coming to the door. “Come in.” Then Tom coming in bedroom slippers. Bruce shown into the front room. Bruce remembered that someone down at the newspaper office had once said to him, “Tom Wills’ wife is a Methodist.”

Just imagine Bruce in that house sitting in the front room with Tom and his wife. “Do you know, I’ve a notion to leave my wife. Well, you see, she’s more interested in other things than in being a woman.

“I just thought I’d come out and tell you folks because I won’t be showing up down at the office in the morning. I’m cutting out. To tell the truth I haven’t thought much about where I’m going. I’m setting out on a little voyage of discovery. I’ve a notion that Myself is a land few men know about. I thought I’d take a little trip into myself, look around a little there. God knows what I’ll find. The idea excites me, that’s all. I’m thirty-four and my wife and I have no kids. I guess I’m a primitive man, a voyager, eh?

Off again, On again, Gone again, Finnegan.

“Maybe I’ll turn out to be a poet.”

After Bruce left Chicago, while he wandered southward for some months and later when he worked in the factory beside Sponge Martin, striving to get from Sponge something of the workman’s quick facility with his hands, thinking the beginning of education might lie in a man’s relations with his own hands, what he could do with them, what he could feel with them, what message they could carry up through his fingers to his brain, about things, about steel, iron, earth, fire, and water — while all of this was going on, he amused himself trying to think how he would go at it to tell his purpose to Tom Wills and his wife — to anyone for that matter. He thought how amusing it might be to try to tell Tom and his Methodist wife just all the thoughts in his head.

He never did go out to Tom and his wife, of course, and in truth what he actually did had become of minor importance to Bruce. He had a vague notion that he, in common with almost all American men, had got out of touch with things — stones lying in fields, the fields themselves, houses, trees, rivers, factory walls, tools, women’s bodies, sidewalks, people on sidewalks, men in overalls, men and women in automobiles. The whole business of the visit to Tom Wills was imagined, an amusing idea to play with as he varnished wheels and Tom Wills had himself become a sort of phantom. He had been replaced by Sponge Martin, by the man actually working beside him. “Perhaps I am a lover of men. That may be why I couldn’t stand for the presence of Bernice any more,” he thought, smiling at the idea.

There was a certain sum in the bank, some three hundred and fifty dollars, that had been there in his name for a year or two and that he had never told Bernice about. Perhaps he had really intended, from the time he had married her, to do to Bernice some such thing as he finally did. When, as a young man, he left his grandmother’s house to go live in Chicago, she had given him five hundred dollars and he had kept three hundred and fifty of it intact. Mighty lucky he did, too, he thought, as he walked about the streets of Chicago that evening after the silent quarrel with the woman. After he left the apartment he went for a walk in Jackson Park and then walked downtown to a cheap hotel and paid two dollars for a room for the night. He slept well enough, and in the morning when he got into the bank at ten he had already found out that there was a train for a town named La Salle, Illinois, at eleven. It was an odd and amusing notion he thought, that one about to go to a town named La Salle, there to buy a second-hand rowboat and start rowing quite casually down a river, leaving a puzzled wife somewhere in the wake of his boat, that such a one should spend the morning playing with the notion of a visit to Tom Wills and his Methodist wife in a house in a suburb.

“And wouldn’t his wife have been sore, wouldn’t she have given poor Tom a razzing for being the friend of any such casual chap as myself? After all, you see, life is a very serious affair, at least it is when you get it related to somebody else,” was what he had thought as he sat on the train — that morning when he left 


CHAPTER EIGHT
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FIRST ONE THING and then another. A liar, an honest man, a thief abruptly slipping out of the service of a daily newspaper in an American city. Newspapers are a necessary part of modern life. They weave the loose ends of life into a pattern. Everyone interested in Leopold and Loeb, the young murderers. All people thinking alike. Leopold and Loeb become the nation’s pets. The nation horror-struck about what Leopold and Loeb did. What is Harry Thaw doing now, who is divorced, who fled with the bishop’s daughter? Dance life! Awake and dance!

A sneak leaving Chicago on a train at eleven o’clock in the morning, having told his wife nothing of his plans. A woman who has been married misses a man. Living loosely is dangerous — to women. A habit once established is hard to break. Better keep a man around the house. He comes in handy. And then too, for Bernice, the unannounced disappearance of Bruce would be hard to explain. First she would lie. “He had to go out of town for a few days.”

Everywhere men trying to explain the actions of their wives, women trying to explain the actions of their husbands. People didn’t have to break up homes to get into a position where explanations had to be made. Life should not be as it is. If life were not so complex it would be more simple. I’m sure you would like that kind of a man — if you happen to like that kind of a man, eh?

Bernice would likely enough think Bruce was on a drunk. He had been on two or three royal sprees after he married her. Once he and Tom Wills stayed on a bender for three days and would both have lost their jobs but that it came during Tom’s vacation time. Tom saved the reporter’s scalp. But never mind that. Bernice might think the paper had sent him out of town.

Tom Wills might phone up to the apartment — a little angry— “Is John sick or what t’ell?”

“No, he was here last night when I went out.”

Bernice having her pride hurt. A woman might write short stories, do Sunday special stuff, go about freely with men (modern women who had any sense did that a lot nowdays — it’s the mood of the day) “still and all,” as that Ring Lardner would say, “it don’t make no difference.” Women nowdays are putting up a great little fight to get something they want, something they think they want anyway.

That doesn’t make them any less women at bottom — maybe it doesn’t.

Λ woman is a special thing then. You got to see that. Wake up, man! Things have changed in the last twenty years. You mossback! If you can get her you get her. If you can’t, you can’t. Don’t you think the world progresses at all? Sure it does. Look at the flying machines we got and the radio. Didn’t we have a swell war? Didn’t we lick the Germans?

Men want to cheat. That’s whereon there is a lot of misunderstanding. What about that three-fifty Bruce kept hidden away for over four years, his getaway stake? When you go to the races, and the meeting lasts, say, thirty days, and you haven’t taken a trick and then the meeting is over, how you going to get out of town if you haven’t a cent put away, on the quiet? You got to walk out of town or sell the mare, haven’t you? Better hide it in the hay.


CHAPTER NINE
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THREE OR FOUR times after Bruce married Bernice J[ they were both busted higher than a kite. Bernice had to borrow money and so did Bruce. Still and all he said nothing about that three-fifty. Something to the windward, eh? Had he all the time intended just what he finally did? If you’re that kind of a cove you might as well smile, get a laugh out of yourself if you can. Pretty soon you’ll be dead and then maybe there’ll be no laughs. No one ever figured out even Heaven a very jolly place. Dance life! Catch the swing of the dance if you can.

Bruce and Tom Wills used to talk sometimes. They both had the same bees in their bonnets, though the buzzing never came out into words. Just a faint buzzing far off. They talked, tentatively, when they had taken several drinks — about some fellow, an imaginary figure who cut out, left his job, went on the grand sneak. Where to? What for? When they got to that part of their talk both men always felt a little lost. “They raise good apples up in Oregon,” Tom said. “I’m not so apple-hungry,” Bruce replied.

Tom had an idea it wasn’t only men found life a little dizzy and heavy most of the time, that women had the same feeling — a lot of them anyway. “If they aren’t religious or haven’t kids there’s hell to pay,” he said. He told of a woman he knew. “She was a good quiet little wife and went along, tending up to her house, making everything comfortable for her husband, never a word out of her.

“Then something happened. She was pretty goodlooking and played the piano pretty well so she got a job playing in a church and after that some fellow who owned a movie theater went to church one Sunday, because his little daughter had died and gone to Heaven the summer before and he felt he ought to square himself when the White Sox weren’t playing at home.

“And so he offered her a better job in his movie place. She had a feeling for the keys and was a neat good-looking little thing — or at least a lot of men thought she was.” Tom Wills said he didn’t think she ever intended it at all, but the first thing you know she began to look down on her husband. “There she was, up on the heights,” Tom said. “She took a slant down and began to size up her hubby. He had seemed quite a thing once, but now — it wasn’t her fault. After ail, young or old, rich or poor, men were pretty easy to get — if you had the touch. She couldn’t help it — being talented that way.” What Tom meant to say was that this escape hunch was in everyone’s bonnet.

Tom never said, “I’d like to beat it myself.” He never came out quite that strong. In the newspaper office they said that Tom’s wife had something on him. The young Jew who worked there told Bruce once that Tom was scared stiff of his wife, and the next day, when Tom and Bruce were lunching together, Tom told Bruce the same story about the young Jew. The Jew and Tom never got on well together. When Tom came down in the morning and didn’t feel very good-natured he always jumped on the Jew. He never did that to Bruce. “A nasty little word-slinger,” he said. “He’s stuck on himself because he can make words stand on their heads.” He leaned over and whispered to Bruce. “Fact,” he said, “it happens every Saturday night.”

Was Tom nicer to Bruce, did he give him a lot of snap assignments because he thought they were in the same boat?
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[image: img35.jpg]


CHAPTER TEN

[image: img35.jpg]

HEAT! BRUCE DUDLEY had just come down river.

June, July, August, September in New Orleans. You can’t make a place something it won’t be. It was slow work getting down river. Few or no boats. Often whole days idling about in river towns. You can take a train and go where you please, but what’s the hurry?

Bruce at that time, when he had just left Bernice and his newspaper job, had something in mind that expressed itself in the phrase— “What’s your hurry?” He sat in the shade of trees by the river-bank, got a ride once on a barge, rode on little local packets, sat in front of stores in river towns, slept, dreamed. People talked with a slow drawling speech, niggers were hoeing cotton, other niggers fished for catfish in the river.

The niggers were something for Bruce to look at, think about. So many black men slowly growing brown. Then would come the light brown, the velvet-browns, Caucasian features. The brown women tending up to the job — getting the race lighter and lighter. Soft Southern nights, warm dusky nights. Shadows flitting at the edge of cotton-fields, in dusky roads by sawmill towns. Soft voices laughing, laughing.

 

Oh, ma banjo dog, 

Oh, ho, ma banjo dog.

 

Αn’ I ain’t go’na give you None of ma jelly roll.

So much of that sort of thing in American life. If you are a thinking man — and Bruce was — you make half acquaintances — half friendships — Frenchmen, Germans, Italians, Englishmen — Jews. The Middle Western intellectual circles along the edge of which Bruce had played — watching Bernice plunge more boldly in — were filled with men not American at all. There was a young Polish sculptor, an Italian sculptor, a French dilettante. Was there such a thing as an American? Perhaps Bruce was the thing himself. He was reckless, afraid, bold, shy.

If you are a canvas do you shudder sometimes when the painter stands before you? All the others lending their color to him. A composition being made. Himself the composition.

Could he ever really know a Jew, a German, a Frenchman, an Englishman?

And now a nigger.

Consciousness of brown men brown women, coming more and more into American life — by that token coming into him too.

More willing to come, more avid to come than any Jew, German, Pole, Italian. Standing laughing — coming by the back door — with shuffling feet, a laugh — a dance in the body.

Facts established would have to be recognized sometime — by individuals — when they were on an intellectual jag perhaps — as Bruce was then.

In New Orleans, when Bruce got there, the long docks facing the river. On the river just ahead of him when he came the last twenty miles, a small houseboat fitted up with a gas engine. Signs on it. “JESUS WILL SAVE.” Some itinerant preacher from up river starting south to save the world. “THY WILL BE DONE.” The preacher, a sallow man with a dirty beard, in bare feet, at the wheel of the little boat. His wife, also in bare feet, sitting in a rocking-chair. Her teeth were black stumps. Two children in bare feet, lying on a narrow deck.

The docks of the city go around in a great crescent. Big ocean freighters coming in bringing coffee, bananas, fruits, goods, taking out cotton, lumber, corn, oils.

Niggers on the docks, niggers in the city streets, niggers laughing. A slow dance always going on. German sea-captains, French, American, Swedish, Japanese, English, Scotch. The Germans now sailing under other flags than their own. The Scotch sailing under the English flag. Clean ships, dirty tramp ships, half-naked niggers — a shadow-dance.

How much does it cost to be a good man, an earnest man? If we can’t produce good earnest men, how are we ever going to make any progress? You can’t ever get anywhere if you aren’t conscious — in earnest. A brown woman having thirteen children — a different man for every child — going to church too, singing, dancing, broad shoulders, broad hips, soft eyes, a soft laughing voice — getting God on Sunday night — getting — what — on Wednesday night?

Men, you’ve got to be up and doing if you want progress.

William Allen White, Heywood Broun — passing judgment on the arts — why not — Oh, ma banjo dog — Van Wyck Brooks, Frank Crowninshield, Tululla Bankhead, Henry Mencken, Anita Loos, Stark Young, Ring Lardner, Eva Le Gallienne, Jack Johnson, Bill Heywood, H. G. Wells write good books, don’t you think? The Literary Digest, The Dial Book of Modern Art, Harry Wills.

They dance south — out of doors — whites in a pavilion in one field, blacks, browns, high browns, velvet-browns in a pavilion in the next field — but one.

We’ve got to have more earnest men in this country.

Grass growing in a field between.

Oh, ma banjo dog!

Song in the air, a slow dance. Heat. Bruce had some money then. He might have got a job, but what was the use? Well, he might have gone uptown and tackled the New Orleans Picayune, or the Item or States for a job. Why not go see Jack McClure, the ballad-maker — on the Picayune? Give us a song, Jack — a dance — the gumbo drift. Come, the night is hot. What was the use? He still had some of the money he had slipped into his pocket when he left Chicago. In New Orleans you can get a loft in which to sleep for five dollars a month if you know how. You know how when you don’t want to work — when you want to look and listen — when you want your body to be lazy while your mind works. New Orleans is not Chicago. It isn’t Cleveland or Detroit. Thank God for that!

Nigger girls in the streets, nigger women, nigger men. There is a brown cat lurking in the shadow of a building. “Come, brown puss — come get your cream.” The men who work on the docks in New Orleans have slender flanks like running horses, broad shoulders, loose heavy lips hanging down — faces like old monkeys sometimes — bodies like young gods — sometimes. On Sundays — when they go to church, or to a bayou baptizing, the brown girls do sure cut loose with the colors — gaudy nigger colors on nigger women making the streets flame — deep purples, reds, yellows, green like young corn-shoots coming up. They sweat. The skin colors brown, golden yellow, reddish brown, purple-brown. When the sweat runs down high brown backs the colors come out and dance before the eyes. Flash that up, you silly painters, catch it dancing. Song-tones in words, music in words — in colors too. Silly American painters! They chase a Gauguin shadow to the South Seas. Bruce wrote a few poems. Bernice had got very far away in, oh such a short time. Good thing she didn’t know. Good thing no one knows how unimportant he is. We need earnest men — got to have ’em. Who’ll run the show if we don’t get that kind? For Bruce — for the time — no sensual feeling that need be expressed through his body.

Hot days. Sweet Mama!

Funny business, Bruce trying to write poems. When he had that job on the newspaper, where a man is supposed to write, he never wanted to write at all.

Southern white men writing songs — fill themselves first with Keats and Shelley.

I am giving out of the richness of myself to many mornings.

At night, when the waters of the seas murmur I am murmuring.

I have surrendered to seas and suns and days and swinging ships.

My blood is thick with surrender.

It shall be let out through wounds and shall color the seas and the earth.

My blood shall color the earth where the seas come for the night kiss and the seas shall be red.

What did that mean? Oh, laugh a little, men! What matters what it means?

Or again — 

Give me the word.

Let my throat and my lips caress the words of your lips.

Give me the word.

Give me three words, a dozen, a hundred, a history.

Give me the word.

A broken jargon of words in the head. In old New Orleans the narrow streets are filled with iron gates leading away, past damp old walls, to cool patios. It is very lovely — old shadows dancing on sweet old walls, but some day it wall all be torn away to make room for factories.

Bruce lived for five months in an old house where rent was low, where cockroaches scurried up and down the walls. Nigger women lived in the building across the narrow street.

You lie naked on the bed on hot summer mornings and let the slow creeping river-wind come, if it will. Across the street, in another room, a nigger woman of twenty arises at five and stretches her arms. Bruce rolls and looks. Sometimes she sleeps alone but sometimes a brown man sleeps with her. Then they both stretch. Thin-flanked brown man. Nigger girl with slender flexible body. She knows Bruce is looking. What does it matter? He is looking as one might look at trees, at young colts playing in a pasture.

 

Bruce got out of his bed and went away along a narrow street to another street near the river where he got coffee and a roll of bread for five cents. Thinking of niggers! What sort of business is that? How come? Northern men so often get ugly when they think of niggers, or they get sentimental. Give pity where none is needed. The men and women of the South understand better, maybe. ‘Oh, hell, don’t get fussy! Let things flow! Let us alone! We’ll float!” Brown blood flowing, white blood flowing, deep river flowing.

A slow dance, music, ships, cotton, corn, coffee. Slow lazy laughter of niggers. Bruce remembered a line he had once seen written by a negro. “Would white poet ever know why my people walk so softly and laugh at sunrise?”

Heat. The sun coming up in a mustard-colored sky. Driving rains that came, swirled over a half-dozen blocks of city streets and in ten minutes no trace of moisture left. Too much wet warmth for a little more wet warmth to matter. The sun licking it up, taking a drink for itself. One might get clear-headed here. Clear-headed about what? Well, don’t hurry. Take your time.

Bruce lay lazy in bed. The brown girl’s body was like the thick waving leaf of a young banana plant. If you were a painter now, you could paint that, maybe. Paint a brown nigger girl in a broad leaf waving and send it up North. Why not sell it to a society woman of New Orleans? Get some money to loaf a while longer on. She wouldn’t know, would never guess. Paint a brown laborer’s narrow suave flanks onto the trunk of a tree. Send it to the Art Institute in Chicago. Send it to the Anderson Galleries in New York. A French painter went down to the South Seas. Freddy O’Brien went down. Remember when the brown woman tried to ravage him and he said how he escaped? Gauguin put a lot of pep in his book but they trimmed it for us. No one cared much, not after Gauguin was dead anyway. You get a cup of such coffee for five cents and a big roll of bread. No swill. In Chicago, morning coffee at cheap places is like swill. Niggers like good things. Good big sweet words, flesh, corn, cane. Niggers like a free throat for song. You’re a nigger down South and you get some white blood in you. A little more, and a little more. Northern travelers help, they say. Oh, Lord! Oh, my banjo dog! Do you remember the night when that Gauguin came home to his little hut and there, in the bed, was the slender brown girl waiting for him? Better read that book. “Noa-Noa,” they call it. Brown mysticism in the walls of a room, in the hair — of a Frenchman, in the eyes of a brown girl. Noa-Noa. Do you remember the sense of strangeness? French painter kneeling on the floor in the darkness, smelling the strangeness. The brown girl smelling the strangeness. Love? What ho! Smelling strangeness.

Go softly. Don’t hurry. What’s all the shooting about?

A little more white, a little more white, graying white, muddy white, thick lips — staying sometimes. Over we go!

Something lost too. The dance of bodies, a slow dance.

Bruce on a bed in a five-dollar room. Away off, broad leaves of young banana plants waving. “D’you know why my people laugh in the morning? Do you know why my people walk softly?”

Sleep again, white man. No hurry. Then along a street for coffee and a roll of bread, five cents. Sailors off ships, bleary-eyed. Old nigger women and white women going to market. They know each other, white women, nigger women. Go soft. Don’t hurry!

Song — a slow dance. A white man lying still on docks, in a five-dollar-a-month bed. Heat. No hurry. When you get that hurry out of you the mind works maybe. Maybe song will start in you too.

Lord, it would be nice with Tom Wills down here.

Shall I write him a letter? No, better not. After a while, when cool days come, you mosey along up North again. Come back here some day. Stay here some day. Look and listen.

Song — dance — a slow dance.
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“SATURDAY NIGHT AND supper on the table. My old woman cooking supper — what! Me with a pipe in my mouth.”

 

Lif’ up the skillet, put down the lid, 

Mama’s go’na make me some a-risen bread.

 

An’ I ain’t go’na give you 

None of my jelly roll.

 

An’ I ain’t go’na give you 

None of my jelly roll.

 

Saturday evening in the factory at Old Harbor. Sponge Martin putting his brushes away and Bruce imitating his every movement. “Leave the brushes so and they’ll be fine and fit on Monday morning.”

Sponge singing as he puts things away, clears up. An orderly little cuss — Sponge. He’s got the workman’s instinct. Likes things so and so, tools in order.

“Messy men make me sick. I hate ’em.”

The surly man who worked next to Sponge was in a great hurry to get out at the door. He had been ready to leave for ten minutes.

No cleaning up brushes, putting things in order for him. Every two minutes he looked at his watch. His hurry amused Sponge.

“Wants to get home and see if his old woman is still there — alone. He wants to go home and don’t want to go. If he loses her he’s afraid he’ll never get another woman. Women are so damned hard to get. They haint hardly any left. Only about ten million of ’em around loose — without any man — specially in New England, I’ve heard,” Sponge said, winking as the surly workman hurried away without saying good-night to his two fellows.

Bruce had a suspicion that Sponge had made up the story about the workman and his wife to amuse himself, to amuse Bruce.

He and Sponge went out at the door together. “Why don’t you come on down for Sunday dinner?” Sponge said. He invited Bruce every Saturday night, and Bruce had already accepted several times.

Now he walked beside Sponge up a climbing street toward his hotel, a small working-man’s hotel, on a street half-way up the Old Harbor hill, a hill that climbed abruptly up almost from the river’s edge. At the river’s edge, on a shelf of land just above the high-water line, there was only room for a line of railroad tracks and for the row of factory buildings between the tracks and the river’s edge. Across the tracks and a narrow road by the factory doors, streets climbed up the side of the hill and other streets ran parallel with the tracks around the hill. The business section of the town was almost half-way up the hillside.

The long red-brick buildings of the wheel company, then a dusty road, the railroad tracks and after that clusters of streets of working-men’s houses, small frame affairs close together, then two streets of stores, and above the beginning of what Sponge called “the swell part of town.”

The hotel where Bruce lived was in a street of working-men’s houses, just above the business streets, “half swell and half low-life,” Sponge said.

Time was — when Bruce, then John Stockton, was a lad and lived for a time at the same hotel — that it was in the “swellest” part of town. The land running on up the hill was pretty much country then, with trees covering the hill. Before automobiles came, it was too much work getting up the hill and besides Old Harbor hadn’t many swells. That was when his father had got the job as principal in the high school at Old Harbor and just before the little family went to live in Indianapolis.

Bruce, then in knee-pants, with his father and mother, had lived in two adjoining rooms — small ones on the second floor of the three-storied frame hotel. It wasn’t the best hotel in town, even then, nor was it what it had now become — half a laborers’ rooming-house.

The hotel was still owned by the same woman, a widow, who had owned it when Bruce was a boy. Then she was a young widow with two children, a boy and a girl — the boy two or three years the older. He had disappeared from the scene when Bruce came back there to live — had gone to Chicago where he had a job as copy-writer in an advertising agency. Bruce had grinned when he heard of that. “Lordy, a kind of circle of life. You start somewhere, come back to where you started. It doesn’t much matter what your intentions are. Round and round you go. Now you see it and now you don’t.” His Dad and that kid both working at the same job in Chicago, crossing each other’s tracks, both in earnest about their jobs, too. When he heard what the son of the house was doing in Chicago, there popped into Bruce’s mind a story one of the boys in the newspaper office had told him. It was a story about certain people, Iowa people, Illinois people, Ohio people. The Chicago newspaper man had seen a lot of people when he went for a trip with a friend in a car. “They are in business or they own a farm and suddenly they begin to feel they aren’t getting anywhere. Then they sell the little farm or the store and buy a Ford. They start traveling, men, women and kids. Out they go to California and get tired of that. They move on down to Texas and then to Florida. The car rattles and bangs like a milk-wagon but they keep on the go. Finally they get back to where they started and then begin the whole show all over again. The country is getting all filled up with such caravans, thousands of them. When such an outfit goes broke they settle down wherever they happen to be, become farm-hands or factory-hands. There’s a lot of them. It’s the American passion for being on the go, a little going to seed, I guess.”

The son of the widow who owned the hotel had gone off to Chicago and had got a job and married, but the daughter hadn’t had any such luck. She hadn’t found herself a man. Now the mother was getting old and the daughter was slipping into her place. The hotel had changed because the town had changed. When Bruce was a kid, living there in knee-pants with his father and mother, several half-important people — like his father, the principal in the high school, a young unmarried doctor and two young lawyers — lived there Traveling men who wanted to save a little money did not go to the more expensive hotel on the chief business street, but were satisfied with the neat little place on the hillside above. In the evening, when Bruce was a child, such men used to sit in chairs before the hotel talking, explaining to each other their presence in the less expensive place. “I like it. It’s quieter up here,” one of them said. They were trying to make a little money on their travelers’ expense accounts and seemed half ashamed of the fact.

The daughter of the house was then a pretty little thing with long yellow curls. On spring and fall evenings she was always playing about the front of the hotel. The traveling men petted and fussed with her and she liked it. One by one they took her to sit in their laps and gave her pennies or sticks of candy. “How long had that lasted?” Bruce wondered. At what age had she become self-conscious, a woman? Perhaps she had slid off one thing and into another without knowing. One evening she had been sitting on the knees of a young man and suddenly she had a feeling. She didn’t know what it was. It wasn’t proper for her to do that sort of thing any more. Down she jumped and walked away with a certain dignified air that made the traveling men and others sitting about laugh. The young traveling man tried to get her to come back and sit on his lap again but she wouldn’t and then she went into the hotel and up to her room feeling — Lord knows what.

Did that happen when Bruce was a child there? He, his father and mother used to go sit in the chairs before the door of the hotel sometimes on spring and fall evenings. His father’s position in the high school gave him a certain dignity in the eyes of the others.

And what about Bruce’s mother, Martha Stockton. It was odd what a distinct, and at the same time indistinct figure she had been to him since he had grown to manhood. He had all sorts of dreams about her, thoughts about her. Now sometimes, in the life of his fancy, she was young and handsome, and sometimes she was old and tired of life. Had she become merely a figure his fancy played with? A mother, after her death, or after you no longer live near her, is something the male fancy can play with, dream of, make a part of the movement of the grotesque dance of life. Idealize her. Why not? She is gone. She will not come near to break the thread of the dream. The dream is as true as the reality. Who knows the difference? Who knows anything?

 

Mother, dear mother, come home to me now 

The clock in the steeple strikes ten.

 

Silver threads among the gold.

 

Sometimes Bruce wondered if the same thing had happened to his father’s conception of the dead woman that had happened to his own. When he and his father lunched together in Chicago he had sometimes wanted to ask the older man questions but dared not. It might have been done perhaps if there hadn’t been that feeling between Bernice and his father’s new wife. Why had they taken such a dislike to each other? It would have been worth while to have been able to say to the older man: “What about it, eh, Dad? Which do you most like having near you — the living body of the younger woman or the half real, half manufactured dream of the one who died?” A mother’s figure, held in solution — in a floating, changing liquid thing — the fancy.

The flashy young Jew in the newspaper office could sure sling great mother stuff— “gold-star mothers sending sons off to war — the mother of a young murderer in court — in black — put in there by the son’s attorney — a fox, that fellow — good jury stuff.” When Bruce was a child he, with his mother and father, lived on the same floor of the hotel at Old Harbor where he later got a room. Then there was the room for his father and mother and the smaller one for himself. The bathroom was on the same floor several doors away. Perhaps the place looked then much as it did now, but to Bruce it seemed infinitely more shabby. On the day when he came back to Old Harbor and went to the hotel, and when he was shown to a room, he trembled, thinking the woman who led the way upstairs for him was about to lead him to the same room. At first, when he was left alone in the room, he thought it might be the same one he had occupied as a child. His mind went, “click, click,” like an old clock in an empty house. “Oh, Lord! Ring around the rosy, eh?” Gradually things cleared. He decided it wasn’t the same room. He wouldn’t have it be the same.

“Better not. I might wake up some night, crying for mother, wanting her soft arms about me, my head on her soft breasts. Mother-complex — something of that sort. I’m supposed to be trying to cut loose from memories. Get some new breath into my nostrils if I can. The dance of life! Don’t stop. Don’t go back. Dance the dance out to the end. Listen, do you hear the music?”

The woman who had shown him to the room was undoubtedly the child of the curls. That he knew by her name. She had grown a little stout, but wore neat clothes. Her hair was already a little gray. Was she, inside herself, still a child? Did he want to be a child again? Was that what had drawn him back to Old Harbor? “Well, hardly,” he had said to himself, stoutly. “I’m on another lay just now.”

But, about that woman, the hotel woman’s daughter — herself now a hotel woman?

Why hadn’t she got her a man? Perhaps she hadn’t wanted one. It might be that she had seen too much of men. He, himself, as a child, had never played with the two hotel children because the little girl had made him feel shy when he met her alone in the halls and because, as the boy was two or three years older, he felt shy with him too.

In the morning, when he was a child in knee-trousers, living in the hotel with his father and mother, he went off to school walking usually with his father, and in the afternoon, when school was out, came home alone. His father stayed at the schoolhouse until later, correcting papers or something of that sort.

In the late afternoon and when the weather was fine Bruce and his mother went for a walk. What had she been doing all day? There was no food to cook. They dined in the hotel dining-room among the traveling men and the farmers and town people who came there to eat. A few business men also came. Supper then was twenty-five cents. A procession of strange people always passing in and out of a boy’s fancy. Plenty of things for the fancy to feed on then. Bruce had been a rather silent boy. His mother was that type too. Bruce’s father did the talking for the family.

What did his mother do all day? She did a lot of sewing. Also she made lace. Later, when Bruce married Bernice, his grandmother, with whom he had lived after his mother died, sent her a lot of lace the mother had made. It was rather delicate stuff, turned a little yellow with age. Bernice was glad to get it. She wrote a note to the grandmother saying how sweet it was of her to send it.

In the afternoon, when the lad, who was now a man of thirty-four, got home from school, about four, his mother took him for a walk. At that time several river packets came regularly to Old Harbor and both the woman and her child liked to go down to the levee. What a bustle! What a singing, swearing and shouting! The town, that had been sleeping all day in the heat of the river valley, suddenly awoke. Drays drove pell-mell down the hillside streets, there was a cloud of dust, dogs barked, boys ran and shouted, a whirlwind of energy swept over the town. It seemed a life-and-death matter that the boat not be kept at the landing an unnecessary moment. The boats landed goods and took on and put off passengers near a street of small stores and saloons that stood on the ground now occupied by the Grey Wheel Factory. The stores faced the river and at their back doors ran the railroad that was slowly but surely choking the river life to death. What an unromantic thing the railroad seemed, there in sight of the river and the river life.

Bruce’s mother took her child down the sloping streets to one of the small stores facing the river where she usually bought some trifle, a package of pins or needles or a spool of thread. Then she and the boy sat on a bench before the store and the storekeeper came to the door to speak to her. He was a neat-looking man with a gray mustache. “The boy likes looking at the boats and the river, doesn’t he, Mrs. Stockton?” he said. The man and the woman talked of the heat of the late September day or of the chances for rain. Then a customer appeared and the man disappeared inside the store and did not come out again. The boy knew his mother had bought the trifle in the store because she didn’t like to sit on the bench in front without giving the store a little patronage. Already that part of town was going to pieces. The business of the town was drawing away from the river, had turned its back on the river where all the town life had once centered.

The woman and the boy sat for an hour on the bench. The light began to soften and a cool evening breeze blew up the river valley. How seldom the woman spoke! It was sure Bruce’s mother had not been very social. The wife of the principal of the school could have had a good many women friends in the town but she did not seem to want them. Why?

When a boat was coming in or going out it was very exciting. There was a long broad landing-plank that had been let down on the sloping levee, into which cobblestones had been set, and niggers ran or trotted on and off the boat with loads on their heads or shoulders. They were barefooted and often half naked. On hot days in the late May or early September how their black faces, backs and shoulders shone in the afternoon light! There was the boat, the slowly moving gray waters of the river, the green of the trees over on the Kentucky shore and the woman sitting beside the boy — so near and yet so far away.

Certain things, impressions, pictures, memories had got fixed in the boy’s mind. They stayed there after the woman was dead and he had himself become a man.

The woman. Mystery. Love of women. Scorn of women. What are they like? Are they like trees? How much can woman thrust into the mystery of life, think, feel? Love men. Take women. Drift with the drifting of days. That life goes on does not concern you. It concerns women.

Thoughts of a man dissatisfied with life, as it had presented itself to him confused with what he thought a boy had felt sitting by a river with a woman. Before he got old enough to be at all conscious of her, as a being like himself, she died. Had he, Bruce, in the years after she died and while he was growing to manhood and after he became a grown man, had he manufactured the feeling he had come to have concerning her? That might be. It might be he had done it because Bernice did not seem much of a mystery.

The lover must love. It is his nature. Did men like Sponge Martin, who were workmen and lived and felt down through their fingers — did they get life more clearly?

Bruce walking out at a factory door with Sponge on a Saturday evening. Winter almost gone, spring coming soon now.

Before the factory door at the wheel of an automobile a woman — the wife of Grey, the owner of the factory. Another woman sitting on a bench beside her boy looking at the moving face of a river in the evening light. Drifting thoughts, fancies in a man’s mind. The reality of life clouded at the moment. Seed-sowing hunger, soil-hunger. A group of words caught in the meshes of the mind drifting up into consciousness, forming words on his lips. As Sponge talked, Bruce and the woman in the car, for a moment only, looked into each other’s eyes.

The words in Bruce’s mind at the moment were from the Bible. “And Judah said unto Onan, Go in unto thy brother’s wife, and marry her, and raise up seed to thy brother.”

What a queer jumble of words — ideas. Bruce had been away from Bernice for several months. Was he on the lookout for another woman now? Why the startled look in the eyes of the woman in the automobile? Had he embarrassed her by staring at her? But she had stared at him. There had been a look in her eyes as though she were about to speak to him, a workman in her husband’s factory. He would listen to Sponge.

Bruce walked beside Sponge without looking back. “What a thing that Bible!” It had been one of the few books Bruce never tired of reading. When he was a boy and after his mother died his grandmother always had the book about — reading in the New Testament, but he read the older Testament. Stories — men and women in relation to each other — fields, sheep, grain growing, famine coming into a land, years of plenty coming. Joseph, David, Saul, Samson, the strong man — honey, bees, barns, cattle — men and women going into barns to lie on the threshing-floors. “When he saw her — he thought her to be a harlot because she had covered her face.” That was when he went up unto his sheep-shearers to Timorath, he and his friend Hirah, the Adullamite.

“And he turned unto her by the way and said, Go to, I pray thee, let me come in unto you.”

And why had not that young Jew in the newspaper office in Chicago read the book of his fathers? There would not have been such loose word-slinging then.

Sponge on a sawdust pile in the Ohio River Valley beside his old woman — the old woman who was alive like a fox terrier.

A woman in an automobile with her eyes on Bruce.

A workman, like Sponge, saw, felt, tasted things through his fingers. There was a disease of life due to men getting away from their own hands, their own bodies too. Things felt with the whole body — rivers — trees — skies — grasses growing — grain growing — ships — seed stirring in the ground — city streets — dust in city streets — steel — iron — sky-scrapers — faces in city streets — bodies of men — bodies of women — children’s quick slender bodies.

That young Jew in the Chicago newspaper office slinging words brilliantly — slinging the bunk. Bernice writing that story about the poet and the woman of wax, Tom Wills swearing at the young Jew. “He’s afraid of his woman.”

Bruce cutting out from Chicago — spending weeks on a river — on the docks in New Orleans.

Thoughts of his mother — thoughts of a boy’s thoughts of his mother. A man like Bruce could think a hundred diverse thoughts walking ten steps beside a workman named Sponge Martin.

Had Sponge noticed the little passage between himself — Bruce — and that woman in the car? He had felt it — perhaps through his fingers.

“That woman’s taken a shine to you. Better look out,” Sponge said.

Bruce smiled.

More thoughts of his mother as he walked with Sponge. Sponge talking. He did not press the theme of the woman in the car. It might just have been a workman’s slant. Workmen were like that, they thought of women only in one way. There was a kind of terrible matter-of-factness about workmen. More than likely most of their observations were lies. De diddle de dum dum! De diddle de dum dum!

Bruce remembered, or thought he remembered, certain things about his mother, and after he came back to Old Harbor they piled up in his consciousness. The nights in the hotel. After the evening meal and when the nights were fair he, with his father and mother, sat about with the strangers, travelers and others, before the door of the hotel and then Bruce was put to bed. Sometimes the principal of the school got into a discussion with some man. “Is a protective tariff a good thing? Don’t you think it will raise prices too much? The fellow between will get crushed between the upper and the nether millstone.”

What was a nether millstone?

The father and mother went to sit in their rooms, the man reading school papers and the woman a book. Sometimes she worked at her sewing. Then the woman came into the boy’s room and kissed him on both cheeks. “Now you go to sleep,” she said. Sometimes after he was in bed the parents went out for a walk. Where did they go? Did they go to sit on the bench by the tree in front of the store on the street facing the river?

The river going on always — a huge thing. It never seemed to hurry. After a while it joined another river, called the Mississippi, and went away south. More and more water flowing. When he was lying in bed the river seemed to flow through the boy’s head. On spring nights, sometimes, when the man and woman were out, there came a sudden flaw of rain and he got out of his bed and went to the open window. The sky was dark and mysterious, but when one looked down from his second-story room there was the cheerful sight of people going hurriedly along a street, going downhill along a street toward the river, dodging in and out of doorways to avoid the rain.

On other nights in bed there was just the dark space where the window and the sky were. Men passed along a hallway outside his door — traveling men going to bed — heavy-footed fat men, most of them.

The man Bruce had somehow got his notion of his mother mixed up with his feeling about the river. He was quite conscious that it was all rather a muddle in his head. Mother Mississippi, Mother Ohio, eh? That was all tommyrot, of course. “Poetic bunk,” Tom Wills would have called it. It was symbolism, getting off your base, saying one thing and meaning another. Still there might be something in it — something Mark Twain had almost got and didn’t dare try to quite get — the beginning of a kind of big continental poetry, eh? Warm, big rich rivers flowing down — Mother Ohio, Mother Mississippi. When you begin to get smart you got to look out for that kind of bunk. Go easy, brother, if you say it out loud some foxy city man may laugh at you. Tom Wills growling, “Ah, cut it out!” When you were a boy and sat looking at the river something appeared, a dark spot away off up river. You watched it coming slowly down but it was so far out that you could not see what it was. Water-soaked logs sometimes bobbed along, just one end sticking up like a man swimming. It might be a swimmer away out there but of course it couldn’t be. Men do not swim down the Ohio, miles and miles, down the Mississippi, miles and miles. When Bruce was a child and sat on the bench watching, he half closed his eyes, and his mother sitting beside him did the same thing. The thing to figure out later, when he was a grown man, was whether or not he and his mother had, at the same time, the same thoughts. Perhaps the thoughts Bruce later fancied he had, as a child, hadn’t come at all. The fancy was a tricky thing. What one was trying to do with the fancy was to link oneself, in some rather mysterious way, with others.

You watched the log bob along. Now it was opposite you, away over near the Kentucky shore where the slow strong current was.

And now it would begin to get smaller and smaller. How long could you keep it in sight, on the gray face of the waters, a little black thing getting smaller and smaller? It became a test. The need was terrible. What need? To keep the eyes glued on a drifting, floating black spot on a moving surface of yellow-gray, to hold the eyes there fixed, as long as possible.

What did a man or woman sitting on a bench on a street on a dusky evening and looking at the darkening face of a river, what did they see? Why had they need to do the rather absurd thing together? When the child’s father and mother were out alone together at night was there something of the same kind of need in them? Did they meet the need in such a childish way? When they came home and had got into bed sometimes they talked in low tones and sometimes they were silent 


CHAPTER TWELVE
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OTHER STRANGE MEMORIES for Bruce, walking with Sponge. When he went with his father and mother from Old Harbor to Indianapolis they went by boat to Louisville. Then Bruce was twelve. His memories of that occasion might be more trustworthy. They got up in the early morning and went in a hack to the boat-landing. There were two other passengers, two young men who were evidently not citizens of Old Harbor. Who were they? Certain figures, seen under certain circumstances, remain sharply in the memory always. A tricky business though, taking such things too seriously. It might lead to mysticism and an American mystic would be something ridiculous.

That woman in the car by the factory door Bruce and Sponge had just passed. Odd that Sponge had known about there being a passage — of a sort — between her and Bruce. He hadn’t been looking.

Odd, too, if Bruce’s mother had been one who was always making such contacts, making them and her man — Bruce’s father — not knowing.

She, herself, might not have known — not consciously.

That day of his boyhood on the river had undoubtedly been very vivid to Bruce.

To be sure, Bruce was a child then, and to a child the adventure of going to live at a new place is something tremendous.

What will be seen at the new place, what people will be there, what will life be like there?

The two young men who had got on the boat that morning when he, with his father and mother, left Old Harbor, had stood by a railing on an upper deck talking while the boat got out into the stream. One was rather heavy, a broad-shouldered man with black hair and big hands. He smoked a pipe. The other was slender and had a small black mustache which he kept stroking.

Bruce sat with his father and mother on a bench. The morning passed. Landings were made and goods were put off the boat. The two young men passengers kept walking about, laughing and talking earnestly, and the child had a feeling that one of them, the slender man, had some sort of connection with his mother. It was as though the man and the woman had once known each other and now were embarrassed finding themselves on the same boat. When they passed the bench where the Stocktons sat the slender man did not look at them but out over the river. Bruce had a shy boyish desire to call to him. He became absorbed in the young man and in his mother. How young she looked that day — like a girl.

Bruce’s father got into a long talk with the captain of the boat who bragged of his experiences in the early days on the river. He talked of the black deck-hands, “We owned them then, like so many horses, but we had to take care of them like horses. It was after the war we began getting the most out of them. They were our property just the same, do you see, but we couldn’t sell them and we could always get all we wanted. Niggers love the river. You can’t keep a nigger off the river. We used to get ’em for five or six dollars a month and we didn’t pay ’em that if we didn’t want to. Why should we? If a nigger got gay we knocked him into the river. No one ever made any inquiry about a missing nigger, them days.”

The boat-captain and the school-teacher went away to another part of the boat and Bruce sat alone with his mother. In his memory — after she died — she remained a slender, rather small woman with a sweet, serious face. Almost always she was quiet and reserved, but sometimes — rarely — as on that day on the boat she became strangely alive and eager. In the afternoon when the boy had grown tired running about the boat he went to sit with her again. Evening came. Within an hour they would be tied up at Louisville. The captain had taken Bruce’s father up into the pilot-house. Near Bruce and his mother stood the two young men. The boat came to a landing, the last landing it would make before reaching the city.

There was a long sloping shore with cobblestones set in the mud of the river levee and the town at which they had stopped was much like the town of Old Harbor, only somewhat smaller. Many bags of grain were to be put off and the niggers were trotting up and down the landing-stage singing as they worked.

From the throats of the ragged black men as they trotted up and down the landing-stage, strange haunting notes. Words were caught up, tossed about, held in the throat. Word-lovers, sound-lovers — the blacks seemed to hold a tone in some warm place, under their red tongues perhaps. Their thick lips were walls under which the tone hid. Unconscious love of inanimate things lost to the whites — skies, the river, a moving boat — black mysticism — never expressed except in song or in the movements of bodies. The bodies of the black workers belonged to each other as the sky belonged to the river. Far off now, down river, where the sky was splashed with red, it touched the face of the river. The tones from the throats of the black workers touched each other, caressed each other. On the deck of the boat a red-faced mate stood swearing as though at the sky and the river.

The words coming from the throats of the black workers could not be understood by the boy but were strong and lovely. Afterwards when he thought of that moment Bruce always remembered the singing voices of the negro deck-hands as colors. Streaming reds, browns, golden yellows coming out of black throats. He grew strangely excited inside himself, and his mother, sitting beside him, was also excited. “Ah, my baby! Ah, my baby!” Sounds caught and held in black throats. Notes split into quarter-notes. The word, as meaning, of no importance. Perhaps words were always unimportant. There were strange words about a “banjo dog.” What was a “banjo dog?”

“Ah, my banjo dog! Oh, oh! Oh, oh! Ah, my banjo dog!”

Brown bodies trotting, black bodies trotting. The bodies of all the men running up and down the landing-stage were one body. One could not he distinguished from another. They were lost in each other.

Could the bodies of people he so lost in each other? Bruce’s mother had taken the boy’s hand and held it closely, warmly. Near by stood the slender young man who had got on the boat in the morning. Did he know how the mother and the boy felt at that moment and did he want to be a part of them? There was no doubt that all day, as the boat labored up river, there had been something between the woman and the man, something of which they had both been but semi-conscious. The school-teacher had not known, but the boy and the slender young man’s companion had known. Long after that evening sometimes — thoughts coming into the head of a man who had once been a boy on a boat with his mother. All day as the man had gone about the boat he had talked to his companion but there had been a call in him toward the woman with the child. Something within him went toward the woman as the sun went toward the western horizon.

Now the evening sun seemed to be about to drop into the river, far off to the west, and the sky was rosy red.

The young man’s hand rested on the shoulder of his companion but his face was turned toward the woman and the child. The woman’s face was red, like the evening sky. She did not look at the young man, but away from him across the river and the boy looked from the young man’s face to his mother’s face. His mother’s hand gripped his hand tightly.

Bruce never had any brothers or sisters. Could it be that his mother had wanted more children? Long afterwards, sometimes — that time after he left Bernice, when he was floating down the Mississippi River in an open boat, before he lost his boat one night in a storm when he had gone ashore — odd things happened. He pulled the boat ashore under a tree somewhere and lay down on the grass on the river-bank. An empty river filled with ghosts before his eyes. He was half asleep, half awake. Fancies flooded his mind. Before the storm came that blew his boat away he lay for a long time in the darkness near the water’s edge reliving another evening on a river. The strangeness and the wonder of things — in nature — he had known as a boy and that he had somehow later lost — the sense lost living in a city and being married to Bernice — could he get it back again? There was the strangeness and wonder of trees, skies, city streets, black men, white men — of buildings, words, sounds, thoughts, fancies. Perhaps white men’s getting on so fast in life, having newspapers, advertising, great cities, smart clever minds, ruling the world, had cost them more than they had gained. They hadn’t gained much.

That young man Bruce had once seen on an Ohio river-boat when he was a boy taking the trip up river with his father and mother — had he on that evening-been something of what Bruce later became? It would be an odd turn of the mind if the young man had never existed — if a boy’s mind had invented him. Suppose he had just invented him later — as something — to explain his mother to himself as a means for getting close to the woman, his mother. The man’s memory of the woman, his mother, might also be an invention. A mind like Bruce’s sought explanations for everything.

On the boat on the Ohio River, evening coming on fast. There was a town sitting high up on a bluff and three or four people had got off the boat. The niggers kept singing — singing and trotting — dancing up and down a landing-stage. A broken-down hack, to which two decrepit-looking horses were hitched, went away up along a street toward the town on the bluff. On the shore were two white men. One was small and alert and had an account-book in his hand. He was checking off the grain-bags as they were brought ashore. “One-hundred-twenty-two, twenty-three, twenty-four.”

“Ah, my banjo dog! Oh, ho! Oh, ho!”

The second white man on the shore was tall and lean and there was something wild about his eyes. On the still evening air the voice of the captain of the boat, talking to Bruce’s father up above in the pilot-house or on the deck above, could be distinctly heard. “He’s a crazy man.” The second white man ashore sat at the top of the levee with his knees drawn up between his arms. His body rocked slowly to and fro in the rhythm of the singing negroes. The man had been in some kind of an accident. There was a cut on his long lean cheek and the blood had run down into his dirty beard and dried there. There was a tiny streak of red faintly seen like the streak of fiery red in the red sky of the west the boy could see when he looked away down river toward the setting sun. The injured man was dressed in ragged clothes and his lips hung open, thick lips hanging open like niggers’ lips when they sang. His body rocked. The body of the slender young man on the boat, who was trying to keep up a conversation with his companion, the broad-shouldered man, was rocking almost imperceptibly. The body of the woman who was Bruce’s mother was rocking.

To the boy on the boat that evening the whole world, the sky, the boat, the shore running away into the gathering darkness seemed rocking with the voices of the singing niggers.

Had the whole thing been but a fancy, a whim? Had he, as a boy, gone to sleep on a boat with his hand gripped in his mother’s hand and dreamed it all? It had been hot all day on the narrow-decked river-boat. The gray waters running along beside the boat made a boy sleepy.

What had happened between a small woman sitting silently on the deck of a boat and a young man with a tiny mustache who talked all day to his friend, never addressing a word to the woman? What could happen between people that no one knew anything about, that they themselves knew little about?

As Bruce walked beside Sponge Martin and passed a woman sitting in an automobile and something — a flashing kind of thing passed between them — what did it signify?

On the boat, that day on the river, Bruce’s mother had turned her face toward the young man, even as the boy watched the two faces. It was as though she had suddenly consented to something — a kiss perhaps.

 

No one had known but the boy and perhaps — as a wild fanciful notion — the crazy man sitting on the river levee and staring at the boat — his thick lips hanging open. “He’s three-quarters white and one-quarter nigger, and he’s been crazy for ten years,” the voice of the captain explained to the school-teacher on the deck above.

The crazy man sat hunched up ashore, on the top of the levee, until the boat was pulling away from the landing and then he got to his feet and shouted. Later the captain said he did it whenever a boat landed at the town. The man was harmless, the captain said. The crazy man with the streak of red blood on his cheek got to his feet and stood up very straight and talk His body seemed like the trunk of a dead tree growing at the levee-top. There might have been a dead tree there. The boy might have gone to sleep and dreamed it all. He had been strangely attracted to the slender young man. He might have wanted the young man near himself and had let his fancy draw him near through the body of a woman, his mother.

How ragged and dirty were the clothes of the crazy man! A kiss had passed between the young woman on deck and the slender young man. The crazy man shouted something. “Keep afloat! Keep afloat!” he cried, and all the niggers down below on the lower deck of the boat were silent. The body of the young man with the mustache quivered. A woman’s body quivered. A boy’s body quivered.

“All right,” the captain’s voice shouted. “It’s all right. We’ll take care of ourselves.”

“He’s just a harmless lunatic, comes down every time a boat comes in and always shouts something like that,” the captain explained to Bruce’s father as the boat swung out into the stream, 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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SATURDAY NIGHT AND supper on the table. The old woman cooking supper — what!

 

Lif’ up the skillet, put down the lid, 

Mama’s go’na make me some a-risen bread!

 

An’ I ain’t go’na give you none of my jelly roll.

An’ I ain’t go’na give you none of my jelly roll.

 

A Saturday evening in the early spring in Old Harbor, Indiana. In the air the first faint promise of the hot moist summer days to come. In the lowlands up and down river from Old Harbor the river flood-waters still covered the deep flat fields. A warm rich land of growth — trees growing rank — woods and corn growing rank. The whole Middle American empire — swept by frequent and delicious rains, great forests, prairies on which early spring flowers grow like a carpet — land of many rivers running down to the brown slow strong mother of rivers, land to live in, make love in, dance in. Once the Indians danced there, made feasts there. They threw poems about like seeds on a wind. Names of rivers, names of towns. Ohio! Illinois! Keokuk! Chicago! Illinois! Michigan!

On Saturday evening when Sponge and Bruce put away their brushes and came out of the factory, Sponge kept urging Bruce to come to his house for Sunday dinner. “You ain’t got no old woman. My old woman likes to have you there.”

Sponge was in a playful mood, Saturday evening. On Sunday he would stuff himself with fried chicken, mashed potatoes, chicken gravy, pie. Then he would stretch himself on the floor beside his front door and sleep. If Bruce came he would manage in some \vay to get a bottle of whisky and Sponge would have several long pulls at the bottle. After Bruce had taken a pull or two Sponge and his old woman would finish it. Then the old woman would sit in a rocking-chair, laughing and teasing Sponge. “He ain’t much good any more — not much juice in him. I got to be looking out for a younger man — like you maybe,” she said, winking at Bruce. Sponge laughed and rolled on the floor, grunting sometimes, like a fat clean old pig. “I got you two kids. What’s got wrong with you?”

“Time now to think of going fishing — some pay-day night — soon now, eh, old woman?”

On the table the dishes unwashed. The two older people slept. Sponge with his body across the open door, the old woman in her rocking-chair. Her mouth fell open. She had false teeth in the upper jaw. Flies came in at the open door and settled on the table. Feed, flies! Plenty of fried chicken left, plenty of gravy, plenty of mashed potatoes.

Bruce had an idea the dishes were left unwashed because Sponge wanted to help clear up, but neither he nor the old woman wanted another man to see him helping do a woman’s task. Bruce could imagine a conversation between them before he came. “Look here, old woman, you let them dishes alone. You wait ‘til later, ‘til after be goes.”

Sponge owned an old brick house that had once been a stable near the river’s edge where the stream bent away to the north. The railroad ran past his kitchen door, and in front of his house, down nearer the water’s edge, there was a dirt road. In the spring floods, sometimes, the road was under water and Sponge had to wade in water to get up to the tracks.

In an earlier day the dirt road had been the main road into the town and there had been a tavern and a stage-coach station, but the small brick stable Sponge had bought at a low price and had converted into a house — when be was a young man and had just got him a wife — was the only indication of former grandeur left along the road.

Five or six hens and a rooster walked in the road that was full of deep ruts. Few automobiles came that way and when the others slept Bruce stepped carefully over Sponge’s body and walked away from town along the road. When he had gone a half-mile and had left the town behind, the road turned away from the river into the hills and, just at that point, the current set in sharp against the river-bank. The road there was in danger of falling into the river and at this point Bruce loved to sit on a log near the river’s edge and look down. There was a fall of perhaps ten feet and the current was eating and eating at the banks. Logs and driftwood carried by the current almost touched the shore and then were carried out again into the middle of the stream.

It was a place to sit, dreaming and thinking. When he grew tired of the sight of the river he went into the hill country, returning to town in the evening by a new road directly over the hills.

Sponge in the shop just before the time when the whistle blew on Saturday afternoon. He was a man who had spent all the years of his life working and eating and sleeping. When Bruce had worked on the newspaper in Chicago he had gone out of the newspaper office in the afternoon feeling dissatisfied, empty. Often he and Tom Wills went to sit in some dark little restaurant on a side street. There was a place just over the river on the North Side where bootleg whisky and wine could be had. For two or three hours they sat drinking in the little dark place while Tom growled.

‘What a life for a grown man — throwing bunk — sending others out to gather up city scandal — the Jew dressing it up in gaudy words.”

Although he was old Sponge did not seem tired when the day’s work was done but as soon as he got home and had eaten he wanted to sleep. All afternoon, on Sunday, after the Sunday dinner, at noon, he slept. Was the man entirely satisfied with life? Did his job satisfy him, his wife, the house in which he lived, the bed in which he slept? Did he have no dreams, seek nothing he could not find? When he awoke on a summer morning after a night on the sawdust pile beside the river and his old woman, what thoughts came into his mind? Could it be that, to Sponge, his old woman was like the river, like the sky overhead, like the trees on a distant river-shore? Was she to him like a fact in nature, something-about which you asked no questions — something like birth or death?

Bruce decided the old man was not necessarily selfsatisfied. With him being satisfied or not satisfied did not count. There was in him a kind of humbleness as in Tom Wills and he liked the skill of his own hands. That gave him something to rest on in life. Tom Wills would have liked the man. “He’s got something on you and me,” Tom would have said.

As to his old woman — he was used to her. Unlike many working-men’s wives she did not look worn out. That might have been because she had never had but two children, but also it might have been because of something else. There was a thing worth doing her man could do better than most other men. He rested in that fact and his wife rested in him. The man and woman had stayed within the limits of their powers, had moved freely within a small but clear circle of life. The old woman cooked well and she liked going off with Sponge on an occasional spree — they dignified by calling it “going fishing.” She was a tough wiry little thing and did not get tired of life — of Sponge her husband.

Being satisfied or not satisfied with life had nothing to do with Sponge Martin. On Saturday afternoon when he and Bruce were getting ready to leave he threw up his hands and declaimed: “Saturday night and supper on the table. It’s the happiest time in a working-man’s life.” Was Bruce out for something very like Sponge had got? It might be he had left Bernice just because she did not know how to team with him. She hadn’t wanted to team with him. What had she wanted? Well, never mind her. Bruce had been thinking of her all afternoon, of her and his mother, what he could remember of his mother.

Very likely a man like Sponge did not go around, as he did, with his brain churning — fancies drifting — a feeling of being all corked up — unreleased. It must be that most men got into a place, after a time, where all stood still. Little fragments of thoughts flying about in the mind. Nothing organized. The thoughts getting further and further away.

There was a log he had once, as a boy, seen bobbing on the face of the river. It got further and further away, was presently just a tiny black spot. Then it went, disappeared into the vast flowing grayness. It did not go suddenly. When you were gazing hard at it, trying to see just how long it could be kept in sight, then — 

Was it there? It was! It wasn’t! It was! It wasn’t!

A trick of the mind. Suppose most men were dead and did not know it. When you were alive, a surge of thoughts, fancies, through the mind. Perhaps if you got the thoughts and fancies organized a little, made them work through your body, made thoughts and fancies a part of yourself — 

They might be used then — perhaps as Sponge Martin used a brush. You might lay them on something as Sponge Martin could lay varnish on. Suppose about one man in a million got things organized a little. What would that mean? What would such a man be?

Would he be a Napoleon, a Cæsar?

Not likely. That would be too much bother. If he became a Napoleon or a Cæsar he would have to be thinking all the time of the others, trying to use the others, trying to wake them up. Well, no, he wouldn’t try to wake them up. If they woke up they would be just like him. “I like not his lean and hungry look. He thinks too much.” That sort of thing, eh? A Napoleon or a Cæsar would have to give others toys to play with, an army — conquests. He would have to make a display before them, have wealth, wear fine clothes, make them all envious, make them all want to be as he was.

Bruce had many thoughts about Sponge as he worked beside him in the shop, as he walked beside him along a street, as he saw him sleeping on the floor like a pig or a dog, after stuffing himself with food his old woman had cooked. Sponge had lost his carriage-painting shop through no fault of his own. There were too few carriages to paint. Later he might have set up a shop to paint automobiles if he had wanted to, but it was likely he was getting too old for that. He would keep on painting wheels, talking of the time when he did own a shop, eating, sleeping, getting drunk. When he and his old woman were a little drunk she seemed like a kid to him and he became like a kid, for a time. How often? About four times a week, Sponge said once, laughing. He might have been bragging. Bruce tried to imagine himself Sponge at such a moment, Sponge lying on the sawdust pile beside the river with his old woman. He couldn’t do it. What got mixed up in such fancies was his own reaction to life. He couldn’t be Sponge, the old workman robbed of his position as a master workman — drunk and trying to be like a kid with an old woman. What happened was that at the thought certain unpleasant experiences of his own life came up to mock him. Once he had read a book by Zola, “La Terre,” and later, but a short time before he left Chicago, Tom Wills had shown him a new book by the Irishman Joyce, “Ulysses.” There were certain pages. A man named Bloom standing on a beach near some women. A woman, Bloom’s wife, in her bedroom at home. The thoughts of the woman — her night of animalism — all set down — minutely. Realism in writing lifted up sharp to something burning and raw like a raw sore. Others coming to look at the sores. For Bruce, to try to think of Sponge and his wife in their hour of pleasure in each other, such pleasure as youth knew, was like that. It left a faint unpleasant smell in his nostrils — like decayed eggs — dumped in a wood — across the river — far off.

Oh, Lord! Was his own mother — on the boat, that time they saw the crazy man and the young fellow with the mustache — was she, at that moment, a kind of Bloom?

Bruce did not want that thought. The figure of Bloom had seemed true to him, beautifully true, but it had sprung out of a brain not his. A European, a Continental man — that Joyce. Over there men had lived in one place a long time and had deposited something of themselves everywhere. A sensitive man walking there, living there, got it into his being. In America much of the land was still new, unsoiled. Hang on to the sun, the wind and the rain.

 

A LAME ONE

TO J. J.

At night when there are no lights, my city is a man who arises from a bed to stare into darkness.

In the daytime my city is the son of a dreamer. He has become the companion of thieves and prostitutes. He has denied his father.

My city is a thin little old man who lives in a rooming-house in a dirty street. He wears false teeth that have become loose and make a sharp clicking sound when he eats. He cannot find himself a woman and indulges in self-abuse. He picks cigar-ends out of the gutter.

My city lives in the roofs of the houses, in the eaves. A woman came to my city and he threw her far down, out of the eaves onto a pile of stones. Those who live in my city declare she fell.

There is an angry man whose wife is unfaithful. He is my city. My city is in his hair, in his breath, in his eyes. When he breathes his breath is the breath of my city.

There are many cities standing in rows. There are cities that sleep, cities that stand in the mud of swamps.

My city is very strange. It is tired and nervous. My city has become a woman whose lover is ill. She creeps in the hallways of a house and listens at the door of a room.

I cannot tell what my city is like.

My city is a kiss from the feverish lips of many tired people.

My city is a murmur of voices coming out of a pit.

Had Bruce fled from his own city, Chicago, hoping to find, in the soft nights of a river town, something to cure him?

What was he up to? Suppose it was something like this — suppose that young man in the boat had suddenly said to the woman sitting there with the child, “I know you aren’t going to live very long and that you will not have any more children. I know everything about you that you, yourself, cannot know.” There might be such a thing as moments when men and men, women and women, men and women could get like that toward each other. “Ships that pass in the night.” It was the sort of thing it made a man seem silly to himself to think about definitely but it was quite sure there was something that people like himself, his mother before him, that young man on the river packet, people scattered about, here and there, that they were after.

Bruce’s mind flopped back. Since he had left Bernice he had done a lot of thinking and feeling he had never done before and that was something gained. He might not be getting anywhere in particular but he was having fun of a sort and he wasn’t bored as he had formerly been. The hours in the shop varnishing wheels did not cut much figure. You could varnish wheels and think of anything you pleased and the more skillful your hands became the more freedom your mind and your fancy had. There was a kind of pleasure in the passing hours. Sponge, the unmalicious, the man child, playing, bragging, talking, showing Bruce how to varnish wheels accurately and well. It was the first time in his life Bruce had ever done anything well with his hands.

If a man got so he could use his own thoughts, his own feelings, his own fancies as Sponge could use a paint-brush, what then? What would the man be like?

Would that be what an artist was? It would be a fine to-do, if he, Bruce, in running away from Bernice and her crowd, from the conscious artists, had only done so because he wanted to be just what they wanted to be. Men and women in Bernice’s crowd were always talking of being artists, speaking of themselves as artists. Why had men, like Tom Wills and himself, a kind of contempt for them? Did he and Tom Wills secretly want to be artists of another sort? Was that what he, Bruce, had been up to when he lit out from Bernice and when he came back to Old Harbor? Was there something in the town he had missed as a boy there — he wanted to find — some string he wanted to pick up?


CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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SATURDAY EVENING AND Bruce walking out at the shop door with Sponge. The other workman, the surly man at the next bench, had gone hurriedly out just ahead of them, had hurried out without saying good-night and Sponge had winked at Bruce.

“He wants to get home quick to see if his old woman is still there — wants to see if she has gone off with that other chap she is always fooling with. He comes to her house in the afternoon. No danger his wanting to take her. He’d have to support her then. She’d go fast enough if he asked her but he won’t. Much better let this one do the work and make the money to feed and clothe her, eh?”

Why had Bruce called Sponge unmalicious? Lord knows he was malicious enough. There was a thing called manhood, maleness, he had, and that he was proud of — as he was of his craftsmanship. He had got his own woman fast and hard and had contempt for any man who couldn’t do the same thing. His contempt had no doubt leaked across to the workman beside him and had made him more surly than he would have been had Sponge treated him as he did Bruce.

When he came into the shop in the morning Bruce always spoke to the man at the second wheel-peg and he thought the man sometimes looked at him wistfully, as though to say, “If I could get a chance to tell you, if I knew how to tell you there would be my side to the story, too. I’m what I am. If I lost one woman I wouldn’t ever know how to go at it to get me another. I ain’t the kind that get ’em easy. I ain’t got the nerve. To tell the truth, and if you only knew it, I’m a good deal more like you than this Sponge. With him everything is down in his hands. He gets everything out of him through his hands. Take his woman away and he would get another with his hands. I’m like you. I’m a thinker, a dreamer maybe. I’m the kind that makes a mess of his life.”

How much easier for Bruce to be, in fancy, the surly silent workman than for him to be Sponge. Still it was Sponge he liked, wanted to be like. Did he? Anyway he wanted to be, partly, like him.

In the street outside the factory as the two men walked across railroad tracks and up along a climbing cobblestone street toward the business part of Old Harbor, in the gathering dusk of the early spring evening, Sponge was smiling. It was the same kind of detached, half-malicious smile Bruce used to wear sometimes in Bernice’s presence and that always drove her half mad. It wasn’t directed at Bruce. Sponge was thinking of the surly workman, strutting like a rooster because he was more the man — more male. Had Bruce been up to some such trick with Bernice? No doubt he had. Lordy, she ought to be glad he wasn’t around any more.

His thoughts whirling on. His thoughts centered on the surly workman now. Awhile before, but a few minutes before, he had tried to imagine himself Sponge lying on a sawdust pile under the stars, Sponge with his hide full of whisky, and his old woman lying beside him. He had tried to fancy himself, under such circumstances, the stars shining down, the river running silently near at hand, had tried to imagine himself under such circumstances, feeling like a kid and feeling the woman beside him as a kid. It hadn’t worked. What he would do, what such a fellow as himself would do under such circumstances he knew only too well. He would awake in the cold morning light, having thoughts, too many thoughts. What he had succeeded in doing was to make himself feel, at the moment, very ineffectual. He had re-created himself, in the fancy of the moment, not as Sponge, the effectual, the direct, the man who could give himself completely, but himself in some of his own more ineffectual moments. He had remembered times, two or three of them, when he had been with women and had been ineffectual. Perhaps he had been ineffectual with Bernice. Had he been ineffectual or had she?

Much easier after all to imagine himself the surly workman. That he could really do. He could imagine himself beaten by a woman, afraid of her. He could imagine himself a fellow like that Bloom in the book “Ulysses” and it was evident that Joyce, the writer and dreamer, was in the same boat. He had certainly done his Bloom much better than he had his Stephen, had made him a lot more real — and Bruce, in fancy, could make the surly workman more real than 

Sponge, could enter into him more quickly, understand him better. He could be the surly ineffectual workman, could, in fancy, be the man in bed with the wife — could lie there afraid, angry, hopeful, full of pretense. That is what he had been with Bernice perhaps — partly, anyway. Why hadn’t he told her, when she was writing that story, why hadn’t he told her with an oath what rot it was, what it really meant? Instead he had worn that grin that had so puzzled and angered her. He had fled into the recesses of his own mind where she could not follow and from that vantage-point had grinned out at her.

Now he was walking up along a street with Sponge and Sponge was grinning the same kind of a grin he himself had so often worn in Bernice’s presence. They had been sitting together, dining perhaps, and she had suddenly got up from a table and had said: “I’ve got to go write now.” Then the grin had come. Often it knocked her off her pins for a whole day. She couldn’t write a word. What a dirty trick, really!

Sponge, however, was doing it, not to him, Bruce, but to the surly workman. Bruce was reasonably sure of that. He felt safe.

They had got to the town’s business street and were walking along with crowds of other workmen, all employees of the wheel factory. A car carrying young Grey, the owner of the factory, and his wife, climbed up the hill on second speed, the engine making a sharp whining sound, and passed near them. The woman at the wheel turned to look. It was Sponge told Bruce who was in the car.

“She’s been coming down there quite often lately. She totes him home. She’s one he got away from here somewhere, when he was in the war. I don’t think he’s really got her. Maybe she’s lonesome, in a strange town where there ain’t many of her kind, and likes to come down to the factory at quitting-time to look ’em over. She’s been looking you over pretty regularly lately. I’ve noticed it.”

Sponge was smiling. Well, it wasn’t a smile. It was a grin. At the moment Bruce thought he looked like a wise old Chinaman — something of that sort. He became self-conscious. Sponge might be making fun of him as he did of the surly workman at the next bench. In the picture Bruce had made of his fellow workman, and that he liked, Sponge surely did not have many very subtle thoughts. It would have been something of a come-down for Bruce to think of the workman as very sensitive to impressions. There was no doubt he had got rather a jump out of the woman in the car and it had happened three times now. To think of Sponge as being very sensitive would be like thinking of Bernice as better than he would ever be at the very thing he wanted most to be. Bruce wanted to be preeminent in something — in being more sensitive to everything going on about him than others could possibly be.

They came to the corner where Bruce turned upward to go toward his hotel, Sponge still wearing that smile. He kept urging Bruce to come to his house to dinner on Sunday. “All right,” Bruce said, “and I’ll manage to get a bottle. There’s a young doc living at the hotel. I’ll tackle him for a prescription. I guess he’ll come across all right.”

Sponge kept smiling, having a good time with his own thoughts. “It would be a jolt. You ain’t exactly like the rest of us. Maybe you make her think of someone she’s been stuck on before. I wouldn’t so much mind seeing a Grey get a jolt like that.”

As though not wanting Bruce to comment on what he had said the old workman changed the subject quickly. “There’s something I been wanting to tell you. You better look a little out. Sometimes you get a look on your face exactly like that Smedley,” he said, laughing. Smedley was the surly workman.

Still smiling Sponge walked away along the street, Bruce standing to watch him go. As though conscious of being watched he strutted a little, straightening his old shoulders as though to say— “He don’t think I know as much as I do.” The sight made Bruce also grin.

“I guess I know what he means but there’s small chance of that. I didn’t leave Bernice, looking for some other woman. I’ve got another bee in my bonnet although I don’t just know what it is,” he thought as he climbed the hill toward the hotel. Thinking that Sponge had shot and missed he felt relieved and rather happy. “It wouldn’t do to have the little cuss know more about me than I have been able to find out myself,” he thought again.


BOOK SIX
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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PERHAPS SHE HAD figured it all out from the beginning and didn’t quite dare tell herself. She saw him first, walking with a small man, heavily mustached, up a cobblestone street that led from her husband’s factory, and the impression she had of her own feelings was just that she would like to stop him some evening as he came out at the factory door. It was the same feeling she had about that man in Paris, the one she saw at Rose Frank’s apartment, and he had eluded her. She had never succeeded in getting near him, in hearing a word from his lips. Perhaps he had belonged to Rose and Rose had managed to keep him out of the way. Still Rose didn’t seem that sort. She had seemed like one woman who would take a chance. It might be that this man and the one in Paris were alike unconscious of her. Aline did not want to do anything crude. She thought of herself as a lady. And then, too, there was nothing in life at all if you could not get at things in some subtle way. Plenty of women went after men openly — drove straight at them — but what did they get? No use getting a man as a man and in no other way. She had Fred, her husband, that way — had, she thought, all he had to offer.

It wasn’t so much — a kind of sweet childlike faith in her, hardly justified, she thought. He had a fixed notion of what a woman, the wife of a man in his position, should be and he took it for granted she was what he thought. Fred took too much for granted.

Outwardly she was all he expected. That was hardly the point. One couldn’t prevent oneself having thoughts. There might be nothing to life but just that — living — seeing the days pass — being a wife and perhaps presently a mother — dreaming — keeping the thing, down inside, in order. If one couldn’t always keep it in order at least one could keep it out of sight. You walked in a certain way — wore the right clothes — knew how to talk — kept up a kind of touch with the arts, with music, painting, the new moods in house furnishings — read the latest novels. You and your husband had together a certain position to maintain and you did your share. He looked to you for certain things, the keeping-up of a certain style — appearances. In a town like Old Harbor, Indiana, it wasn’t so hard.

And anyway a man who worked in a factory was likely to be a factory-hand — nothing more. You couldn’t be thinking of him. His resemblance to that other man she had seen in Rose’s apartment was no doubt a physical accident. There was about the two men the same air, a kind of readiness to give and not ask much. One thought of such a man going along, quite casually, becoming absorbed in something, burning himself out in it, then dropping it — as casually perhaps. Burning himself out in what? Well, say in some kind of work, or in the love of a woman. Did she want to be loved like that, by that sort of a man?

“Well, I do! Every woman does. We don’t get it though, and if it were offered, most of us would be afraid. We are pretty practical and hard-headed, at bottom, all of us, we’re made that way. It’s what a woman is, that sort of thing.

“I wonder why we are always trying to create the other illusion, feeding on it ourselves?”

One has to think. The days pass. They are too much alike — the days. An imagined experience is not the same as one actually gone through, but it is something. When a woman has been married things change for her. She has to try to keep up the illusion that everything is as it was before. It can’t be, of course. We know too much.

Aline used to go for Fred quite often in the evening and when he was a little delayed the men came pouring out at the factory door and passed her as she sat at the wheel of the car. What did she mean to them? What did they mean to her? Dark figures in overalls, tall men, short men, old men, young men. She had got the one man quite fixed in her mind. That was Bruce as he came from the shop with Sponge Martin, the little old man with the black mustache. She did not know who Sponge was, had never heard of him, but he talked and the man beside him listened. Did he listen? At any rate he had only looked at her once or twice — a fleeting self-conscious glance.

How many men in the world! She had got herself a man who had money and position. That had been a lucky chance, maybe. She wasn’t very young any more when Fred asked her to marry him, and sometimes she wondered dimly if she would have consented if marriage with him hadn’t seemed such a perfect solution. You had to take chances in life and it was a good chance. By such a marriage you got a house, position, clothes, an automobile. If you were stuck off in a little Indiana town, eleven months out of the year, at least you were on top of the heap in the town. Cæsar riding through a miserable little town, going to join his army, Cæsar addressing a comrade, “Better be king on a dung-heap than a beggar in Rome.” Something of that sort. Aline wasn’t very accurate about quotations and it is sure she did not think the word “dung-heap.” It wasn’t the kind of word such women as herself knew anything about — wasn’t in their vocabularies.

She thought about men a good deal, wondered about them. In Fred’s notion of things everything was settled for her, but was it? When things got settled you were through, might as well sit rocking in a chair waiting for death. Death, before life came.

Aline hadn’t any children yet. She wondered why. Hadn’t Fred touched her deeply enough? Was there something in her still to be aroused, awakened from sleep?

Her thoughts drifted into a new channel and she became what she herself would have called cynical. It was, after all, rather amusing how she managed to impress people in Fred’s town, how she managed to impress him. It might be that was because she had lived in Chicago and in New York and had been to Paris, because her husband Fred had become, since his father’s death, the chief man of the town, because she had a knack for dress and a certain air.

When the women of the town came to call on her, the Judge’s wife, the wife of Striker, the cashier of the bank in which Fred was by far the largest stockholder — the doctor’s wife — when they came to her house they thought it up to them to talk of cultural things, of books, music and painting. Everyone knew she had been an art student. That confused and bothered them. It was quite sure she wasn’t a favorite in the town but the women did not dare pay her out for snubbing them a little. If one of them could get something on her they might make mince-meat of her, but how were they to do anything of that sort? Even to think of such a thing was a little vulgar. Aline did not like such thoughts.

There was nothing to be got on her, never would be.

Aline at the wheel of an expensive automobile watched Bruce Dudley and Sponge Martin going up a cobblestone street among many other working-men. They were the only two of all the men she had seen come out at the factory door who seemed much interested in each other, and what an odd-looking pair they were. The younger man did not look much like a laborer. Well, what did a laborer look like? What differentiated a laborer from another man, from the kind of men who were Fred’s friends, from the kind of men she had known at her father’s house in Chicago when she was a young girl? One might fancy that a laborer would naturally look humble, but it was certain that the little broad-backed man had nothing humble about him, and as for Fred, her own husband, there had been when she first saw him nothing to mark him as anything special. Perhaps she was only attracted to the two men because they seemed interested in each other. The little old man was so cocky. He went along up the cobblestone street like a banty rooster. If Aline had been more like Rose Frank and that crowd of hers in Paris she would have thought of Sponge Martin as a man always liking to strut before women as a rooster struts before hens, and such a thought, put in somewhat different terms, did in fact cross her mind. Smiling, she thought that Sponge might very well have been a Napoleon Bonaparte walking along like that, stroking a black mustache with stubby fingers. The mustache was a bit too black for such an old man. It was shiny — coal-black. Perhaps he dyed it, the cocky little old thing. One had to get amusement somehow, had to think about something.

What was keeping Fred? Since his father had died and he had come into his money Fred certainly took life pretty seriously. He seemed to feel the weight of things on his shoulders, was always talking as though everything would go to pieces at the factory if he did not stay on the job all the time. She wondered how much of his talk about the importance of the things he did was true?


CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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A LINE HAD met her husband Fred at Rose Frank’s apartment in Paris. That was during the summer after the so-called World War came to an end and it was an evening to be remembered. Funny, too, about this World business. The Anglo-Saxons, the Nordics, were always using the word — best in the world — biggest in the world, world wars, champions of the world.

You go along in life, not thinking very much, not feeling very much, not knowing very much — about yourself or anyone else — thinking life is so and so, and then — bang! Something happens. You aren’t at all what you had thought you were. A lot of people found that out during the war.

Under certain circumstances you had thought you knew just about what you would do, but all of your thoughts were, as likely as not, lies. After all, it might be, you never knew anything really until it had touched your own life, your own body. There is a tree growing in a field. Is it really a tree? What is a tree? Go touch it with your fingers. Stand back several feet and hurl your body against it. It is unyielding — like a rock. How rough the bark is! Your shoulder hurts. There is blood on your cheek.

A tree is something to you but what is it to another?

Suppose it were your job to cut the tree down. You lay an ax to its body, to its sturdy trunk. Some trees bleed when injured, others weep bitter tears. Once when Aline Aldridge was a child, her father — who had an interest in turpentine forests somewhere in the South — came home from a trip down there and was talking with another man in the living-room of the Aldridge house. He told how they cut and maimed the trees to get the sap for the turpentine. Aline had been sitting in the room, on a stool by her father’s knee, and had heard it all — the story of a vast forest of trees all cut and maimed. For what? To get turpentine. What was turpentine? Was it some strange golden elixir of life?

What a tale! When it was told, Aline grew a little pale, but her father and his friend did not notice. Her father had been giving a technical description of the process of producing turpentine. The men were not thinking her thoughts, did not sense her thoughts. Later in her bed that night she cried. What did they want to do it for? Why did they want their blamed old turpentine?

Trees crying out — bleeding. Men going about, hurting them, cutting them with axes. Some of the trees fell down groaning, while others stood up, the blood running from them, crying out to the child in the bed. The trees had eyes, they had arms, legs and bodies. A forest of injured trees, staggering about, bleeding. The ground under the trees was red with blood.

When the World War came on and Aline had become a woman she remembered her father’s story of the turpentine-trees, how they got their turpentine. Her brother George, three years older than herself, was killed in France, and Teddy Copeland, the young man she was engaged to marry, died of the “flu” in an American camp; and in her consciousness of them they did not remain as dead men, but as men injured and bleeding, far off, in some strange place. Neither the brother nor Ted Copeland had seemed very near to her, no nearer perhaps than the trees of the forest of the story. She had not touched them closely. She had said she would marry Copeland because he was going off to war and had asked her. It had seemed the right thing to do. Could you say “no” to a young man at such a time — going off to be killed perhaps? It would have seemed like saying “no” to one of the trees. Suppose you were asked to bind up one of the trees’ wounds and said “no.” Well, Teddy Copeland had not been exactly a tree. He had been a young man and a very handsome one. Had she married him Aline’s father and brother would have been pleased.

When the war was over Aline went for a visit to Paris with Esther Walker and her husband Joe, the painter who did the portrait of her dead brother from a photograph. He also did one of Teddy Copeland for his father and then another of Aline’s dead mother — getting five thousand dollars for each — and Aline had been the one who had told her father about the painter. She had seen a portrait of his at the Art Institute, where she then was a student, and had told her father of him. Then she met Esther Walker and invited her and her husband out to the Aldridge house. Esther and Joe had both been good enough to say some very nice things about her own work, but that, she felt, was just politeness. Although she had a knack for drawing she hadn’t taken her own cleverness very seriously. There was something about painting, real painting, she could not get at, could not understand. After the war started and her brother and Teddy went away she wanted to do something and could not bring herself to the business of working every minute to “help win the war” by knitting socks or running about selling Liberty Bonds. The war in fact bored her. She did not know what it was about. If it had not come on she would have married Ted Copeland and then then at least she would have found out some things.

Young men going away to be killed, thousands of them, hundreds of thousands. How many women felt as she did? It was taking something away from women, the chances for something. Suppose you are a field and it is spring. A farmer is coming toward you with a bag filled with seed. Now he has almost reached the field, but instead of coming to plant the seed he stops by the roadside and burns it. Women can’t have such thoughts, not directly. They can t if they are nice women.

Better to go in for art, take painting lessons — particularly if you are rather clever with a brush. If you can’t do that go in for culture — read the latest books, go to the theater, go to hear music. When music is being played — certain kinds of music — But never mind that. That also is something a nice woman doesn’t talk about or think about.

There are a lot of things to be let alone in life — that’s sure.

Until after she reached Paris, Aline did not know what kind of a painter Joe Walker was or what kind of a woman was Esther, but on the boat she began to suspect, and when she did get a hunch about them she had to smile to think how willing she had been to let Esther work things out for her. The painter’s wife had been so quick and clever about paying Aline back.

You did a good turn for us — fifteen thousand is not to be sneezed at — now we’ll do as much for you.” There never had been, never would be, a thing so crude as a wink or a shrug of the shoulders from Esther. Aline s father had been deeply hurt by the tragedy of the war and his wife had been dead since Aline was a child of ten and while she was in Chicago and Joe was at work on the portraits — you can’t do five-thousand-dollar portraits too fast, you must take at least two or three weeks for each — while she was practically living at the Aldridge house Esther made the older man feel almost as though he again had a wife to look after him.

She spoke with such reverence of the man’s character and of the undoubted ability of the daughter.

Such men as you have made such sacrifices. It is the quiet man of ability going straight alone, helping to keep the social order intact, meeting every contingency without a murmur — it is such men who — it is a thing one can’t speak of openly, but in times like this, when the whole social order has been shaken, when old standards of life are being torn down, when the young have lost faith—”

“We who are of an older order — we must be father and mother to the younger generation now.”

“Beauty will persist — the things worth while in life will persist.”

“Poor Aline — to have lost both a prospective husband and a brother. And she has such talent, too. She is like you, very quiet, not saying much. A year abroad now may save her from some kind of a breakdown.”

How easily Esther had befuddled Aline’s father, the shrewd and capable corporation lawyer. Men were really altogether too easy. There was no doubt Aline should have stayed at home — in Chicago. A man, any man unmarried, with money, should not be left lying about loose with such women as Esther about. Although she had not had much experience Aline was no fool. Esther knew that. When Joe Walker came to the Aldridge house in Chicago to paint the portraits Aline was twenty-six. When she sat at the wheel of her husband’s car, that evening before the factory in Old Harbor, she was twenty-nine.

What a jumble! What a mixed unaccountable thing life could be!


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
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MARRIAGE! HAD SHE intended marriage, had Fred really intended marriage that night in Paris when both Rose Frank and Fred rather went off their heads, one after the other? How did one ever happen to get married anyway? How did it come about? What did people think they were up to when they did it? What made a man, after he had known dozens of women, suddenly decide to marry a particular one?

Fred had been a young American in an Eastern college, an only son with a rich father, then a soldier, a rich man rather grandly enlisting as a common private — to help win a war — then in an American training camp — later in France. When the first American contingent went through England the English women — war-starved — the English women — 

American women too, “Help win the war!”

What a lot Fred must have known he had never told Aline about.

 

On the evening as she sat in the car before the factory in Old Harbor, Fred surely was taking his time. He had told her there was an advertising man coming down from Chicago and he might decide to do a thing called “putting on a national advertising campaign.”

 

The factory was making a lot of money and if a man didn’t spend some of it to build up good-will for the future he would have to pay it all out in taxes. Advertising was an asset, a legitimate expenditure. Fred thought he would try advertising. It was likely he was in his office now talking to the advertising man from Chicago.

It was growing dark in the shadow of the factory, but why snap on the lights. It was nice to sit in halfdarkness by the wheel, thinking. A slender woman in a rather elegant dress, a good hat — one she had got from Paris — long slender fingers resting on a driving-wheel, men in overalls passing out at a factory door and across a dusty road, passing very near the car — tall men — short men — a low murmur of men’s voices.

A certain humbleness in working-men passing such a car, such a woman.

Very little humbleness in a short, broad-shouldered old man, stroking a too-black mustache with stubby fingers. He seemed to want to laugh at Aline. “I’m onto you,” he seemed to want to shout — the cocky little old thing. His companion — to whom he seemed devoted — did look like that man in Rose’s apartment in Paris — that night — that so important night.

That night in Paris, when Aline first saw Fred! She had gone with Esther and Joe Walker to Rose Frank’s apartment because both Esther and Joe thought they had better. By that time Esther and Joe amused Aline. She had a notion that, had they stayed in America long enough and had her father seen more of them, he also would have caught on — after a time.

After all, they had rather had him at a disadvantage — talking of art and beauty — that sort of thing to a man who had just lost a son in the war, a son whose portrait Joe was painting — and getting a very good likeness.

Never such a couple for looking out for the main chance — never such a couple for educating a rather quick shrewd woman like Aline. Little enough danger such a couple ever staying in one spot too long. Their arrangement with Aline had been something quite special. No words about it. No words necessary. “We’ll give you a peep under the tent at the show and you take no chances. We’re married. We’re quite respectable — always know the best people, you can see for yourself. That’s the advantage of being our kind of artists. You see all sides of life and take no chance. New York is getting more and more like Paris every year. But Chicago...”

Aline had lived in New York two or three times, for some months each time, with her father, when he had important business there. They had lived at an expensive hotel, but it was evident the Walkers knew things about modern New York life Aline did not know.

They had succeeded in making Aline’s father feel comfortable about her — and perhaps he felt comfortable with her away — for a time at least. Esther had been able to convey that notion to Aline. It had been a good arrangement for all concerned.

And certainly, she thought, educational to Aline. Such people, really! How odd that her father, a clever man in his own way, hadn’t caught onto them quicker.

They worked like a team, getting men like her father at five thousand each. Solid respectable people, Joe and Esther. Esther worked that string hard, and Joe, who never ran any risks by being seen in any but the best company — when they were in America — who painted very skillfully and who talked just boldly enough but not too boldly — he also helped to make thick and warm the art atmosphere when they were getting a new prospect lined up.

Aline smiled in the darkness. What a sweet little cynic I am. You could live over, in fancy, a whole year of your life while you waited, perhaps three minutes, for your husband to come out at a factory door and then you could run up a hillside and overtake two workmen, the sight of whom had started your brain working, could overtake them before they had walked three blocks up a hillside street.

As for Esther Walker, Aline thought she had got on rather well with her that summer in Paris. When they had got off for Europe together both women had been ready enough to put the cards on the table. Aline had made a great pretense of being deeply interested in art — perhaps it wasn’t all just pretense — and had that talent of hers for making little drawings, and Esther had done a lot of talking about hidden ability that should be brought out, all that sort of thing.

“You are onto me and I am onto you. Let’s ride along together, saying nothing about the matter.” Saying nothing Esther had managed to convey about that message to the young woman and Aline had fallen in with her mood. Well, it wasn’t a mood. Such people didn’t have moods. What they did was to play a game. If you wanted to play with them they could be very friendly and sweet.

Aline had got it all, a confirmation of about what she had thought, one night on the boat, and had to think fast and hold onto herself hard — for perhaps thirty seconds — while she made up her own mind about something. What an ugly lonely feeling! She had to hold her fists doubled and there was a fight to prevent tears coming.

Then she fell for it — decided to play the game out — with Esther. Joe didn’t count. You get educated fast if you only let yourself. She can’t touch me, inside, maybe. I’ll ride along and keep my eyes open.

She had. They were rotten really, the Walkers, but Esther had something in her. She was outwardly the hard one, the schemer, but inside there was something she tried to hold onto and that had never been touched. It was sure her husband, Joe Walker, could never touch it and Esther was perhaps too cautious to take chances with another man. Once later she gave Aline a hint. “The man was young and I had just married Joe. It was during the year before the war started. For about an hour I thought I would and then I didn’t. It would have given Joe an advantage I didn’t dare let him have. I’m not one who would ever go the whole road — ruin myself. The young chap was the reckless sort — a young American boy. I decided I had better not. You understand.”

She had tried something on Aline — that time on the boat. What was it Esther had tried? One night when Joe was talking with several people, telling them about modern painting, telling them about Cezanne and Picasso and the others, talking suavely, kindly, about the rebels in the arts, Esther and Aline went off to sit in chairs on another part of the deck. Two young men came along and tried to join them, but Esther knew how to fence off without giving offense. She evidently thought Aline knew more than she did, but it was not Aline’s part to attempt to disillusion her.

What an instinct, away down inside, to preserve something!

What was it Esther had tried on Aline?

There are a lot of things you can’t get down in words, even in your own thoughts. What Esther had talked about was a love that asked nothing, and how really beautiful that sounded! “It should be between two people of the same sex. Between yourself and a man it won’t work. I’ve tried it,” she said.

She had taken Aline’s hand and for a long time they sat in silence, an odd creepy feeling deep down in Aline. What a test — to play the game out with such a woman — not to let her know what your instincts are doing to you — down inside — not to let the hands tremble — to make no physical sign of any shrinking. The woman’s soft voice, with the caress in it, a kind of sincerity too. “They get each other in a more subtle way. It lasts longer. It takes longer to understand but it lasts longer. There is something white and fine you try for. I’ve waited a long time for just you, maybe. As far as Joe is concerned I have been all right with him. It’s a little hard to talk. There’s so much that can’t be said. In Chicago, when I saw you out there, I thought, ‘At your age most women in your position have married.’ You’ll have to do that sometime too, I suppose, but it makes a difference to me that you haven’t yet — that you hadn’t when I found you. It’s getting so if a man and another man or two women are seen too much together there is talk. America is getting almost as sophisticated, as wise, as Europe. That’s where husbands are a big help. You help them all you can, whatever their game is, but you keep all the best of yourself for the other — for the one who understands what you are really driving at.”

Aline moved restlessly at the wheel of the car thinking of that evening on the boat and all it had meant. Had it been the beginning of sophistication for her? Life isn’t just as it is set down in the copy-books. How much dare you let yourself find out? A game of life — a game of death. Very easy to let yourself become romantic — and scared. American women surely have had things easy. Their men know so little — dare let themselves know so little. You can keep out of deciding anything if you wish, but is it any fun, never to be in the know — on the inside? If you look into life, know much of the taint of life, can you keep outside yourself? “Not much,” Aline’s father would no doubt have said, and it was something of that sort her husband Fred would have said too. You have to live your own life then. When her boat left the shores of America it left behind more than Aline wanted to think about. President Wilson had been finding out something of the sort at about that time. It killed him.

At any rate it was sure that the talk with Esther had made Aline the more ready to marry Fred Grey when she came to him later. Besides, it had made her less exacting, less sure of herself, the others, most of the others she had seen that summer in the company of Joe and Esther. Fred had been, he was, as fine as, say, a well-bred dog. If what he had was American she was glad enough, as a woman, to take American chances — she thought at the time.

Esther’s talk had been so slow and soft. Aline could think of it all, remember it all very clearly in a few seconds, but it must have taken Esther longer to say all the sentences needed to convey her meaning.

And the meaning Aline had to jump at, knowing nothing, get instinctively or not at all. Esther would be one to leave herself always a clear alibi. She was a very clever woman, no doubt of that. Joe had been lucky to get her, being what he was.

It hadn’t worked, not yet.

You come up and you go down. A woman of twenty-six, if she have anything in her at all, is ready. And if she hasn’t anything in her, another one, like Esther, doesn’t want her at all. If you want a fool, a romantic fool, what about a man, a good American business man? He’ll do well enough and you remain safe and sound. Nothing ever really touches you at all. A long life lived and you always high and dry and safe. Do you want that?

It was really as though Aline had been pushed by Esther off the side of the steamboat into the sea. And the sea was very lovely that evening when Esther talked to her. That may have been one reason why Aline kept feeling safe. You get something outside you that way, like the sea, and it helps just because it is lovely. There is the sea, little waves breaking, the sea running white behind the ship’s wake, washing against the side of the ship like soft silk tearing, and in the sky stars coming out slowly. Why is it that when you twist things out of their natural order, when you become a little sophisticated and want more than you ever did before, the risk is relatively greater? So easy to become rotten. A tree never gets that way because it is a tree.

A voice talking, a hand touching your arm in just a certain way. Words coming far apart. Over on the other side the boat, Joe, Esther’s husband, talking that stuff of art. Several ladies gathered about Joe. Afterwards they would speak of it, quoting his words. “As my friend Joseph Walker, the famous portrait-painter, you know, said to me — Cezanne is so and so. Picasso is so and so.”

Take it that you are an American woman of twenty-six, trained as the daughter of a well-to-do Chicago lawyer would be trained, unsophisticated but shrewd, your body fresh and strong. You have had a dream. Well, young Copeland you had thought you were about to marry, was not quite the dream. He was nice enough. Not quite in the know enough — in some odd way. Most American men never get to be beyond seventeen — perhaps.

Take it you were that way and had been pushed off a boat into the sea. Joe’s wife Esther has done that little thing for you. What would you do? Try to save yourself? Down you go — down and down, cutting through the surface of the sea fast enough. Oh, Lord, there are a lot of spots in life the mind of the average man and woman never touches at all. I wonder why not? Everything — at least most things — are obvious enough. Perhaps even a tree is not a tree for you until you have banged against it. Why is the lid lifted for some, while everything remains sound and watertight for others? Those women on the deck listening to Joe as he talks — gabblers. — Toe with his artist-merchant’s eye peeled. Like as not either he or Esther put down names and addresses in a little book. Good idea their going across every summer. Back in the fall. People like to meet artists and writers on a boat. It’s a touch of what Europe stands for, right near, at first hand. Lots of them work it. And don’t the Americans fall for it! Fish come to the bait! Both Esther and Joe having moments of dreadful weariness just the same.

What you do when you are pushed off like that, as Aline was by Esther, is to hold your breath and not get rattled or indignant. There isn’t anything to it if you go getting indignant. If you think Esther can’t make a getaway, can’t clear her own skirts, you don’t know much.

After you cut through the surface you think only of coming up again as clear and clean as when you went down. Down below all is cold and wet — death, that road. You know the poets. Come and die with me. Our hands clasped together in death. The white long road together. Man and man, woman and woman. That sort of love — with Esther. What is life about? Who cares about life going on — in new forms, created out of ourselves?

If you’re one sort, it’s white dead fish to you — nothing else. You have to figure it out for yourself, and if you’re the kind no one pushes off the boat, the whole thing will never come your way and you’re safe. Maybe you’re hardly interesting enough ever to be in danger. Most people walk high and safe — all their days.

Americans, eh? You got something out of it anyway, going to Europe with a woman like Esther. After that one time Esther never tried again. She had it all figured out. If Aline wasn’t to be something she wanted for herself she could use her anyway. The Aldridge family stood well in Chicago and there would be other portraits to do out there. Esther had learned, fast enough, how people in general felt about art. If Aldridge Senior had Joe Walker do two portraits and they looked to him when finished as he thought his wife and his son had looked, then he would be likely to boost the Walker game in Chicago, and having paid five thousand each he would value the portraits the more for just that reason. “The greatest painter living. I think,” Esther could imagine his saying to his Chicago friends.

The daughter Aline might get wiser but she wouldn’t be likely to talk. When Esther had her mind made up about Aline she covered up her trail very neatly — did it well enough that evening on the boat and made her position stronger on that other evening, after six weeks in Paris, when she, Aline and Joe walked together over to Rose Frank’s apartment. On that particular evening, when Aline had seen something of the Walkers’ life in Paris and when Esther thought her a good deal more in the know, she kept talking to Aline in low tones, and Joe walked along without hearing, without trying to hear. The evening was very lovely and they walked along the left bank of the Seine, turning away from the river at the Chambre des Députés. People were sitting in little cafés on the rue Voltaire and over the scene hung the clear Parisian evening light — the painter’s light. “Over here you’ve got to look out for both women and men,” Esther said. “We Americans are considered fools by most Europeans just because there are things we don’t want to know. It’s because we are from a new country and have a kind of freshness and health in us.”

Esther had said a lot of things of that sort to Aline. What she was really saying was something quite different. She was really denying that she had meant anything that night on the boat. “If you think I did, it is because you aren’t very nice yourself.” Something of that sort she was saying. Aline let it fly over her head. That night on the boat she had won the battle, she thought. There had been just a moment when she had to fight to get fresh air into her lungs, not to let her hands tremble as Esther held them, not to feel too utterly lonely and sad — leaving childhood — girlhood — behind, like that, but after the one moment she was very quiet and mouselike, so much so that she had Esther a bit afraid of her — and that was really what she was after. It is always best to let the enemy clear away the dead after a battle — no fuss about that.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
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FRED HAD COME out at the factor}’ door and was a little annoyed at Aline — or pretended to be — because she had been sitting in the car in the half-darkness without letting him know. The advertising man with whom he had been talking inside walked away up the street and Fred did not offer to give him a lift. That was because Aline was there. Fred would have had to introduce him. It would have made a new contact for both Fred and Aline, would have slightly changed the relationship between Fred and the man. Fred offered to drive but Aline laughed at him. She liked the feel of the car, a rather powerful one, as it ground its way up the steep streets. Fred lighted a cigar and before dropping away into his own thoughts made another protest about her sitting in the car in the gathering darkness and waiting there without letting him know. In reality he liked it, liked the notion of Aline, the wife, half servant, waiting for him, the man of affairs. “If I had wanted you I had but to blow the horn. As a matter of fact I could see you talking in there with that man through the window,” Aline said.

The car ground its way up the street on second speed, and there was that man, standing at a corner under a light and still talking to the short broad-shouldered man. Surely he had a face very like that other man, the American she had seen at Rose Frank’s apartment on the very evening she had met Fred. Odd that he should be a working-man in her husband’s factory, and yet she remembered, that evening in Paris — the American in Rose’s apartment had said to someone that he was once a working-man in an American factory. That was during a lull in the conversation and before Rose Frank’s outbreak came. But why was this one so absorbed in the small man he was with? They weren’t much alike — the two men.

Working-men, men coming out at the door of a factory, her husband’s factory. Tall men, short men, broad men, slender men, lame men, men blind in one eye, a one-handed man, men in sweaty clothes. They went along, shuffle, shuffle — on the cobblestones in the roadway before a factory door, crossed railroad tracks, disappeared into a town. Her own house was at the top of a hill above the town, looking down on the town, looking down on the Ohio River where it made a great bend about the town, looking down on miles of low country where the valley of the river broadened out above and below town. In the winter all was gray in the valley. The river spreading out over the lowlands, becoming a vast gray sea. When he was a banker, Fred’s father— “Old Grey” he was called by everyone in the town — had managed to get his hands on a lot of the valley land. In the early days they did not know how to work it profitably and because they couldn’t build farm-houses and barns down there they thought the land was no good. As a matter of fact it was the richest land in the state. Every year the river overflowing left a fine gray silt on the land and that was marvelously enriching. The first farmers had tried to build levees, but when they broke, houses and barns were swept away in the floods.

Old Grey had waited like a spider. Farmers came to the bank and borrowed a little money on the cheap land and then let it go, let him foreclose. Had he been wise or had it all been an accident? Later it was found that, if you just let the water flow in and cover the land, it would run off again in the spring and leave that fine rich silt that made the corn grow almost like trees. What you did was to move out onto the land in the late spring with an army of hired men who lived in tents and in shacks set high up on stilts. You plowed and planted and the corn grew rank. Then you picked the corn and stored it in cribs, also built high up on stilts, and when the floods came again you sent barges out over the flooded lands to bring in the corn. You made money hand over fist. Fred had told Aline all about it. Fred thought that his father had been one of the shrewdest men that ever lived. He spoke of him, sometimes, as the Bible spoke of Father Abraham. “The Nestor of the house of Grey,” something of that sort. What did Fred think about the fact that his wife had brought him no children? No doubt he had many queer thoughts about her when he was alone. That was why he sometimes acted so half frightened when she looked at him. Perhaps he was afraid she knew his thoughts. Did she?

“Then Abraham gave up the ghost, and died in a good old age, an old man, and full of years; and was gathered to his people.

“And his sons Isaac and Ishmael buried him in the cave of Machpelah, in the field of Ephron the son of Zohar the Hittite, which is before Manre.

“The field which Abraham purchased of the sons of Heth; there was Abraham buried, and Sarah his wife.

“And it came to pass after the death of Abraham, that God blessed his son Isaac; and Isaac dwelt by the well of Lahairoi.”

 

It was a little odd that, in spite of all the things Fred had told her Aline couldn’t get the figure of Old Grey, the banker, fixed in her mind. He had died just after Fred had married her, in Paris, and while Fred was hurrying home to him, leaving his new wife behind. It might have been that Fred did not want her to see the father, did not want the father to see her. He had just made a boat on the evening of the day he got the word of his father’s illness and Aline did not sail until a month later.

He remained then, for Aline— “Old Grey” — a myth. Fred said he had lifted things up, had lifted the town up. It had been a mere mudhole village before his time, Fred said. “Now look at it.” He had made the valley produce, he had made the town produce. Fred had been a fool not to see things clearer. He had stayed on in Paris after the war was over, hanging around, had even thought for a time he might go in for one of the arts, something of that sort. “In all France there never was such a man as father,” Fred had once declared to his wife Aline. He was a bit too emphatic when he made such declarations. If he had not stayed on in Paris he would not have met Aline, would never have married her. When he made such statements Aline smiled, a soft knowing smile, and Fred changed his tone — a little.

There was that fellow he roomed with at college. The fellow was always talking and giving Fred books to read, books by George Moore, James Joyce— “The Artist as a Young Man.” He had got Fred all balled up and he had even gone so far as to half defy his father about coming home; and then, when he saw his son’s mind was made up, Old Grey had done what he had thought a shrewd thing. “You take a year in Paris, studying art, doing whatever you choose, and then you come home and have a year here with me,” Old Grey had written. The son was to have whatever monies he wanted. Now Fred wished he had taken the first year at home. “I might have been some comfort to him. I was shallow and thoughtless. I might have met you, Aline, in Chicago, or in New York,” Fred said.

What Fred had got out of the year in Paris was Aline. Was it worth the price? The old man living alone at home, waiting. He never even saw his son’s wife, never even heard of her. A man with but one son, and that son in Paris, fooling around after the war was over, after he had done his share of the job, over there. Fred had a little knack for drawing, just as Aline had, but what of that? He never even knew what he was after. Did Aline know what she was after? It would be nice if he could talk to Aline about it all. Why couldn’t he? She was sweet and fine, very quiet most of the time. With such a woman you had to be careful.

The car was grinding its way up the hillside now. There was one short street, very steep and crooked, where you had to shift into low.

Men, working-men, advertising solicitors, business men. Fred’s friend in Paris, the fellow who worked him up to defy his father and to try his hand at becoming a painter. He was a man who might very well turn out to be just such another fellow as Joe Walker. Already he was working Fred. Fred thought that he, Tom Burnside, his college friend, was everything a painter should be. He knew how to sit in a café, knew the names of wines, spoke French with an almost perfect Parisian accent. Pretty soon now he would begin to make trips to America to sell paintings and do portraits. Already he had sold Fred a painting for eight hundred dollars. “It’s the best thing I’ve done so far and a man here wants to buy it for two thousand, but I don’t want to quite have it pass out of my hands just yet. I would rather have it in your hands. My one true friend.” Fred had fallen for that. Another Joe Walker. If he managed to pick himself up an Esther somewhere he would do well. Nothing like making a friend of some rich man while you are both young. When Fred showed the painting to some of his friends in the town of Old Harbor, Aline had a kind of shaky feeling of being, not in the presence of a husband, but at home in the presence of her father — her father showing some fellow lawyer or a client the portraits Joe Walker had done.

If you are a woman why can’t you get the man you have married as a child and be satisfied with that? Was it because a woman wanted her own children, did not want to adopt them, or marry them? Men, working-men, in her husband’s factory, tall men, short men. Men walking along a Parisian boulevard at night. Frenchmen with a certain air. They were onto the women, the French. The idea was to stay on top of the heap, when women were concerned, use them, make them serve. Americans were sentimental fools about women. They wanted them to do for a man what he hadn’t strength to try to do for himself.

The man at Rose Frank’s apartment, that evening when she first met Fred. Why was he in some odd way different? Why had he stayed so sharply in Aline’s mind all these months? Just seeing, on the streets of an Indiana town, a man who made the same sort of impression on the mind, had stirred her all up, set her mind and her fancy whirling. It had happened two or three times, in the evening when she drove down for Fred.

It might be that, on the night in Paris when she got Fred, she had wanted the other man instead.

He, the other man, she found at Rose’s apartment, when she went there with Esther and Joe, had paid no attention to her, hadn’t even spoken to her.

The working-man she had just seen, walking up the hillside street with the short, broad-shouldered cocky-looking man, was like that other in some indefinable way. How absurd that she could not speak to him, find out something about him. She asked Fred who the short man was and he laughed. “That’s Sponge Martin. He’s a card,” Fred said. He might have said more but he wanted to think of what the Chicago advertising man had told him. He was smart, that advertising man. Up to a game of his own all right, but if it fell in with Fred’s game, what of it?


CHAPTER NINETEEN
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AT ROSE FRANK’S apartment in Paris, that evening, after the half-experience with Esther on the boat coming over and after some weeks among Esther’s and Joe’s acquaintances in Paris. The painter and his wife knew a good many rich Americans in Paris looking for an exciting time and Esther so managed it that she and Joe got in on a good many parties without spending much money. They added an artistic touch and also they were discreet — when discretion was wise.

And after the evening on the boat Esther felt more or less free with Aline. She gave Aline credit for more knowledge of life than she had.

That was something gained, for Aline, at least she thought it a gain. She had begun to move more freely within the circle of her own thoughts and impulses. Sometimes she thought— “Life is but a dramatization. You decide on your part in life and then try to play it skillfully.” To play it badly, bunglingly, was the great sin. Americans in general, young men and women like herself who had money enough and social position enough to be secure, could do about as they pleased if they were careful about covering their trails. At home, in America, there was something in the very air you breathed that made you feel secure while at the same time it limited you terribly. Good and bad were definite things, morality and immorality were definite things. You moved in a well-defined circle of thoughts, ideas and emotions. Being a good woman you got from men the respect they thought due a good woman. Given money and a respectable position in life you had to do openly something that defied openly the social laws before you could step into a free world, and the free world into which you stepped by any such action was not free at all. It was dreadfully limited, ugly in fact, the kind of world inhabited by — well, say, by movie actresses.

In Paris, and rather in spite of Esther and Joe, Aline had got a sharp sense of something in French life that fascinated her. Little incidental things about life, the men’s comfort-stalls in the open streets, the stallions hitched to dust-carts and trumpeting to mares, lovers kissing each other openly in the streets in the late afternoons — a kind of matter-of-fact acceptance of life that the English and Americans seemed unable to come to, rather charmed her. Sometimes she went with Esther and Joe to the Place Vendôme and spent the day with their American friends, but more and more she got into the habit of going off alone.

A woman unaccompanied in Paris always had to be ready for annoyances. Men spoke to her, made suggestive movements with their hands, their mouths, followed her along the street. There was always going on, whenever she went forth alone, a kind of attack against herself, as a woman, as a being with woman’s flesh, woman’s secret desires. If something was gained by the frankness of Continental life there was also much lost.

She went to the Louvre. At home she had taken drawing and painting lessons at the Institute and had been called clever. Joe Walker had praised her work. Others had praised it. Then she had thought Joe must be a real painter. “I got caught by the American trick of thinking that what succeeded, was, for that reason, fine,” she thought, and the thought, coming as her own and not having been forced upon her by another, was a revelation. Of a sudden she, the American, began walking in the presence of men’s work feeling really humble. Joe Walker, all of his type of men, the successful painters, writers, musicians, who were America’s heroes, got smaller and smaller in her eyes. Her own clever little imitative art seemed in the presence of work by El Greco, Cezanne, Fra Angelico and other Latins but child’s prattling, and the American men who stood high in the history of America’s attempts at the cultural life — ?

There was Mark Twain, who wrote a book called “The Innocents Abroad,” that Aline’s father had loved. When she was a child he was always reading it and laughing with delight over it, and it had really been nothing but a kind of small boy’s rather nasty disdain of things he couldn’t understand. Pap for vulgar minds. Could Aline honestly think her father or Mark Twain were vulgar men? Well, she could not. To Aline her father had always been sweet, kind and tender — too tender perhaps.

One morning she sat on a bench in the Tuileries and near her on another bench two young men were talking. They were French and had not seen her take a seat on the near-by bench, and they talked. It was good to hear such talk. A kind of intense fervor about the art of painting. What was the right road? One of them declared for the Moderns, for Cezanne and Matisse, and burst forth suddenly into warm hero-worship. The men of whom he was speaking had kept, all their lives, to the good road. Matisse was doing it yet. Such men had in them devotion, bigness, the grand manner. It had been pretty much lost to the world until they came, and now — after their coming and because of their fine devotion — it had a chance of really being born again into the world.

Aline on her bench had leaned forward to listen. The words of the young Frenchman, flowing rapidly forth, were a little hard to catch. Her own French was rather slipshod. She waited for each word, leaning forward. If such a man — if someone having such fervor for what he thought fine in life — if he could only be brought near herself ——  — 

And then, at that moment, the young man, seeing her, seeing the look on her face, got to his feet and started toward her. Something warned her. She would have to flee, get a taxicab. The man was after all a Continental. There was the touch of Europe, of the Old World, of a world in which men knew too much about women and not enough — perhaps. Were they right or wrong? There was an inability to think or feel women as anything but flesh, that was both terrible and in an odd way also true enough — to an American woman, to an English woman perhaps, too startling though. When Aline met such a man, in the company of Joe and Esther — as she sometimes did — when her position was well-defined, safe, he seemed, beside most American men she had ever known, altogether grown up, graceful in his approach to life, much more worth while, much more interesting, with infinitely greater capacity for accomplishment — real accomplishment.

As she walked with Esther and Joe, Esther kept pulling nervously at Aline. Her mind was filled with little hooks that wanted to grapple about in Aline’s mind. “Have you been stirred or moved by life over here? Are you just a stupid, self-satisfied American woman looking for a man — thinking that settles anything? You go along — a prim, neat little figure of a woman, with good ankles, a small sharp interesting face, a good neck — the body graceful and fascinating too. What are you up to — really? Very soon now — within three or four years — your body will begin to settle into heaviness. Someone is going to tarnish your loveliness. I would rather like to do it. There would be satisfaction in that, a kind of joy. Do you think you can escape? Is that what you’re up to — you little American fool?”

Esther walking through Parisian streets thinking. Joe, her husband, missing it all — not caring. He smoked cigarettes, twirled his cane. Rose Frank, to whose apartment they were going, was a correspondent for several American newspapers that wanted a weekly-letter, gossip about Americans in Paris, and Esther thought it just as well to keep in with her. If Rose was onto Esther and Joe what did it matter? They were of the sort American newspapers want to gossip about.

It was the night after the Quat’z Arts Ball, and as soon as they had got to the apartment Aline knew something was wrong, although Esther — not at the moment so keen — did not sense it. She was perhaps occupied with Aline, thinking of her. Already several people had gathered, Americans all, and at once Aline, who from the first was very sensitive to Rose and her moods, concluded that, had she not already invited the people to come to her on that particular evening, Rose would have been glad to be alone or almost alone.

There was a studio apartment with a large room in which the people had gathered, and Rose, the hostess, was wandering about among them, smoking cigarettes and with a queer vacant look in her eyes. When she saw Esther and Joe she made a gesture with the hand that held the cigarette. “Oh, Lord, you too, did I invite you?” the gesture seemed to say. At Aline she did not at first look at all; but later, when several other men and women had come in, she sat on a couch in a corner still smoking the cigarettes and staring at Aline.

“Well, well, and so you are what you are? You also are here? I do not remember ever to have met you. You are with the Walker crew and so I fancy you are newspaper stuff. Miss So-and-So of Indianapolis. Something of that sort. The Walkers take no chances. When they tote anyone around it means money for them.”

Rose Frank’s thoughts. She smiled as she looked at Aline. “I’ve been up against something. I’ve been banged. I’m going to talk. I’ve got to. It doesn’t much matter to me who is here. People have to take their chances. Now and then something happens to a human being — it might happen even to a rich young American woman like you — something that lies too heavy on the mind. When it happens you’ve got to talk. You’ve got to explode. Look out, you! Something is going to happen to you, young lady, but I’m not to blame. You’re to blame for being here.”

It was obvious something was wrong with the American newspaper woman. Everyone in the room felt it. There was a hurried, rather nervous outbreak of talk, all taking part in it except only Rose Frank, Aline and a man who sat at the side of the room and who had not noticed Aline, Joe, Esther or any of the others as they came in. He spoke once, to a young woman who sat near him. “Yes,” he said, “I was there, lived there for a year. I worked as a painter of bicycle wheels in a factory there. It’s about eighty miles from Louisville, isn’t it?”

It was the evening after the night of the Quat’z Arts Ball of the year after the war’s end, and Rose 

Frank, having been to the ball with a young man — not present at her party on the following evening — wanted to talk of something that had happened to her.

“I’ll have to talk about it, or I’ll explode if I don’t,” she was saying to herself, as she sat in her apartment among her guests, staring at Aline.

She began. Her voice was highly pitched, filled with nervous excitement.

All of the others in the room, all who had been talking, stopped suddenly. There was an embarrassed hush. The people, men and women, had gathered in little groups, disposing of themselves in chairs drawn together and on a large couch in a corner. Several rather younger men and women sat in a circle on the floor. Aline, having, after that first look Rose had given them, instinctively moved away from Joe and Esther, sat alone on a chair near a window that looked down into a street. The window was open and as there was no screen she could see people moving about. Men and women moving down toward the rue Voltaire to cross one of the bridges into the Tuileries or to go sit in a café on the boulevards. Paris! Paris at night! The silent young man who did not speak, except for the one sentence about working in a bicycle factory somewhere in America, obviously in reply to a question, seemed to have some indefinable connection with Rose Frank. Aline kept turning her head to look at him and at Rose. Something was about to happen in the room, and there was a reason, that could not be explained, why it directly concerned the silent man, herself and the young man named Fred Grey who sat beside the silent man. “Perhaps he is like myself, doesn’t know much,” Aline thought, glancing at Fred Grey.

Four people, for the most part strangers to each other, oddly isolated in a roomful of people. Something was about to happen that concerned them as it could not concern any of the others. It was already happening. Did the silent man, sitting alone and looking at the floor, love Rose Frank? Could there be such a thing as love among such a congregation of people, Americans of that sort, gathered in a room in a Paris apartment — newspaper people, young radicals, art students? A queer notion that Esther and Joe should be there. They didn’t fit in and Esther felt it. She was a little nervous, but her husband Joe — he took what followed as something delicious.

Four people, strangers to each other, isolated in a roomful of people. People were like drops of water in a river, flowing along. Suddenly the river became angry. It became furiously energetic, spreading out over lands, uprooting trees, sweeping houses away. Little whirlpools formed. Certain drops of water were whirled round and round in a circle, constantly touching each other, merging into each other, being absorbed into each other. There came times when human beings ceased being isolated. What one felt others felt. One might say that, at certain times, one left one’s own body and went, quite completely, into the body of another. Love might be something like that. The silent man in the room seemed, as Rose Frank talked, to be a part of her. How odd!

And the young American — Fred Grey — he clung to Aline. “You are someone I can understand. I am out of my depths here.”

A young Irish-American newspaper man, who had been sent by his American newspaper to Ireland to make a report on the Irish revolution and to interview the revolutionary leader, began to talk — insistently interrupting Rose Frank. “They took me in a cab blindfolded. I, of course, had no notion of where I was going. I had to trust the man and I did. The blinds were drawn. I kept thinking of that ride of Madame Bovary’s through the streets of Rouen. The cab rattled over the cobblestones in darkness. Perhaps the Irish love the drama of it.

“And, then, there I was. I was in a room with him — with V — , who is being hunted so hard by the secret agents of the British government, sitting with him in a room, as tight and snug as two bugs in a rug. I got a great story. I’m going to hit for a raise.”

It was an attempt — to stop Rose Frank talking.

Everyone in the room then had felt something wrong with the woman?

Having invited the others to her apartment for that particular evening she did not want them there. She did want Aline. She wanted the silent man sitting by himself and a young American named Fred Grey.

Why she wanted just those four people Aline couldn’t have said. She felt it. The young Irish-American newspaper man had tried to speak of his experiences in Ireland to relieve a kind of tension in the room. “Now wait, you! I’ll talk and then someone else will talk. We’ll get through the evening comfortably and nicely. Something has happened. Perhaps Rose has quarreled with her lover. That man sitting over there alone may be her lover. I never saw him before but I’ll bet he is. Give us a chance, Rose, and we’ll get you through this bad moment.” It was something of that sort the young man, by the telling of his tale, had been trying to say to Rose and the others.

It would not work. Rose Frank laughed, a queer high nervous laugh — dark laughter that. She was a plump strong-looking little American woman of perhaps thirty and was reputed to be very clever and able at her job.

“Well, the devil, I was there. I took part in it all, saw it all, felt it all,” she said in a loud harsh voice and, although she had not said where she had been, everyone in the room, even Aline and Fred Grey knew what she meant.

It had been in the air for days — a promise, a threat — the Quat’z Arts Ball of that year, and had come off on the night before.

Aline had felt its coming in the air and so had Joe and Esther. Joe had secretly wanted to go, had hungered to go.

The Quat’z Arts Ball of Paris is an institution. It is a part of student life in the capital of the arts. Every year it is held, and on that night the young art students, who have come to Paris from all over the Western world — from America, England, South America, Ireland, Canada, Spain — who have come to Paris to study one of the four very delicate arts — on that night they kick the roof off.

Delicacy of line, tenderness of line, color sensitiveness — for to-night — bah!

Women came — usually models from the studios — free women. Everyone goes the limit. That is expected. This once — anyway!

It happens every year, but in the year after the war’s end — Well, it was a year, wasn’t it?

There had been something in the air for a long time.

For too long a time!

Aline had seen something of the blow-off in Chicago on the first Armistice Day and it had moved her strangely as it had all people who saw and felt it. There had been stories of the same sort of thing going on in New York, Cleveland, St. Louis, New Orleans — even in small American towns. Gray-haired women kissing boys, young women kissing young men — factories deserted — the lid off prohibition — offices empty — song — dance a little once again in life — you who haven’t been in the war, in the trenches, you who are just tired of whooping it up for war, for hate — joy — grotesque joy. The lie given the lie.

The end of lies, the end of keeping up the pretense, the end of that sort of cheapness — the end of the War.

Men lying, women lying, children lying, being taught to lie.

Preachers lying, priests lying, bishops, popes and cardinals lying.

Kings lying, governments lying, writers lying, artists drawing lying pictures.

A debauch of lying. Keep it up! The bitter end! Outlast the other liar! Make him eat it! Kill. Kill some more! Keep on killing! Liberty! Love of God! Love of men! Kill! Kill!

The thing in Paris had been carefully thought out — planned. Had not the young artists of the world who came to Paris — to study there the very delicate arts — had they not gone into the trenches instead — for France — dear France? Mother of arts, eh? Young men — artists — the more sensitive men of the Western world — 

Show ’em something! Show ’em up! Slap it into ’em!

Give ’em the limit!

They talk so big — make ’em like it!

Well, everything has gone to pot, the fields destroyed, the fruit-trees cut, the vines torn out of the ground, old Mother Earth herself given the riz-raz. Is this damn cheap civilization of ours to go blandly on, never getting a slap in the face? What t’ell?

Dada, eh? The innocents! Babes! Sweet womanhood! Purity! The hearth and home!

Choke the babe in the crib!

Bah, that isn’t the way! Let’s show ’em!

Slap it home to the women! Hit ’em where they live! Slap it home to the gabblers! Give ’em the riz-raz!

In the gardens in the cities, moonlight in the trees. You never were in the trenches, were you — a year, two years, three, four, five, six?

What t’ell moonlight?

Slap it to the women once! They were in it up to the neck. Sentimentality! Gush! That’s what’s back of it all — a lot anyway. They liked it all — the women. Give ’em a party once! Cherches la femme! We were sold out, up to the hilt, and they helped, a lot. A lot of David and Uriah stuff, too. Bathshebas aplenty.

Women talked a lot about tenderness— “our beloved sons” — remember? French women whooping it up, English women, Irish, Italian. How come?

Roll ’em in the stench of it! Life! Western civilization!

Stench of the trenches — in the fingers, the clothes, the hair — staying there — getting into the blood — trench thoughts, trench feelings — trench love, eh?

Is not this dear Paris, the capital of our Western civilization?

What t’ell? Let’s give ’em a look-in, once anyway! Were we not what we were? Did we not dream? Did we not love a little, eh?

Nudity now!

Perversion — well, what of that?

Throw ’em on the floor, dance on ’em.

How good are you? How much you got left in you?

How come your eye out and your nose not skun?

All right. That little brown plump thing over there. Watch me. Keep your eyes on the trench-hound once!

Young artists of the Western world. Let’s show ’em the Western world — this once!

The limit, eh — this once!

Do you like it — eh?

How come?


CHAPTER TWENTY
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ROSE FRANK, THE American newspaper woman, had been to the Quat’z Arts Ball on the evening before Aline saw her. For several years, all through the war, she had made her living by sending smart Parisian gossip to American newspapers, but she also had hungered for — the limit. It was in the air just then, the hunger for the limit.

And on the evening in her apartment she had to talk. It was a mad necessity with her. Having been at the debauch all night she had been awake all day, walking up and down in her room and smoking cigarettes — waiting — to talk perhaps.

She had been through it all. It wasn’t on the cards for newspaper men to get in, but a woman could work it — if she would take the chances.

Rose had gone with a young American art student, whose name she did not mention. When she had insisted the young American had laughed.

“All right. You fool! I’ll do it.”

The young American had said he would try to take care of her.

“I’ll try to manage. We’ll all be drunk of course.”

 

And after it was over, in the early morning, the two had gone for a ride to the Bois in a fiacre. The birds singing softly. Men, women and children walking along. An old gray-haired man — rather fine-looking — riding a horse in the park. He might have been a public man — member of the chamber of deputies or something of that sort. On the grass in the park a young boy, not over ten, was playing with a small white dog, while a woman stood in a near-by path watching. There was a soft little smile on her lips. The boy had such fine-looking eyes.

 

Oh, Lord!

Oh, Kalamazoo!

 

It takes a long, lean brown-skin gal To make a preacher lay his Bible down.

 

But what an experience it was! It had taught Rose something. What? She did not know.

What she was sorry for — ashamed of — was that she had put the young American to a world of trouble. After she got there and it was going on, everywhere, everything whirled around — she got dizzy, faint.

And then desire — black, ugly, hungry desire — like a desire to kill everything that ever had been lovely in the world — in herself and others — everyone.

She danced with a man who tore her dress open. She did not care. The young American came running and snatched her away. It happened three, four, five “A kind of swoon, an orgy, a wild untamable thing. Most of the men there were young fellows who had been in the trenches, for France, for America, for England, you know. France for preservation, England for control of the seas, America for souvenirs. They were getting their souvenirs fast enough. They had got cynical — didn’t care. If you’re here and you are a woman, what you doing here? I’ll show you. Damn your eyes. If you want to fight, all the better. I’ll slug you. That’s a way of making love. Didn’t you know?

“The kid took me for the ride afterward. It was early morning and up in the Bois the trees were green and the birds were singing. Such thoughts in the head, things the kid with me had seen, things I had seen. The kid with me was fine, laughing. He had been in the trenches two years. ‘Sure we kids can stand a war. What t’ell. We got to stand for people all our lives, ain’t we?’ He thought of the green things, kept getting himself out of the riz-raz that way. ‘You let yourself in for it. I told you, Rose,’ he said. He might have taken me like a sandwich, consumed me, eaten me up, I mean. What he told me was good sense. ‘Don’t try to go to sleep to-day,’ he said.

“‘I’ve seen this,’ he said. ‘What of it? Let her ride. It doesn’t jar me no more than I’ve been jarred, but now I don’t think you had better see me any more to-day. You might get to hate me. You get to hate all people in war — and in things like this. It doesn’t matter that nothing happened to you, that you slid out. That doesn’t cut any figure. Don’t let it make you ashamed. Count it that you married me and found you didn’t want me or that I didn’t want you, something of that sort.’”

Rose had stopped talking. She had been walking nervously up and down the room and smoking cigarettes as she talked. When the words stopped coming from her lips she dropped into a chair and sat with the tears running down her plump cheeks, and several of the women in the room went and tried to comfort her. They seemed to want to kiss her. One by one several women went to her and leaning over kissed her hair, but Esther and Aline sat each in her place with her hands gripped. What it meant to the one it did not mean to the other, but they were both upset. “A fool, that woman, for letting anything get her like that, for getting upset and giving herself away,” Esther would have said.


BOOK SEVEN
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
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THE GREYS, FRED and Aline, having driven up the hill to their house in Old Harbor, had dined. Was Aline doing to her husband Fred the same little trick Bruce had been in the habit of doing to his wife Bernice in the Chicago apartment? Fred Grey spoke of his affairs, of the plan to advertise in magazines with a national circulation the wheels made in his factory. — 

For him, the wheel factory had become the center of life. There he moved about, a little king in a world of smaller officials, clerks and workers. The factory and his position meant even more to him because of his experience as a private in the army during the war. At the factory something within him seemed to expand. It was, after all, a huge plaything, a world set apart from the town — a walled town within the confines of a town — in which he was ruler. Did the men want a day off because of the celebration of some national holiday — Armistice Day, something of that sort — he was the one to say “Yes” or “No.” One was a bit careful not to get chesty. Often Fred said to Harcourt, who was secretary of the company— “I am, after all, but a servant.” It was good occasionally to say such things, to remind oneself of the responsibility that must be shouldered by the man of affairs, responsibility to property, to other investors, to workmen, to workmen’s families. Fred had a hero — Theodore Roosevelt. What a shame he was not at the helm during the World War. Had not Roosevelt had things to say about men of wealth who did not shoulder the responsibility of position? Had Teddy been in there at the beginning of the World War, we would have got in quicker — smashed ’em.

The factory was a little kingdom, but what about Fred’s home? He was a little nervous about his position there. That smile his wife wore sometimes when he spoke of his affairs. What did she mean by it?

Fred thought he ought to talk.

We have a market for all the wheels we can make now, but things may change. The question is — does the average man who runs an automobile know or care where the wheels come from? It’s a thing to think about. It costs a lot of money to advertise nationally, but if we don’t do it we will have to pay a lot more taxes —— surplus earnings, you know. The government lets you deduct what you spend for advertising. What I mean is, that they let you count it as legitimate expense. The newspapers and magazines have a lot of power, I tell you. They weren’t going to let the government take that snap away. Well, I suppose I might as well do it.

Aline sat smiling. Fred always thought she looked more like a European woman than an American. When she smiled like that and did not say anything, was she laughing at him? Damn it all, the whole matter of whether the wheel company made money or not was as important to her as to himself. She had always been used to nice things, as a child and after her marriage. Lucky for her the man she had married had plenty of money. Aline spent thirty dollars a pair for shoes. Her feet were long and narrow, and it was difficult to get custom-made shoes that did not hurt her feet, so she ordered them made. There must be twenty pairs in the closet of her room upstairs, and they had cost her thirty to forty dollars a pair. Two times three is six. Six hundred dollars for shoes alone. Good Lord!

Maybe she didn’t mean anything special by that smile. Fred suspected that his affairs, the affairs of the factory, were a little over Aline’s head. Women didn’t care for or understand such things. It took a man’s brain for that. Everyone had thought he, Fred Grey, would make a mess of his father’s affairs when he was suddenly called upon to take charge, but he hadn’t. As for woman, he didn’t want one of the smart-managing sort, one of the kind who try to tell you how to run things. Aline suited him all right. He wondered why he hadn’t any children. Was it her fault or his? Well, she was in one of her moods. When she was that way you might as well let her alone. She would come out of it after a while.

When the Greys had dined, Fred rather insistently keeping up the conversation about national advertising of automobile wheels, he wandered into the living-room of the house to sit in an easy chair under a lamp and read the evening paper while he smoked a cigar and Aline slipped unseen away. There had come a stretch of unusually warm days for that time of the year, and she put a cloak about her and walked out into the garden. Nothing growing yet. The trees still bare. She sat on a bench and lighted a cigarette. Fred, her husband, liked her smoking. He thought it gave her rather an air — of Europe perhaps — of class, anyway.

In the garden the soft dampness of a late winter — or early spring night. Which was it? The seasons hung balanced. How very quiet everything in the garden on the hilltop! There was no doubt the Middle West was isolated from the world. In Paris, London, New York — now at this hour — people getting ready to drive out to the theater. Wine, lights, the swirl of people, talk. You get caught up, carried along. No time to get immeshed in a whirlpool of your own thoughts — thoughts driving through you like raindrops, wind-driven.

Too many thoughts!

That night when Rose talked — the intensity of it, that had caught Fred and Aline, that had played with them as a wind plays with dry, dead leaves — the war — the ugliness of it — men drenched with ugliness like rain — years of that.

The Armistice — release — the attempt at naked joy.

Rose Frank talking — the flood of naked words ——  — dancing. After all, most of the women at the ball in Paris were what? Whores? An attempt to throw off pretense, fakiness. So much fake talk during the war. The war for righteousness — to make the world Free. The young men sick, sick, and sick of it. Laughing, though — dark laughter. Taking it standing up — the men. The words Rose Frank had said — about her shame — that she had not gone the limit — in ugliness. Queer, disconnected thoughts, women’s thoughts. You want a man, but you want the best of the lot — if you can get him.

There was that young Jewish man who talked to Aline one evening in Paris after she married Fred. He had for an hour got into the same mood Rose had been in and that Fred got into — just once — that time he asked Aline to marry him. She smiled at the thought. The young American Jew, who was a connoisseur of prints and had a valuable collection, had escaped going down into the trenches. “What I did was to dig latrines — it seemed to me thousands of miles of latrines. Digging, digging, digging in a rocky soil — trenches — latrines. They got the habit of making me do that. I was trying to write music when the war began; that is to say, when they raked me in. I thought— ‘Well, a sensitive man, a neurotic,’ I thought. I thought they would pass me up. Every man, not a silly blind fool, thought that, hoped that, whether he said it or not. Anyway, he hoped. For once it was grand to be a cripple, or blind, or have diabetes. There was such a lot of it, drilling, the ugly shacks we lived in, no privacy, finding out too much about your fellow men too fast. Latrines. Then it was over, and I did not try to write music any more. I had some money, and I started to buy prints. I wanted things delicate — delicacy of line and feeling — something outside myself more delicate and sensitive than I could ever be — after what I had been through.”

Rose Frank went to that ball where things blew off.

No one afterward in Aline’s presence talked much about it. Rose was an American and she escaped. She escaped getting clear into it, up to the limit, slid through — thanks to that kid who took care of her — an American kid.

Had Aline slipped through, too? Had Fred, her husband, slipped through untouched? Was Fred the same thing he would have been if the war had never come, thinking the same thoughts, taking life the same way?

That night, after they all got out of Rose Frank’s place, Fred had been drawn to Aline — as by instinct. He had come out of the place with Esther, Joe and herself. Perhaps, after all, Esther had gathered him in, having something in mind. “All is grist that comes to mill” — something like that. That young man who sat near Fred and said that about working in a factory in America before Rose began talking. He had stayed when the others got out. Being in Rose’s apartment that night was, for all the people who had been there, a good deal like walking into a bedroom in which a woman lies naked. They had all felt that.

Fred had walked with Aline when they left the apartment. What had happened had drawn him to her, had drawn her to him. There was never any doubt of their closeness to each other — for that one night, anyway. He was to her, that evening, like the American kid who went with Rose to the ball, only nothing happened between them that was anything like what Rose had described.

Why hadn’t something happened? If Fred had wanted — that night. He hadn’t. They had just walked along through the streets, Esther and Joe ahead somewhere, and then presently they lost Esther and Joe. If Esther felt any responsibility for Aline, she wasn’t worried. She knew who Fred was if Aline did not. Trust Esther to know about a young man who had as much money as Fred. She was a regular hound-dog at spotting that kind. And Fred had also known who she was, that she was the respectable daughter of, oh, such a respectable Chicago attorney! Was that the reason — ? How many things to ask Fred that she never had asked, couldn’t — now that she was his wife — in Old Harbor, Indiana.

Both Fred and Aline had been shaken by what they had heard. They went along the left bank of the Seine and found a little café where they stopped and had a drink. When they had taken the drink, Fred looked at Aline. He was rather pale. “I don’t want to appear greedy, but I want several stiff drinks — brandy — one right on top of the other. Do you mind if I take them?” he asked. Then they wandered along the Quai Voltaire, and crossed the Seine at the Pont Neuf. Presently they had got into the little park in the rear of Notre Dame de Paris. That she had never before seen the man she was with had seemed good to Aline that night and she had kept thinking: “If he wants anything, I can—” He had been a soldier — a private in the trenches for two years. Rose had made Aline feel so vividly the shame of escape when the world is plunged — into mud. That he had never before seen the woman he was with seemed good to Fred Grey that night. He had a notion about her. Esther had told him something. Just what Fred’s notion had been, Aline had not understood — not then.

In the little park-like place into which they had wandered, French people of the neighborhood, young lovers, old men with their wives, fat middle-class men and women with children sitting about. Babies lying on the grass, their little fat legs kicking, women nursing babies, babies crying, a stream of talk, French talk. There was something Aline had once heard a man say concerning the French — when she was out for an evening with Esther and Joe. “They may be killing men in a battle, bringing in the dead from a battlefield, making love — it doesn’t matter. When it comes time to sleep, they sleep. When it comes time to eat, they eat.”

It had really been Aline’s first night in Paris. “I want to stay out all night. I want to think and feel things. Maybe I want to get drunk,” she had said to Fred.

Fred had laughed. As soon as he got alone with Aline he had begun to feel strong and manly, and it was, he thought, a good feeling. The shakiness inside had begun to go away. She was an American woman, one of the sort he would marry when he got back to America — which would be soon now. To have stayed on in Paris had been a mistake. There were too many things to remind you of what life was like when you saw it raw.

What one wanted from woman was not a conscious participation in the facts of life — its vulgarities. Plenty of that sort of women about — in Paris, anyway — Americans, a lot of them — Rose Frank and her sort. Fred had only gone to Rose Frank’s apartment because Tom Burnside took him there. Tom came from good people in America, but thought — because he was in Paris and because he was a painter — well, he thought he ought to stick around with a lot of looseliving people — Bohemians.

The thing was to explain to Aline, make her understand. What? Well, that nice people — women, anyway — know nothing of the sort of things Rose had talked about.

The three or four shots of brandy Fred had taken had steadied him. In the dim light in the little park back of the cathedral he kept looking at Aline — at her sharp, delicate, small features, her slender feet, clad in expensive shoes, the slender hands lying in her lap. In Old Harbor, where the Greys had the brick house in the garden set on the very top of the hill above the river, how exquisite she would be — like one of the small, old-fashioned white marble statues people used to set on pedestals among green foliage in a garden.

The thing was to tell her — an American woman — pure and fine — what? What an American, such an American as himself, who had seen what he had seen in Europe, what such a man wanted. Why, on the very night before the one when he sat with Aline he had seen — Tom Burnside had taken him to a place on Montmartre to see Parisian life. Such women! Ugly women, ugly men — pandering to American men, English men.

That Rose Frank! Her outbreak — such sentiments, to come from a woman’s lips.

“I’ve something to say to you,” Fred had finally managed to speak.

“What?” Aline asked.

Fred tried to explain. Something he felt. “I’ve seen too many things like that Rose blowout,” he said. “I’ve been up front.”

In reality it had been Fred’s intention to say something about America and the life at home — to remind her. There was something he felt needed reasserting to a young woman like Aline — to himself, too — something not to be forgotten. The brandy made him a bit loquacious. Names floated before his mind — names of men who stood for something in American life. Emerson, Benjamin Franklin, W. D. Howells— “The better aspects of our American life” — Roosevelt, the poet Longfellow.

“Truth, liberty — the freedom of man. America, mankind’s great experiment in Liberty.”

Was Fred drunk? He thought certain words and said other words. That fool woman — hysterical — talking back there in that apartment.

Thoughts dancing in the brain — horror. One night, in the time of the fighting, he went out on patrol in No Man’s Land and saw another man stumbling along in darkness and shot him. The man pitched forward dead. It had been the only time Fred consciously killed a man. You don’t kill men in war much. They just die. The act was rather hysterical on his part. He and the men with him might have made the fellow surrender. They had all got the jimjams. After it happened, they all ran away together.

A man killed. They rot sometimes, lying like that in shell-holes. You go out to gather them up, and they fall to pieces.

Once later Fred crawled out during an advance and got into a shell-hole. A fellow lying there, face down. Fred had crawled in close beside him and had asked him to move over a little. Move, hell! The man was dead — rotten with death.

Might have been the very fellow he shot that night when he was hysterical. How could he tell whether the fellow was a German or not — in darkness that way? He had got hysterical, that time.

Other times, before an advance. The men praying, speaking of God.

Then it was over and he and others were still alive. Other men living — as he was — rotten with life.

The strange desire for nastiness — on the tongue. To say words that reeked and stank as trenches stank — a madness for that — after such an escape — an escape with life — precious life — life to be nasty with, ugly with. Swear — curse God — go the limit.

America — far off. Something sweet and fine. You’ve got to believe in that — in the men there — the women there.

Hang on! Grip it with your fingers, your soul! Sweetness and truth! It’s got to be sweet and true. Fields — cities — streets — houses — trees — women.

 

Specially women. Kill anyone who says anything against our women — fields — cities.

Specially women. They don’t know what’s up to them.

We’re tired — damn tired, aching tired.

Fred Grey talking one night in a little park in Paris. At night on the roof of Notre Dame angels may be seen walking up into the sky — white-clad women — stepping up to God.

It may have been Fred was drunk. Perhaps Rose Frank’s words had made him drunk. What was the matter with Aline? She cried. Fred clung to her. He did not kiss her, did not want that. “I want you to marry me — live with me in America.” When he raised his head he could see the white-stone women — angels — walking up into the sky, on the roof of the cathedral.

Aline — to herself— “Woman? If he wants anything — he is a man hurt, befouled — why should I cling to myself?”

Rose Frank’s words in Aline’s mind, an impulse, Rose Frank’s shame that she had remained — what is called clean.

Fred had begun to sob as he tried to talk to Aline, and she took him into her arms. The French people in the little park did not mind much. They had seen a lot of things — shell-shock — all that sort of thing — modern war. Getting late. Time to go home and sleep. French prostitution during the war. “They never forgot to ask for the money — did they, Ruddy?”

Fred clung to Aline and Aline clung to Fred — that night. “You are a nice girl, I spotted you. That woman you were with told me, Tom Burnside introduced me to her. I’m all right at home — nice people. I’ve got to have you. We’ve got to believe in things — kill people who don’t believe.”

They went to ride in a fiacre — all night — to the Bois in the early morning — as Rose Frank and her American kid had done. After that a marriage — it had seemed inevitable.

Like a train when you are on and it starts. You got to go somewhere.

More talk. “Talk, boy — it helps maybe.” Talk of a man killed — in the darkness. I’m too full of haunts, I don’t want more talk. We Americans were all right. Getting along. Why did I stay here when the war was over? Tom Burnside got me to — for you, maybe. Tom never was in the trenches — lucky dog, I don’t hold it against him.

“I want no more Europe-talk. I want you. You marry me. You got to. All I want is to forget — wade out. Let Europe rot.”

Aline rode all night in the fiacre with Fred. It was such a courtship. He clung to her hand, but did not kiss her, and said nothing tender.

He was like a child, wanting something she stood for — to him — wanting it desperately.

Why not give herself? He was young and handsome.

She had been willing to give — 

He had not seemed to want — that.

You get what you reach out your hand and take. Women always do the taking — if they have the courage. You take — a man — or a mood — or a child that has been hurt too much. Esther was as hard as nails, but she knew some things. It had been educational for Aline to go to Europe with her. There wasn’t much doubt that Esther felt the outcome of her having thrown Fred and Aline together was a triumph for her system, for her way of managing things. She knew who Fred was. It would be a feather in her cap, with Aline’s father, when he realized what she had done. Had he had the picking of a husband for his daughter he would have picked — just Fred. Not many of that kind lying about loose. With such a man a woman — like Aline would be when she had grown a little wiser and older — well, she could manage just anything. She also would be grateful to Esther, after a while.

And that was why Esther put the marriage right through, the next day — the same day, to be exact. “If you are going to keep a woman like that out all night — young man.” It had not been very hard to manage Fred and Aline. Aline had seemed in a daze. She had been in a daze. All that night and the next day and for several days afterward she wasn’t herself. What was she? Perhaps she had been for the time, in fancy, that newspaper woman, Rose Frank. The woman had befuddled her — made all life seem strange and topsy-turvy for the time being. Rose had given her the war, the sense of it — all in a heap — like a blow.

She — Rose — had been in something and had escaped. She was ashamed of her escape.

Aline wanted to be in something — up to the hilt — the limit — once, anyway.

She had got into — 

A marriage with Fred Grey.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
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IN THE GARDEN Aline arose from the bench on which she had been sitting for a half hour, perhaps for an hour. The night was full of the promise of spring. In another hour her husband would be ready to go to bed. It had perhaps been a hard day for him at the factory. She would go into the house. No doubt he would have gone to sleep in his chair and she would arouse him. There would be some talk. “Are things going well at the factory?”

“Yes, dear. I am very busy these days. Now I am trying to decide about advertising. Sometimes I think I will do it, sometimes I think I won’t.”

Aline would be alone in the house with the man, her husband, and outside would be the night of which he seemed so unconscious. When spring had advanced but a few weeks more, tender green growth would be springing up all over the hillside on which the house stood. The soil was rich up there. Fred’s grandfather, still spoken of by old men of the town as Old Wash Grey, had been a horse-dealer on rather a grand scale. It was said he had sold horses to both sides during the Civil War, and had taken something of a hand in several big horse-running raids. He sold horses to Grant’s army, there was a rebel raid, the horses disappeared and presently Old Wash sold them to Grant’s army again. The whole hillside had once been a huge horse corral.

A place of green things growing rank in the spring — trees putting forth leaves, grasses springing up, the early spring flowers coming, flowering bushes everywhere.

In the house, after the few remarks, silence. Aline and her husband would go up a flight of stairs. Always, when they had got to the top of the steps, there was a moment when something was to be decided. “Shall I come to you to-night?”

“No, dear; I’m a little tired.” Something hung fire between the man and woman, a wall separated them. It had always been there — except once, for an hour, one night in Paris. Did Fred really want to tear it away? To do so would involve something. Really living with a woman is not living alone. Life takes on a new aspect. There are new problems. You must feel things, face things. Aline wondered if she wanted the wall destroyed. Sometimes she made an effort. At the top of the stairs she turned and smiled at her husband. Then she took his head in her two hands and kissed him, and when she had done that went quickly into her own room, where later, in the darkness, he came to her. It was odd, amazing, how close another could come and yet remain far away. Could Aline, if she willed it so, knock the wall down and really come close to the man she had married? Did she want that?

It was so good to be out alone on such an evening as the one during which we have crept into Aline’s thoughts. In the garden, that had been terraced over the crown of the hill on which the house stood, there were several trees with benches beneath, and a low wall that separated the garden from the street that went past the house over the hill and down again. In the summer when the trees were in leaf and when tall bushes grew thick upon the terraces one could not see the other houses of the street, but now they stood distinctly forth. In a neighboring house, where lived Mr and Mrs. Willmott, there were guests in for the evening, and two or three motors stood before the door. The people sat at tables in a brightly lighted room playing cards. They laughed, talked, occasionally got up from one table and went to another. Aline had been invited to come with her husband, but had managed to get out of it by saying she had a headache. Slowly, surely, ever since she had been in Old Harbor, she had been restricting her own and her husband’s social life. Fred said he liked it so and complimented her upon her ability to get out of things. In the evening after dinner he read the newspaper or a book. He preferred detective stories, saying he got a kick out of them and that they did not take his mind off business, as reading so-called serious books did. Sometimes he and Aline went for a drive in the evening, but not often. She had managed to restrict the mutual use of the car also. It threw her too much with Fred. There was nothing to talk about.

When Aline got up from her seat on the bench, she walked slowly and softly about the garden. She was dressed in white and there was a little childish game she loved playing with herself. She went to stand near a tree and, folding her arms, turned her face demurely toward the ground, or, plucking a branch from a bush, stood holding it against her breast as though it were a cross. In old gardens in Europe and in some old American places, where there are trees and thick bushes, a certain effect is achieved by setting small white figures on columns among the deep foliage, and Aline in fancy metamorphosed herself into such a white, dainty figure. She was a stone woman leaning over to raise to her arms a small child who stood with upraised hands, or she was a nun in the garden of a convent pressing a cross against her breast. As such a tiny stone figure she had no thoughts, no feelings. What she achieved was a kind of occasional loveliness among the dark night foliage of the garden. She became a part of the loveliness of the trees and of thick bushes growing out of the ground. Although she did not know it, her husband Fred had once in fancy seen her just so — on the night when he had asked her to marry him. For years, for days and nights, forever perhaps, she could stand with outstretched arms about to take a child into her arms, or as a nun holding to her body the symbol of the cross on which had died her spiritual lover. It was a dramatization, childish, meaningless, and full of a kind of comforting satisfaction to one who in the actuality of life remains unfulfilled. Sometimes when she stood thus in the garden, her husband within the house reading his paper or asleep in his chair, minutes passed when she did no thinking, felt nothing. She had become a part of the sky, of the ground, of passing winds. When it rained, she was the rain. When thunder rolled down the Ohio River Valley, her body trembled slightly. As a small, lovely stone figure, she had achieved Nirvana. Now was the time for her lover to come — to spring out of the ground — to drop from the branches of a tree — to take her, laughing at the very notion of asking consent. Such a figure as Aline had become, placed in an exhibition in a museum would have seemed absurd; but in a garden among trees and bushes, and caressed by the low color-tones of the night, it became strangely lovely, and all of Aline’s relations with her husband had made her want, above everything else, to be strange and lovely in her own sight. Was she saving herself for something, and, if so, for what?

When she had posed herself thus, several times, she grew weary of the childishness of the game and was compelled to smile at her own foolishness. She went back along the path toward the house and, looking through a window, saw her husband asleep in his chair. The newspaper had fallen from his hand and his body had slumped into the chair’s generous depths so that only his rather boyish-looking head was visible, and after looking at him for a moment Aline moved again along a path toward the gate leading to the street. Where the Grey place faced the street there were no houses. Two roads, coming up from the town below, became a street near the corner of the garden, and on the street were several houses, in one of which she could, by raising her eyes, see the people still at their card game.

Near the gate there was a large walnut-tree, and she stood with her body pressed against it looking out into the street. At the corner, where the two roads joined, there was a street light, but at the entrance to the Grey place the light was dim.

Something happened.

A man came up the road from below, passed under the light and, turning, walked toward the Grey gate. It was Bruce Dudley, the man she had seen walking away from the factory with the small, broad-shouldered workman. Aline’s heart jumped and then seemed to stop beating. If the man, inside himself, had been occupied with thoughts of her as she had with thoughts of him, then already they were something to each other. They were something to each other that presently would have to be taken into account.

The man in Paris, the one she had seen in Rose Frank’s apartment that night when she got Fred. She had made a faint little try for him, but had been unsuccessful. Rose had got him. If the chance came again, would she be more bold? There was one thing sure — if such a thing did happen, her husband Fred would not be taken into account. “When such a thing happens between a woman and a man, it happens between a woman and a man. No one else really gets into it at all,” she thought, smiling in spite of the fear that had taken hold of her.

The man she now stood watching was coming along the street directly toward her, and when he had got to the gate leading up into the Grey garden he stopped. Aline moved slightly, but a bush growing near the tree hid her body. Did the man see her? An idea came.

 

She would try, to some purpose now, being one of the small stone statues people place in gardens. The man worked in her husband’s factory and it might well be that he was coming to the house to see Fred about business. Aline’s notions of the relation between employee and employer in a factory were very vague. If the man actually came along the path toward the house, he would pass near enough to touch her, and the situation might well become absurd. It would have been better for Aline to walk quite nonchalantly along the path away from the gate at which the man now stood. That she realized, but she did not move. If the man saw her and spoke to her, the tenseness of the moment would be broken. He would ask something about her husband and she would answer. The whole childish game she had been playing inside herself would end. As a bird crouches in the grass when a hunting dog runs through a field so Aline crouched.

The man stood some ten feet away, looking first at the lighted house above and then calmly at her. Did he see her? Was he aware of her awareness? When the hunting dog has found his bird he does not dash in, but stands rigid and waiting.

How absurd that Aline could not speak to the man in the road. She had been thinking of him for days. Perhaps he had been thinking of her.

She wanted him.

For what?

She did not know.

He stood for three or four minutes, and it seemed to Aline one of those strange pauses in life that are so absurdly unimportant and at the same time all-important. Had she the courage to step out of the shelter of the tree and the bush and speak to him? “Something would then begin. Something would then begin.” The words danced in her head.

He turned and walked away reluctantly. Twice he stopped to look back. First his legs, then his body, and at the last his head disappeared into the darkness of the hillside beyond the circle of light cast by the street-lamp overhead. There was an effect of sinking into the ground out of which he had suddenly appeared but a few moments before.

The man had stood as close to Aline as the other man in Paris, the man she had met coming out of Rose’s apartment, the man on whom she had once tried with so little success to exert her womanly charms.

The new man’s coming, in just that way, was a challenge.

Would she take it?

With a smile playing about her lips Aline walked along the path toward the house and toward her husband, who was still sound asleep in his chair with the evening newspaper lying beside him on the floor.


BOOK EIGHT
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
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SHE HAD GOT him. There remained little doubt in his mind; but because it gave him a kind of pleasure to think of himself as the devoted one, and of her as indifferent, he did not tell himself the exact truth. However, it had happened. When he saw it all fully he smiled and was rather happy. “That is settled anyway,” he told himself. It was flattering to think that he could do it, that he could surrender like that. One of the things Bruce said to himself at that time went something like this— “A man must at some time in his life focus all the strength of his being upon some one thing, the doing of some job of work, utter absorption in that or in some other human being, for a time anyway.” All his life Bruce had been rather like that. When he felt closest to people they seemed more removed than when he felt — as rarely happened — sufficient unto himself. It needed then a grand effort, an outgoing toward someone.

As for work Bruce did not feel himself artist enough to think he would find an outlet in the arts. Now and then, when he was deeply moved, he wrote what might have been called poems, but the idea of being a poet, of being known as a poet, was rather dreadful to him. “Something like being widely known as a lover, a professional lover,” he thought.

Ordinary work, varnishing wheels in a factory, scribbling news for a newspaper, that sort of thing. Not much chance for an outpouring of the emotional nature at least. Men like Tom Wills and Sponge Martin had puzzled him. They were shrewd, moved about within a certain limited circle of life with an air of ease. Perhaps they did not want or need what Bruce wanted and thought he needed — periods of rather intense emotional outpourings. Tom Wills at least had consciousness of futility, impotence. He used to talk with Bruce sometimes about the newspaper on which they both worked. “Think of it, man,” he said, “three hundred thousand readers. Think what that means. Three hundred thousand pairs of eyes fixed on the same page at practically the same hour every day, three hundred thousand minds supposed to be at work absorbing the contents of a page. And such a page, such stuff. If they were really minds what would happen? Great God! An explosion that would shake the world, eh? If the eyes saw! If the fingers felt, if the ears heard! Man is dumb, blind, deaf. Could Chicago or Cleveland, Pittsburgh, Youngstown or Akron — modern war, the modern factory, the modern college, Reno, Los Angeles, movies, art schools, music-teachers, the radio, governments — could such things go on blandly if the three hundred thousand, all the three hundred thousands, were not intellectual and emotional morons?”

As though that mattered to Bruce or to Sponge Martin. It seemed to matter a lot to Tom. He was hurt by the fact.

Sponge was the puzzle. He went fishing, drank moon whisky, got satisfaction out of being aware. He and his wife were both fox terriers, not quite human.

Aline had got Bruce. The mechanics of getting him, her move, had been laughable, crude, almost like putting an advertisement in a matrimonial paper. When she had realized fully that she wanted him near her, for a time anyway, wanted his person near her person, she could not think at first of any way to bring it about. She couldn’t very well send a note to his hotel. “You look rather like a man I once saw in Paris, give me the same subtle desires. I missed out on him. A woman named Rose Frank got the better of me the only chance I ever had. Would you mind coming a bit nearer so that I may see what you are like?”

You can’t do a thing like that in a small town. If you are an Aline you can’t do it at all. What can you do?

Aline had taken a long chance. A negro gardener, who worked about the Grey place, was discharged and she put an advertisement in the local newspaper. Four men came and were pronounced unsatisfactory before she got Bruce, but in the end she got him.

It was an embarrassing moment when he came up the path to the door and for the first time she saw him very near, heard his voice.

That was in a way the test. Would he make it easy for her? He at least tried, smiling inwardly. Something was dancing within him as it had since he had seen the advertisement. He had seen it because two laborers at the hotel spoke of it in his hearing. Suppose you play with the idea that a game is going on between you and a very charming woman. Most men spend their lives at just that game. You tell yourself many little lies, but perhaps you are wise to do so. You’ve got to have some illusions, haven’t you? It’s fun, like writing a novel. You make the charming woman more charming if your fancy can be made to help, make her do as you please, have imaginary conversations with her, at night sometimes imagined love-meetings. That is not quite satisfactory. There isn’t, however, always that limitation. Sometimes you win. The book you are writing comes alive. The woman you love wants you.

After all, Bruce did not know. He knew nothing. Anyway he had enough of the wheel-varnishing job and spring was coming. Had he not seen the advertisement he would have quit presently. When he saw it he smiled over the notion of Tom Wills, cursing the newspapers. “Newspapers have some use anyway,” he thought.

Since Bruce had been in Old Harbor he had spent very little money and so he had silver to jingle in his pocket. He wanted to apply for the place personally and so he quit on the day before — he — saw — her. A letter would have spoiled everything. — If — she — were what he thought, what he wanted to think her, the writing of a letter would have settled matters at once. She wouldn’t have bothered with a reply. What puzzled him most was Sponge Martin, who only smiled knowingly when Bruce announced his intention of quitting, flow did the little cuss know? — When — Sponge found out what he was up to — if he — got — the — place — well, a moment of intense satisfaction for Sponge. “I spotted that all right, knew it before he knew it himself. She got him, didn’t she? Well, it’s all right. I like her looks myself.”

Odd how much a man hated giving another man that kind of satisfaction.

With Aline, Bruce was frank enough, although he could not look directly at her during their first conversation. He wondered whether or not she was looking at him and rather thought she was. There was a way in which he felt like a horse or a slave being bought and he liked the feeling. “I’ve been working down at your husband’s factory but I’ve quit,” he said. “You see spring is coming and I want to try working out of doors. As for my being a gardener, it is, of course, absurd, but I would like trying it if you wouldn’t mind helping me. It is a little rash of me to come up here and apply. Spring is coming so fast and I want to work out of doors. As a matter of fact I am quite stupid with my hands and if you take me you will have to tell me everything.”

How badly Bruce was playing his game. His note, for a time at least, was to be a laborer. The words he had been saying did not sound like words that would come from the lips of any laborer he had known. If you are going to dramatize yourself, play a certain role, you should at least play it well. His mind danced about seeking something more crude he might say.

“Don’t worry about the wages, ma’am,” he said, and had a hard time suppressing a laugh. He kept looking at the ground and smiling. That was better. It was the note. What fun it was going to be, playing the game out with her, if she were willing. It might last a long time, no let-down. There might even be a contest. Who would let down first?


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
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HE WAS HAPPY as he had never been before, absurdly happy. Sometimes in the evening when his day’s work was done, as he sat on the bench in the small building back of the house further up the hill where he had been given a cot on which to sleep, he thought he was consciously rather overdoing the thing. On several Sunday mornings he had gone to see Sponge and his wife and they had been very nice. Just a little inward laugh on Sponge’s part. He did not like the Greys much. Once, long ago, he had asserted his own manhood over old Grey, had told him where to get off, and now Bruce, his friend — At night sometimes, when Sponge was in bed beside his wife, he played with the idea of being himself in Bruce’s present position. He imagined things had already happened that might not happen at all, tried out his own figure in Bruce’s position. It would not work. In such a house as the Greys’ — The truth was that in Bruce’s position, as he imagined it, he would have been confused by the house itself, by the furniture of the house, by the grounds about the house. That time he had got Fred Grey’s father at a disadvantage he had him in his own shop, on his own dung-hill. It was really Sponge’s wife who most enjoyed the thoughts of what was going on. At night while Sponge was having his own thoughts she lay beside him thinking of delicate lingerie, soft colorful bed-hangings. Having Bruce drop in on them on Sunday was like having in the house the hero of a French novel. Or, something by Laura Jean Libbey — books she used to read when she was younger and her eyes were better. Her thoughts did not frighten her as her husband’s thoughts did him, and when Bruce came she had an inclination to give him delicate things to eat. She wanted very much to have him remain well, young-looking and handsome, that she might the better use him in her night-thoughts. That he had once worked in the shop beside Sponge seemed to her a desecration of something almost holy. It was like the Prince of Wales doing something of the sort, a kind of joke. Like the pictures you see sometimes in the Sunday papers — the President of the United States pitching hay on a Vermont farm, the Prince of Wales holding a horse for a jockey to mount, the Mayor of New York throwing out the first baseball at the beginning of the baseball season. Great men being common in order to make common men happy. Bruce had at any rate made life happier for Mrs. Sponge Martin, and when he went to see them and had come away walking along the little-used river-road, to climb, by a path through the bushes, the hill to the Grey place, he got it all and was both amused and pleased. He felt like an actor who had been rehearsing a part before friends. They were uncritical, kindly. Easy enough to play the part for them. Could he play it successfully for Aline?

His own thoughts when he sat on the bench in the shed in which he now slept at night were complex.

“I’m in love. That’s what it must he. As for her, it perhaps does not matter. She is at least willing to play with the thought of it.”

One tried to escape love only when it was not love. Very skillful men — skillful in life — pretend not to believe in it at all. Writers of books who believe in love, who make love the background of their books, are always strangely silly fellows. They make a mess of it trying to write of it. No intelligent person wants such love. It may be good enough for antiquated unmarried women or something for tired stenographers to read on the subway or elevated, going home from the office in the evening. It is the sort of thing that has to be kept within the confines of a cheap book. If you try bringing it into life — bah!

In a book you make the simple statement— “they loved” — and the reader must believe or throw the book away. Easy enough to make statements— “John stood with his back turned and Sylvester crept from behind a tree. He raised his revolver and fired. John tumbled forward, dead.” Such things happen, to be sure, but they do not happen to anyone you know. Killing a man with words scrawled on a sheet of paper is a quite different matter than killing him in life.

Words to make people lovers. You say they are. Bruce did not so much want to be loved. He wanted to love. When the flesh comes in, that is something different. In him there was none of the vanity that makes men so ready to believe themselves lovable.

 

Bruce was quite sure he had not yet begun to think or to feel Aline as flesh. If that came it would be another problem than the one he had now undertaken. He wanted most of all to get outside himself, to center his life upon something outside himself. He had tried physical labor, but had found no work in which he could absorb himself, and also he realized, after he saw Aline, that for him Bernice had not offered enough of the possibilities of loveliness in herself — in her person. She was one who had thrown aside the possibilities of personal loveliness, of womanhood. In truth she was too much like Bruce himself.

And what an absurdity — really! If one could but be a lovely woman, if one could achieve loveliness in one’s own person, was it not enough, was it not all one could ask? Bruce, at the moment anyway, thought it was. He thought Aline lovely — so lovely that he hesitated about coming too near. If his own fancy was helping to make her more lovely — in his own sight — was it not an achievement? “Gently. Don’t move. Just be,” he wanted to whisper to Aline.

Spring was coming on fast in southern Indiana. It was middle April, and in middle April, in the Ohio River Valley — at least many seasons — the spring is well advanced. The winter flood-waters had already receded from most of the flat lands in the river valley about and below Old Harbor, and as Bruce went about his new work in the Greys’ garden, directed by Aline, wheeling barrows of dirt, digging in the ground, planting seed, transplanting, he occasionally straightened his body, and standing at attention looked out over the land.

 

Although the flood-waters, that in winter covered all the lowlands in that country, were just receding, leaving everywhere wide shallow pools — pools the southern Indiana sun would soon drink up — although the receding flood-waters had left everywhere a thin coating of gray river-mud, the gray was now fast receding.

Everywhere the green of growing things crept out over the gray land. As the shallow pools dried, the green advanced. On some of the warm spring days, he could almost see the green creeping forward, and now that he had become a gardener, a digger in the earth, he had occasionally the exciting feeling of being a part of what was going on. He was a painter at work on a vast canvas on which others were also at work. In the ground where he was digging, red, blue and yellow blossoms would presently appear. A little corner of the vast earth’s surface belonged to Aline and to himself. There was an unspoken contrast. His own hands, that had always been so awkward and useless, directed now by her mind, might well become less useless. Now and then, as she sat on a bench near him or walked about the garden, he stole shy looks at her hands. They were very dainty and quick. Well, they were not strong, but his own hands were strong enough. Tough, rather thick fingers, broad palms. When he worked in the shop beside Sponge he had watched Sponge’s hands. There was a caress in them. There was a caress in Aline’s hands when, as occasionally happened, she touched one of the plants Bruce had been handling awkwardly. “You do it like this,” the quick deft fingers seemed to be saying to his fingers. “Keep yourself out of it. Let the rest of your person sleep. Center everything now upon the fingers that are being directed by her fingers,” Bruce whispered to himself.

Soon now the farmers who owned the flat lands in the river valley far below the hill on which Bruce worked, but who lived also back among the hills, would be going out upon the flat lands with their teams and tractors for the spring plowing. The low hills, lying back from the river, were like hunting-dogs crouched near the river’s edge. One of the dogs had crept near and had thrust a tongue into the water. That was the hill upon which Old Harbor stood. On the flat lands down below, Bruce had already seen men walking about. They were like flies walking across a distant window-pane. Dark gray men walking across a vast light grayness, looking, waiting the time of the coming of the spring green, waiting to help the spring green come.

Bruce had seen the same thing when he was a boy and had walked up the Old Harbor hill with his mother, and now he was seeing it with Aline.

They did not speak of it. As yet they spoke of nothing but the work to be done in the garden. When Bruce was a boy and came up the hill with his mother, the older woman had been unable to tell her son what she felt. The son had been unable to tell the mother what he felt.

Often he felt like shouting to the tiny gray figures flown below’. “Come on! Come on! Start plowing! Plow! Plow!”

He was himself a gray man like the tiny gray men below. He was a crazy man like the crazy man he had once seen sitting with dried blood on his cheek beside the river. “Keep afloat!” the crazy man had called to a steamboat plowing its way up river.

“Plow! Plow! Begin plowing! Tear up the soil! Turn it over. The soil is growing warm! Begin plowing! Plow and plant!” was what Bruce wanted to shout now.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
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BRUCE HAD BECOME a part of the life of the Grey household on the hill above the river. Inside himself something was being built. A hundred imaginary conversations with Aline, that were never to take place in fact, went on in his mind. Sometimes when she came into the garden and talked to him of his work, he half waited, as though for her to pick up, where it had been dropped, a fancied talk had with her as he lay on his cot the night before. If Aline should become absorbed in him, as he was in her, a break would be inevitable, and after a break of any kind the whole tone of life in the garden would be changed. Bruce thought he had suddenly got an old wisdom. Sweet moments in life are rare. The poet has his moment of ecstasy and then it must be put aside. He works in a bank or is a professor in a college. Keats singing to the nightingale, Shelley to the skylark or to the moon. Both men going home afterwards to wives. Keats sitting at table with Fanny Brawne — a little fat, growing a little coarse — using words that jarred on the eardrums. Shelley and that father-in-law of his. Lord help the good, the true and the beautiful! The household arrangements to be discussed. What shall we have for dinner to-night, dear? Little wonder Tom Wills was always swearing at life. “Good morning, Life. Do you think the day beautiful? Well, you see I have an attack of indigestion. I should not have eaten the shrimps. Sea-food hardly ever agrees with me.”

Because moments are hard to come at, because everything fades quickly away, is that any reason for becoming second-rate, cheap, a cynic? Any little smart newspaper scribbler can turn you out a cynic. Anyone can show how rotten life is, how silly love is — it’s easy. Take it and laugh. Then take also what comes later as cheerfully as you can. It might be that Aline felt nothing that Bruce felt, that what to him was the experience, the high spot perhaps of a lifetime, was to her but a passing fancy. Boredom perhaps with life, as the wife of a rather commonplace manufacturer in an Indiana town. Perhaps physical desire alone — a new experience in life. Bruce thought it might be to him what he made it and he was proud and glad of what he thought of as his own sophistication.

On his cot at night moments of intense sadness. He could not sleep and arose to creep out into the garden to sit on a bench. One night it rained and the cold rain wet him to the skin but he did not mind. Already the number of years he had lived had passed into the thirties and he felt himself at a turning-point. Today I am young and can be foolish, but to-morrow I shall become old and wise. If I do not love fully now I shall never love. Old men do not walk or sit in the cold rain in a garden, looking at a dark house drenched by the rain. They take such feelings as I now have and turn them into poems which they publish to enhance their fame. A man enamored of a woman, his physical being all aroused, is a common enough sight. Spring comes, and men and women walk in city parks or along country roads. They sit together on the grass under a tree. They will do it next spring and in the spring of the year two thousand and ten. They did it in the evening of the day Cæsar crossed the Rubicon. Does it matter? Men who have passed the age of thirty and who have intelligence understand such things. A German scientist can explain perfectly. If there is anything you do not understand in human life consult the works of Dr. Freud.

The rain was cold and the house dark. Did Aline sleep beside the husband she had found in France, the man she had found upset, torn because he had been in battles, made hysterical because he had seen men in the raw, because once in a moment of hysteria he had killed a man? Well, it would not do to have Aline in just that situation. The picture did not fit into the scheme. If I were her accepted lover, if I possessed her, I would have to accept the husband as a necessary fact. Later when I have left here, when this spring has passed, I will accept him, but not now. Bruce went softly through the rain and touched with his fingers the wall of the house in which Aline slept. Something had been decided for him. Both he and Aline were in a hushed silent place midway between events. Yesterday there was nothing. To-morrow or the day after, when the breach came, there would be nothing. Well, there would be something. There would be a thing called knowledge of life. When he had touched the wall of the house with his wet fingers he crept back to his cot and lay down, but after a time arose to light a light. After all, he could not quite escape the desire to put down something of the feelings of the moment, to preserve them.

I am building me a house slowly — a house in which I may live. Day by day the bricks are piled in long rows, making walls. Doors are hung and shingles are cut for the roof. The air is heavy with the perfume of logs, new-cut.

In the morning you may see my house building — in the street, at the corner by the stone church — in a valley beyond your house, where the road dips down and crosses a bridge.

It is morning and the house is almost complete.

It is evening and my house is in ruins. Weeds and vines have grown in the broken walls. The rafters of the house I aspired to build are buried in long grass. They have decayed. Worms live in them. You will find the ruins of my house in a street of your town, on a country road, in a long street hung with smoke-clouds in a city.

This is a day, a week, a month. My house is not built. Would you come into my house? Take this key. Come in.

Bruce wrote words on pieces of paper as he sat on the edge of his cot and as the spring rains swept over the hill on which he lived temporarily near Aline.

My house is in the perfume of the rose that grows in her garden, it sleeps in the eyes of a nigger who works on the docks in New Orleans. It is built on the foundation of a thought I am not man enough to express. I am not subtle enough to build my house. No man is subtle enough to build his house.

It perhaps cannot be built. Bruce got off his cot and went outside again into the rain. There was a dim light now burning in a room upstairs in the Grey house. It might be someone was ill. How absurd! When you are building, why not build? When you are singing a song, sing it. How much better to say to oneself that Aline did not sleep. For me the lie, the golden lie! To-morrow or the day after I shall awake, shall be compelled to awake.

Did Aline know? Did she secretly share in the excitement that was so shaking Bruce, making his fingers fumble as he worked in the garden during the day, making it so difficult for him to raise his eyes and look at her when there was any chance she might be looking at him? “Well, well, take it easy. Don’t worry. You haven’t done anything yet,” he told himself. After all, the whole thing, his applying for the place in the garden, the being near her, was but an adventure, one of the adventures of life, the sort of adventure perhaps he had secretly been seeking when he left Chicago. A series of adventures — little glowing moments, flashes in darkness, and then utter darkness and death. He had been told that some of the bright-colored insects that already on warm days invaded the garden lived but for a day. No good dying, however, before your moment came, killing the moment by too much thinking.

It was a fresh adventure each day when she came into the garden to direct his work. Now there was some use for the gowns she had bought in Paris during the month after Fred had left. If they were unfitted for morning wear in a garden, did it matter? She did not put them on until after Fred left in the morning. There were two servants in the house, but they were both negresses. Negro women have an instinctive understanding. They say nothing, being wise in woman-lore. What they can get they take. That is understood.

Fred left at eight, driving sometimes, sometimes walking away down the hill. He did not speak to Bruce or look at him. There was no doubt he disliked the idea of the young white man working in the garden. His dislike of the idea was in his shoulders, in the lines of his back, as he walked away. It gave Bruce a kind of half-ugly satisfaction. Why? The man, her husband, he had told himself, did not matter, did not exist — at least not in the world of his fancy.

The adventure lay in her coming out of the house, being near him sometimes for an hour or two in the morning and for another hour or two in the afternoon. He shared in her plans for the garden, did things carefully as she directed. She spoke and he heard her voice. When he thought her back was turned, or when, as happened sometimes on warm mornings, she sat on a bench, some distance away, and pretended to read a book, he stole furtive glances. How good that her husband could buy her expensive and simple gowns, well-made shoes. The fact of the big wheel company going on down the river, of Sponge Martin varnishing automobile wheels, began to have a point. He had himself worked in the factory for some months, and had varnished a certain number of wheels. Some pennies of the profits from his own labor had perhaps gone into buying things for her to wear, a bit of lace about the wrists, a quarter-yard of the cloth that made the dress she wore. Good to look at her and smile at one’s own thoughts, play with one’s own thoughts. One might as well take things as they are. He, himself, could never be a successful manufacturer. As for her being Fred Grey’s wife. If a painter has painted a canvas and has hung it, does it remain his canvas? If a man has written a poem, does it remain his poem? What absurdity! As for Fred Grey — he should have been glad. If he loved her, how good to think another loved also. You are doing well, Mr. Grey. Do ‘tend up to your affairs. Make money. Buy her many beautiful things. I do not know how to do it. If the shoe were on the other foot. Well, you see, it isn’t. It couldn’t be. Why think of it?

The situation the better really that Aline did not belong to Bruce, that she belonged to another. If she belonged to him he would have to go into the house with her, sit down with her at table, see too much of her. The worst was that she would see too much of him. She would find out about him. That was hardly the point of his adventure. Now, as matters stood, she could, if the fancy came to her, think of him as he thought of her, and he would do nothing to disturb her thoughts. “Life is better,” Bruce whispered to himself, “now that men and women have become civilized enough not to want to see too much of each other. Marriage is a relic of barbarism. It is the civilized man who clothes himself and his women, develops his decorative sense in the process. Once men did not even clothe the bodies of themselves or their women. Stinking hides drying on the floor of a cave. Later they learned to clothe not only the body but all the details of life. Sewerage came into vogue, ladies of the court of the early French kings — the Medici ladies, too — must have smelled abominably before they learned to douse themselves with scents.”

Nowdays houses were built that allowed somewhat for separate existence, individual existence within the walls of the house. Better if men built their houses even more judiciously, separated themselves more and more.

Let lovers creep in. Yourself become a lover creeping, creeping. What makes you think you are too ugly to be a lover? What the world wanted was more lovers and fewer husbands and wives. Bruce did not think much concerning the soundness of his thoughts. Would you question the soundness of Cezanne’s thoughts as he stood before the canvas? Would you question the soundness of Keats’ thoughts as he sang?

Much better that Aline, his lady, belonged to Fred Grey — a manufacturer of the town of Old Harbor in Indiana. Why have factories in towns like Old Harbor if no Alines are to result? Are we to remain always barbarians?

In another mood Bruce might well wonder how much Fred Grey knew, how much he was capable of knowing. Can anything happen in the world without all concerned knowing?

They would try, however, to suppress their own knowledge. How natural and human to do so. In war or in peace we do not kill the man we hate. We try to kill the thing we hate in ourselves.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
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FRED GREY WALKED down the path to the gate in the morning. Sometimes he turned and looked at Bruce. The two men had not as vet spoken to each other.

No man likes the thought of another man, a white man, rather good to look upon, alone all day with his wife in a garden — no one else about but two negro women. Negro women have no moral sense. They will do anything. They like it maybe, don’t pretend not to like it. That’s what makes the whites so angry about them when they think about it. Such cattle! If we can’t have good serious men in this country what are we coming to?

One afternoon in May, Bruce had been down into the town to buy some needed garden-tools, and he was walking back up the hill and there was Fred Grey walking just ahead of him. Fred was younger than himself but was some two or three inches shorter.

Now that he sat all day at a desk in the factory office and lived well, Fred was inclined to grow fat. He had developed a paunch and his cheeks had grown puffy. He thought it would be a good thing, for a time anyway, to walk back and forth to his work. If Old Harbor only had a golf-course. Someone ought to promote one. The trouble was that there were not enough people of his class in town to support a country club.

The two men were climbing up the hill and Fred was aware of Bruce’s presence behind him. How unfortunate! If he had been behind, with. Bruce in front, he could have regulated his own pace and could have spent the time as he walked along sizing the man up. After having glanced back and seen Bruce he did not turn again. Had Bruce known that he had turned his head to look? It was a question, one of those annoying little questions that can so get on a man’s nerves.

When Bruce had come to work in the Greys’ garden Fred had at once recognized him as the man who had worked in the factory beside Sponge Martin, and had asked Aline about him, but she had replied by merely shaking her head. “Really, I know nothing about him, but he works very well,” she had said. How could you go back of that? You couldn’t. To imply, to suggest anything. Impossible! A man can’t be a barbarian like that.

If Aline hadn’t loved him why had she married him? If he had married a poor girl then he might have grounds for suspicion, but Aline’s father was a good sound man and had a big law-practice in Chicago. A lady is a lady. That’s one advantage of marrying a lady. You don’t have to be always asking yourself questions.

When you are walking up a hill before a man who is your gardener what is the best thing to do? In the time of Fred’s grandfather and even in his father’s time all men in Indiana small towns were pretty much alike. Anyway they thought they were pretty much alike, but times had changed.

The street up which Fred was climbing was one of the most exclusive in Old Harbor. Doctors and lawyers, a bank cashier, the best people in town lived up there now. Fred had rather got the jump on them because the house at the very top of the hill had belonged to his family for three generations. Three generations in an Indiana town, particularly if you have money, means something.

That gardener Aline had hired was always about with Sponge Martin when he worked down at the factory; and of Sponge, Fred had a memory. When he was a boy, he went down to Sponge’s carriage-painting shop with his father and there was a row. A good thing, Fred thought, that times had changed, I’d fire that Sponge, only — The trouble was that Sponge had lived in the town since he was a boy. Everyone knew him and everyone liked him. You don’t want to get a town down on you if you have to live there. And then, too, Sponge was a good workman, no doubt of that. The foreman said he could do more work than any other man in his department and do it with one hand tied behind him. A man had to realize his obligations. Just because you own or control a factory you can’t treat men as you please. There is an obligation implied in the control of capital. You’ve got to realize that.

If Fred waited for Bruce, walked up the hill beside him, past the houses scattered along the hill, what then? What would the two men talk about? “I don’t like the looks of him much,” Fred told himself. He wondered why.

There was a certain tone a factory-owner like himself simply had to take toward the men who worked for him. When you are in the army it’s different, of course.

Had Fred been driving his car that evening it would have been easy enough to stop and offer the gardener a lift. That’s something different. It puts things on a different basis. If you are driving a good car you stop and say, “Jump in.” It’s nice. It’s democratic and at the same time you are all right. Well, you see, you own the car, after all. You shift the gears, step on the gas. There is something to talk about. There isn’t any question of whether or not one man puffs a bit more than the other, climbing a hill. No one puffs. You speak about the car, growl about it a little. “Yes, it’s a good enough car, but the upkeep is too much. Sometimes I think I will sell it and buy a Ford.” You praise the Ford, speak of Henry Ford as a great man. “He’s the kind of man we ought to have as President. What we need is a good careful business administration.” You speak of Henry Ford without any tinge of jealousy, show you are a broad-minded man. “That peace-ship idea he had was kinda nutty, don’t you think? Yes, but he has sure wiped that all out since.”

But afoot! On your own legs! A man ought to cut out smoking so much. Fred had done too much sitting at a desk since he had got out of the army.

Sometimes he read articles in the magazines or newspapers. Such and such a great business man was careful about his diet. In the evening before going to bed he drank a glass of milk and ate a cracker. In the morning he got up early and took a brisk walk. Head clear for business. Damn! You get a good car and then you walk, to improve your wind, to keep in shape. Aline was right not to care much for driving about in the evening in the car. She liked to work in her garden. Aline had a good figure. Fred was proud of his wife. A fine little woman.

Fred had a story about life in the army he liked to tell sometimes to Harcourt or to some traveling man— “You can’t tell how men will turn out when they are put to the test. In the army we had big men and little men. You would think, now wouldn’t you, that the big men would stand the grind the best? Well, you would be fooled. We had a fellow in our company, only weighed a hundred and eighteen. At home he had been a drug-clerk or something like that. He hardly ate enough to keep a sparrow alive, always seemed about to die, but he was a fooler. Gee, he was tough. He lasted and lasted.”

“Better walk a little faster, avoid an embarrassing situation” — Fred thought. He increased his pace, not too much. He didn’t want the fellow behind him to know he was trying to avoid him. The fool might think he was afraid of something.

Thoughts going on. Fred didn’t like such thoughts. Why in hell hadn’t Aline been satisfied with the negro gardener?

Well, a man couldn’t say to his wife— “I don’t like the looks of things here. I don’t like the idea of a young white man alone with you all day in the garden.” A man might imply — what — well, physical danger. If he did she would laugh.

To say too much would imply — Well, something like an equality between himself and Bruce. That sort of thing was all right in the army. You had to do it there. But in civil life — To say anything would be to say too much, to imply too much.

Damn!

Better to walk faster. Show him that although a man sits all day at a desk, keeping things going for just such laboring-men as himself, keeping their wages coming in, people’s children fed, all that sort of thing, that in spite of everything a man’s legs and wind are all right.

Fred had got to the Greys’ front gate but a few steps ahead of Bruce, and had immediately gone into the house without looking back. The walk had been a sort of revelation to Bruce. This business of building himself up, in his own mind, as a man asking nothing — nothing but the privilege of loving.

There had been a rather nasty inclination to taunt her husband, make him feel uncomfortable. The footsteps of the gardener had constantly drawn nearer and nearer. A sharp click-click, of heavy shoes at first on a cement sidewalk and then on a brick pavement. Bruce’s wind was good. He did not mind climbing. Well, he had seen Fred look around. He knew what was going on in Fred’s mind.

Fred — listening to the footsteps— “I wish some of the men who work for me at the factory would show that much life. I’ll bet when he worked at the factory he never hurried to his job.”

Bruce — with a smile on his lips — a rather mean feeling of satisfaction within.

“He is afraid. Then he knows. He knows but is afraid to know.”

As they neared the top of the hill Fred had an inclination to run, but checked it. There was an attempt at dignity. The man’s back told Bruce what he wanted to know. He remembered the man Smedley who had been such a delight to Sponge.

“We men are pleasant things. There is so much good-will in us.”

He had got almost to the place where he could by a special effort step on Fred’s heels.

Inside something singing — a challenge. “I could if I wanted to. I could if I wanted to.”

Could what?


BOOK NINE

[image: img35.jpg]


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

[image: img35.jpg]

SHE HAD GOT him near her and he seemed to her dumb, afraid to speak for himself. How bold one can be in fancy and how very difficult it is to be bold in fact. Having him there, in the garden at work, where she could see him every day, made her realize, as she had never before realized, the maleness of the male, at least of the American male. A Frenchman would have been another problem. She was infinitely relieved that he was not a Frenchman. What strange things males were, really. When she was not in the garden she could, by going upstairs into her own room, sit and look at him. He was trying so earnestly to be a gardener, making such a bungle of it for the most part.

And what thoughts must be going on in his head. If Fred and Bruce but knew how, as she sat by the window upstairs, she sometimes laughed at both of them, they might both be angry and flee the place for good. When Fred left in the morning at eight she ran quickly upstairs to watch him go. He walked down the path to the front gate with an attempt at dignity, as though to say, “I know nothing of what is going on here, in fact I am sure nothing is going on. It is beneath my dignity to suppose there is anything going on. To allow there was anything going on would be too much of a comedown. You see how it is. Watch my back as I walk along. You see, don’t you, how unperturbed I am? I’m Fred Grey, am I not? As for these upstarts — !”

All right for a woman to play but she must not play too long. The males have her there.

Aline was no longer young, but her body as yet retained its rather finely-drawn elasticity. Within her body she could still walk in her garden, feeling it — her body — as one might feel a perfectly-made gown. When you get a bit older you adopt men’s notions of life, of morality. Loveliness of person is perhaps something like the throat of a singer. You are born with it. You have it or you haven’t. If you are a man and your woman is not lovely it is your business to throw about her person the aroma of loveliness. She will be very thankful to you for that. It may be what the imagination is for. That at least, to the mind of the woman, is what the male fancy is for. Of what other use is it — to her?

It is only when you are young that you, being a woman, may be a woman. It is only when you are young that you, being male, can be a poet. Hurry. When you have crossed the line you cannot turn back. Doubts will creep in. You will become moral and stern. Then you must begin thinking of life after death, get for yourself, if you can, a spiritual lover.

Negroes singing — 

An’ the. Lord said...

Hurry, hurry.

Negroes singing had sometimes a way of getting at the ultimate truth of things. Twο negro women sang in the kitchen of the house as Aline sat by the window upstairs watching her husband go down the path, watching the man Bruce digging in the garden. Bruce stopped digging and looked at Fred. He had a certain advantage. He looked at Fred’s back. Fred did not dare turn to look at him. There was something Fred had to hang onto. He was gripping something, with his fingers, hanging onto what? Himself, of course.

Everything had become a little tense in the house and in the garden on the hill. How much native cruelty in women! The two negro women in the house sang, did their work, looked and listened. Aline was herself, as yet, quite cool. She had committed herself to nothing.

Sitting by the window upstairs or walking in the garden one did not need to look at the man working there, one did not have to think of another man gone down a hill to a factory.

One could look at trees, plants growing.

There was a simple natural cruel thing called nature. One could think of that, feel a part of that. One plant sprang quickly up, choking another that grew beneath it. A tree having got a better start than another threw its shadow down, choking the sunlight out from a smaller tree. Its roots spread more rapidly through the ground sucking up the life-giving moisture. A tree was a tree. One did not question it. Could a woman be just a woman, for a time? She had to be that to be a woman at all.

Bruce was going about the garden plucking out of the ground the weaker plants. Already he had learned that much of gardening. It did not take one long to learn.

For Aline, a feeling of life surging through her, during the spring days. Now she was herself, the woman given her chance, perhaps the one chance she would have.

“The world is so full of cant, isn’t it, dear? Yes, but it is better to seem to subscribe.”

A flashing moment for the woman to be the woman, for the poet to be the poet. Once she, Aline, had felt something, one evening in Paris — but another woman, Rose Frank, had got the better of her.

She had tried feebly — being in fancy a Rose Frank, being an Esther Walker.

From her window above, and sometimes as she sat in the garden holding a book, she looked searchingly at Bruce. What nonsense books are!

“Well, my dear, we have to have something to carry us over the dull times. Yes, but so much of life is dull, isn’t it, dear?”

When Aline sat in the garden looking at Bruce he did not dare yet raise his eyes to look at her. When he did the test might come.

She felt quite sure.

What she told herself was that he was one who could, at moments, become blind, let go all holds, drop bade into nature from which he came, be the man to her woman, for the moment at least.

After that had happened — ?

She would wait and see what next, after that had happened. To ask the question in advance would be to become a man, and that she was not ready to do yet.

Aline, smiling. There was a thing Fred could not do but she did not as yet hate him for his inability. That kind of hatred might come later, if nothing happened now, if she let her chance go.

Always from the first Fred had wanted a nice, firm little wall built about him. He wanted to be safe behind the wall, feel safe. A man within the walls of a house, safe, a woman’s hand holding his hand, warmly — awaiting him. All others shut out by the walls of the house. Was it any wonder men had been so busy building walls, strengthening the walls, fighting, killing each other, building systems of philosophy, building systems of morality?

“But, my dear, they meet with no competition behind the walls. Do you blame them? It is their one chance, you see. We women do the same thing when we get some man safe. It is all very well having no competition when you are sure of yourself, but how long can a woman remain sure? Do be reasonable, my dear. It is only being reasonable that we can live with men at all.”

So few women get lovers, really. Nowadays few men or women believe in love at all. Look at the books they write, the pictures they paint, the music they make. Civilization is perhaps nothing but a process of finding out what you cannot have. What you cannot have you make fun of. You belittle it if you can. You make it unpleasant to others too. Throw mud at it, jeer at it — wanting it, God knows how badly, all the time of course.

There is a thing men do not accept. They — the men are too crude. There is too much childishness in them. They are proud, exacting, sure of themselves and their own little systems.

All about is life but they have put themselves above life.

What they do not dare accept is the fact, the mystery, life itself.

Flesh is flesh, a tree is a tree, grass is grass. The flesh of women is the flesh of trees, of flowers, of grasses.

Bruce in the garden, his fingers touching the young trees, the young plants, was touching with his fingers also Aline’s flesh. Her flesh grew warm. There was a whirling, singing thing within.

On many days she did no thinking at all. She walked in the garden, sat on a bench holding a book — waited.

What things books are, painting, sculpture, poems. Men write, carve, paint. It is a way of dodging the issue. They do so like to think no issue exists. Look, look at me. I am the center of life, the creator — when I have ceased to exist, nothing exists.

Well, isn’t that true, for me at least?


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
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ALINE WALKED IN her garden, watching Bruce.

It might have been more obvious to him that she would not have gone so far, had she not been ready, at the right moment, to go further.

She meant really to try his boldness.

There are moments when boldness is the most important attribute in life.

Days and weeks passed.

The two negro women in the house watched and waited. Often they looked at each other and giggled. The air on the hilltop was filled with laughter — dark laughter.

“Oh, Lord! Oh, Lord! Oh, Lord!” one of them cried to the other. She laughed — a high-pitched negro laugh.

Fred Grey knew, but was afraid to know. The two men would both have been shocked had they known how shrewd and bold Aline — the innocent, quiet-looking one — had become, but they would never know. The two negro women perhaps knew but that did not matter. Negro women know how to be quiet, when whites are concerned.


BOOK TEN
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ALINE LAY IN her bed. It was late in the afternoon of a day in early June. It had happened, and Bruce had gone, where, Aline did not know. A halfhour before, he had gone down the stairs and out of the house. She had heard him moving along the gravel path.

 

It was a warm, fragrant day and a gentle breeze blew across the hill and in at a window.

If Bruce were wise now he would simply disappear. Could a man have that much wisdom? Aline smiled at the thought.

Of one thing Aline was quite sure, and when the thought came to her it was like a cool hand passed lightly over hot fevered flesh.

Now she would have a child, a son perhaps. That was the next step — the next event. One cannot be so deeply stirred without something happening, but what would she do when it did happen? Would she go quietly along, letting Fred think it was his child?

Why not? The event would make Fred so proud, so happy. There was no doubt that, since she had married him, Aline had often been rather irritated and bored by Fred, by his childishness, his obtuseness. But now? Well, he had thought the factory mattered, that his own war-record mattered, that the position of the Grey family in the community mattered most of all; and these things had mattered, to him, to Aline too, in a way, in quite a secondary way she knew now. But why deny him what he so wanted in life, what he at least thought he wanted? The Greys of Old Harbor, Indiana. They had already gone on for three generations, and that was a long time in America, in Indiana. First a shrewd horse-trading Grey, a little coarse, chewing tobacco, liking to bet on horse-races, a true democrat, hail-fellow-well-met, putting cash away all the time. Then the banker Grey, still shrewd, but become cautious — friend to the governor of the state, a contributor to Republican campaign funds, once talked of mildly as a candidate for the United States Senate. He might have got it if he hadn’t happened to be a banker. It isn’t very good policy to put a banker on the ticket in a doubtful year. The two older Greys, and then Fred — not so bold, not so shrewd. There was little doubt Fred was, in his way, the best of the three. He wanted consciousness of quality, sought consciousness of quality.

A fourth Grey who wasn’t a Grey at all. Her Grey. She might name him Dudley Grey — or Bruce Grey. Would she be bold enough to do that? It would perhaps be taking too many chances.

As for Bruce — well, she had selected him — not consciously. Things had happened. She had been so much bolder than she had planned. Really she had only intended playing with him, exerting her power over him. One can grow very tired and bored waiting — waiting in a garden on a hill in Indiana.

As she lay on the bed in her own room in the Grey house, at the top of the hill, Aline could, by turning her head on the pillow, see along the skyline, above the hedge that surrounded the garden, the upper part of the figure of anyone moving along the only street on the hilltop. Mrs. Willmott came out of her house and went along the street. And so she also had stayed at home on that day when all the others on the hilltop had gone down into the town. Mrs. Willmott had hay fever in the summer. In another week or two she would be going away to northern Michigan. Was she now coming to call on Aline, or was she going on down the hillside to some other house for an afternoon’s call? If she came to the Grey house Aline had but to lie quietly, pretending she was asleep. If Mrs. Willmott but knew of the events in the Grey house on that afternoon! What joy for her, joy akin to the joy thousands of people get from some story spread across the front page of a newspaper. Aline trembled a little. She had taken such chances, run such risks. There was in her something of the satisfaction men feel after a battle during which they have escaped uninjured. Her thoughts were a little vulgar-human. She wanted to gloat over Mrs. Willmott, who was walking down the hill to call upon a neighbor, but whose husband would later pick her up so that she would not have to climb back to her own house. When you have hay fever you must be careful. If Mrs. Willmott only knew. She knew nothing. There was no reason why anyone should ever know now.

 

The day had begun by Fred’s getting into his soldier’s uniform. The town of Old Harbor, following the example of Paris, London, New York, thousands of smaller towns and cities, was to express its sorrow for the dead of the World War by dedicating a statue in a small park at the river’s edge, down near Fred’s factory. In Paris, the President of France, members of the Chamber of Deputies, great generals, the Tiger of France himself. Well, the Tiger won’t ever have to argue with Prexy Wilson again, will he? He and Lloyd George can rest now, take their ease at home. In spite of the fact that France is the center of Western civilization, a statue will be unveiled that would give an artist the jimjams. In London, the King, the Prince of Wales, the Dolly Sisters — no — no.

In Old Harbor, the Mayor, members of the City Council, the Governor of the State, coming to deliver an address, prominent citizens riding in automobiles.

Fred, the richest man in town walking in the ranks with the common soldiers. He had wanted Aline to be there, but she had just assumed that she would stay at home, and it had been difficult for him to protest. Although many of the men, with whom he would march shoulder to shoulder — privates like himself — were workmen in his factory, Fred felt rather fine about the whole matter. This was something different than walking up a hillside with a gardener, a workman — really a servant. One becomes impersonal. You march and you are a part of something bigger than any man, you are a part of your country, of its power and might. No man can claim equality with you because you have marched with him into battle, because you have marched with him in a parade commemorating battles. There are certain things common to all men — birth and death, for example. You do not claim equality with a man because you and he were both born of women, because, when your time comes, you will both die.

In his uniform Fred had looked absurdly boyish. Really, if you are going to do things like that you should not grow a little round paunch, your cheeks should not grow fat.

Fred had driven up the hill at noon to put on the uniform. There was a band playing downtown somewhere, and the quick march-music, blown that way by the wind, came distinctly up the hill and into the house and garden.

Everyone on the march, the world on the march. Fred had such a brisk, businesslike air. He wanted to say “come on down, Aline,” but didn’t. When he went down the path to the car the gardener Bruce was not in sight. Really it was nonsense his not having managed to get a commission when he went into the war, but what was done was done. There would be men of much lower station in the town’s life who would be wearing swords and tailor-made uniforms.

When Fred had gone Aline had stayed for two or three hours in her room upstairs. The two negro women were also going. Presently they went down along the path to the gate. For them it was a gala occasion. They had put on gayly-colored dresses. There was a tall black woman and an older woman with a rich brown skin and a great broad back. They went down to the gate together, prancing a little, Aline thought. When they got down into the town where the men were marching and the bands were playing they would prance more. Nigger women prancing for nigger men. “Come on, baby!”

“Oh, Lord!”

“Oh, Lord!”

“Were you in the war?”

“Yes, sah. Government war, labor battalion, American Army. Dat’s me, sweety.”

Aline had intended nothing, had made no plans. She sat in her room pretending to read a book. Howells’ “The Rise of Silas Lapham.”

The pages danced. Down below in the town the band played. Men were marching. There was no war nοw. The dead cannot arise and march. Only those who survive can march.

“Now! Now!”

Something whispered inside her. Had she really intended? Why, after all, had she wanted the man Bruce near her? Is every woman at bottom, first of all, a wanton? What nonsense!

She put the book aside and got another. Really!

Lying on the bed she held the book in her hand. Lying thus on the bed and looking out through a window she could see only the sky and the top of trees. A bird flew across the sky and lit in one of the branches of a near-by tree. The bird looked directly at her. Was it laughing at her? She had been so wise, had thought herself superior to her husband Fred, to the man Bruce too. As for the man Bruce, what did she know of him?

She got another book and opened it at random.

I will not say “it matters but little,” for on the contrary to know the answer were of supreme importance to us. But, in the meantime, and until we shall learn whether it be the flower that endeavors to maintain and perfect the life that nature has placed within it, or whether it be nature that puts forth an effort to maintain and improve the degree of existence the flower has assumed, or finally whether it be chance that ultimately governs chance, a multitude of semblance invite us to believe that something equal to our loftiest thoughts issues at times from a common source.

Thoughts! “Issues at times from a common source.” What did the man of the book mean? Of what was he writing? Men writing books! You do or you don’t! What is it you want?

“My dear, books do so fill in the times between.” Aline arose and went down into the garden carrying the book in her hand.

Perhaps the man Bruce had gone with the others down into the town. Well, that was hardly likely. He had said nothing about it. Bruce was not one of the sort who go into wars unless forced in. He was what he was, a man wandering about, seeking something. Such men separate themselves too much from common men and then feel lonely. They are always going about searching — waiting — for what?

Bruce was in the garden at work. He had that day put on a new blue uniform, such as workmen wear, and now he stood with a garden-hose in his hand watering the plants. The blue of working-men’s uniforms is rather lovely. The rough cloth feels firm and good under the hand. He also looked strangely like a boy, pretending to be a workman. Fred pretending he was a common man, a private in the ranks of life.

A strange world of pretense. Keep it up. Keep it up.

“Keep afloat. Keep afloat.”

If you let down for a moment — ?

Aline sat on a bench beneath a tree that grew on one of the terraces of the garden and Bruce stood holding the garden-hose on a lower terrace. He did not look at her. She did not look at him. Really!

What did she know of him?

Suppose she were to give him the ultimate challenge? But how do you do that?

How absurd to be pretending that you are reading a book. The band, down in the town, that had been silent for a time, began to play again. How long since Fred had gone? How long since the two negro women had gone? Did the two negro women, as they walked down the path — prancing — did they know that while they were gone — on that day — 

Aline’s hands were trembling now. She arose from the bench. When she raised her eyes Bruce was looking directly at her. She went a little white.

The challenge was to come from him then? She hadn’t known that. The thought made her a little dizzy. Now that the test had come he did not look afraid and she was horribly frightened.

Of him? Well, no. Of herself, perhaps.

She went with trembling legs along the path toward the house and could hear his footsteps on the gravel walk behind. The footsteps sounded firm and sure. That day when Fred had walked up the hill, pursued by the same footsteps — She had had a sense of that, looking from her window upstairs in the house, and had been ashamed for Fred. Now she was ashamed for herself.

When she had got to the door of the house and had stepped inside, her hand reached out as though to close the door behind herself. If she did that he would not of course persist. He would come to the door, and when it closed he would turn and walk away. She would see no more of him.

Her hand reached twice for the door-knob but could not find it. She turned and walked across the room towards the stairs that led up into her own room.

He had not hesitated at the door. What was to happen now would happen.

There was nothing to be done about it. She was glad of that.


CHAPTER THIRTY
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ALINE WAS LYING on her bed upstairs in the Grey house. Her eyes were like the eyes of a sleepy cat. No good thinking now of what had happened. She had wanted to have it happen, had brought it about. It was evident Mrs. Willmott was not coming to call on her. Perhaps she had been asleep. The sky was very clear and blue, but already the tone was deepening. Soon it would be evening, the negro women come home, Fred come home.... One would have to face Fred. About the negro women it did not matter. They would think as their natures led them to think, feel as their natures led them to feel. You can’t ever tell what a negro woman thinks or feels. They are like children looking at you with their strangely soft innocent eyes. White eyes, white teeth in a brown face — laughter. It is a laughter that does not hurt too much.

Mrs. Willmott gone, out of sight. No more bad thoughts. Peace to the body, to the spirit too.

How very gentle and strong he was! At least she had made no mistake. Would he go away now?

The thought frightened Aline. She did not want to think of it. Better to think of Fred.

Another thought came. In reality she loved her husband, Fred. Women have more than one way of loving. If he came to her now, perplexed, upset — 

More than likely he would come feeling happy. If Bruce had disappeared from the place for good, that would make him happy too.

How comfortable the bed felt. What made her so sure she would have a child now? She pictured her husband Fred holding the child in his arms and the thought pleased her. Afterwards she would have other children. There was no reason why Fred should be left in the position in which she had placed him. If she had to lead the rest of her life living with Fred, bearing children by him, life would not be bad. She had been a child and now she was a woman. Things changed in nature. That writer, the man who wrote the book she was trying to read when she went into the garden. The thing had not been too well said. A dry mind, thinking things out dryly.

“A multitude of semblance invite us to believe that something equal to our loftiest thoughts issues at times from a common source.”

There was a sound below-stairs. The two negro women had come home from having seen the parade and the ceremony for the unveiling of the statue. How good that Fred had not been killed in the war! At any moment now he might be coming home, he might come directly upstairs to his room, the next one to her own, he might come to her.

She did not move and presently she heard his footsteps on the stairs. Memories of Bruce’s footsteps, going away. Fred’s footsteps coming, coming to her perhaps. She did not mind. If he came she would be rather glad.

He did come, pushing the door open rather timidly, and when her eyes invited he came to sit on the edge of the bed.

“Well,” he said.

He spoke of the necessity of her preparing for dinner and then of the parade. It had all gone very well. He had not felt self-conscious. Although he did not say so she understood that he had been pleased with his own figure marching along with the workingmen, a common man for the day. Nothing had happened to disturb his sense of the figure such a one as himself should cut in the life of his town. Now perhaps, also, he would no longer be disturbed by the presence of Bruce, but that he did not as yet know.

One is a child and then one becomes a woman, a mother, perhaps. That may be one’s real function.

Aline, with her eyes, invited Fred, and he leaned over and kissed her. Her lips were warm. A thrill ran through his body. What had happened? What a day it had been for him! If he got Aline, really got her! There was something he had always wanted from her, some recognition of his own manhood.

If he got that — fully, deeply, as he had never quite....

He took her into his arms, held her hard against his body.

Downstairs the negro women were preparing the evening meal. Something had happened downtown during the parade that had amused one of them and she told the other.

A high-pitched negro laugh rang through the house.
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LATE IN THE evening of an early fall day Fred  was walking up the Old Harbor hill, having just made a contract for a national advertising campaign on Grey Automobile Wheels in the magazines. In a few weeks now it would begin. American people did read advertising. There wasn’t any doubt of it. One time Kipling wrote to the editor of an American magazine. The editor had sent him a copy of the magazine without the advertising. “But I want to see the advertising. It’s the most interesting thing in the magazine,” Kipling said.

In a few weeks now the name of the Grey Wheel Company spread over the pages of all the national magazines. People out in California, in Iowa, in New York City, up in little New England towns, reading about Grey Wheels. “Grey Wheels are Go-Getters,”

“Road Samsons,”

“Road Gulls.” What was wanted was just the right catch-line, something to stop the eye of the reader, make him think of Grey Wheels, want Grey Wheels. The advertising men from Chicago hadn’t got just the right line yet, but they would do it all right. Advertising men were pretty smart. Some of the advertising writers got fifteen, twenty, even forty or fifty thousand dollars a year. They wrote down advertising catch-lines. I tell you what, this is a country. All Fred had to do was to “pass” on what the advertising men wrote. They made designs, wrote out the advertisements. All he had to do was to sit in his office and look them over. Then his brain decided what was good and what wasn’t. Young fellows who were studying art made the designs. Sometimes they got well-known painters, fellows like Tom Burnside over in Paris. When American business men started after a thing they got it.

Nowdays Fred kept his car in a garage down in town. If he wanted to ride home, after an evening at the office, he just phoned and a man came for him.

This, however, was a good night to walk. A man had to keep himself in condition. As he passed up through the business streets of Old Harbor, one of the big men from the Chicago Advertising Agency walking with him. (They had sent down their best men. The Grey Wheel matter was important to them.) As he walked along Fred looked up and down the business streets of his town. Already he had helped more than any other man to make the little river town half a city and now he would do a lot more. Look what happened to Akron after they started making tires there, look what happened to Detroit because of Ford and a few others. As the Chicago man had pointed out, every car that ran had to have four wheels. If Ford can do that, why can’t you? All Ford did was to see his opportunity and take it. Wasn’t that just the test of a good American — come right down to it?

Fred left the advertising man at his hotel. There were really four advertising men but the other three were writers. They walked by themselves, behind Fred and their boss. “Of course bigger men, like you and me, have really to give them their ideas. It takes a cool head to know what to do and when to do it and to avoid mistakes. A writer is always a little nutty at bottom,” the advertising man said to Fred, laughing.

When they got to the hotel door, Fred, however, stopped and waited for the others. He shook hands all round. If a man at the head of a big enterprise gets chesty, begins to think too well of himself — 

Fred walked on up the hill alone. The night was fine and he was in no hurry. When you climbed like that and when your breath began to come with difficulty you stopped and stood for a while, looking back down into the town. Away down there was the factory. Then the Ohio River, flowing on and on. When you got a big thing started it did not stop. There are fortunes in this country that can’t be hurt. Suppose a few bad years come and you lose two or three hundred thousand. What of it? You sit tight and wait Your chance will come. The country is too big and rich for depression to last very long. What happens is that the little fellows get weeded out. The thing to do is to be one of the big fellows, to dominate in your own field. Already many of the things the Chicago man had said to Fred had become a part of his own thinking. In the past he had been Fred Grey, of the Grey Wheel Company, of Old Harbor, Indiana, but now he was to become something national.

How fine that night was! At a street corner where there was a light he looked at his watch. Eleven o’clock. He passed on into a darker space between lights. By looking straight ahead up the hill he could see the blue-black sky sprinkled with brilliant stars. When he turned to look back, and although he could not see it, he had a consciousness of the great river down there, the river on the banks of which he had always lived. It would be something now if he could make the river alive again as it was in his grandfather’s time. Barges steaming up to the docks of the Grey Wheel Company. Men shouting, clouds of gray smoke from factory chimneys rolling down the river valley.

Fred felt oddly like a happy bridegroom and a happy bridegroom likes the night.

Nights in the army — Fred, a private marching along a road in France. You get an odd feeling of being little, insignificant, when you are fool enough to go in for being a private in the army. Still there was that day in the spring when he marched through the Old Harbor streets, wearing his private’s uniform. How the people had cheered! Too bad Aline hadn’t heard it. He had sure made a hit with the town that day. Someone had told him, “If you ever want to be mayor or to go to Congress or to the United States Senate even—”

In France, going along the roads in the darkness — the men being placed for an advance on the enemy — intense nights, awaiting death. A fellow had to admit to himself that it would have made some difference to the town of Old Harbor if he had been killed in one of the battles he had been in.

Other nights, after an advance — the horrible job done at last. A lot of fools who never were in a battle were always prancing to get in. A shame they weren’t given a chance to see what it was like — the fools.

The nights after battles, intense nights, too. You lay down on the ground maybe, trying to relax, every nerve jumping. Lord, if a man only had a lot of real booze now! What about, say, two quarts of good old Kentucky Bourbon Whisky. They don’t make anything better than Bourbon, do you think? A fellow can drink a lot of it and it won’t hurt him afterwards. You ought to see some of the old fellows in our town Been drinking the stuff since they were boys and some of them live to be almost a hundred.

After a battle, and in spite of the throbbing nerves and the weariness, intense joy. I’m alive! I’m alive! Others are dead now or torn to pieces and lying back somewhere in a hospital waiting to die, but I’m alive.

Fred walking up the Old Harbor hill thinking. He walked a block or two and then stopped and stood by a tree and looked back at the town. There were a good many vacant lots still on the hillside. Once he stood for a long time by a fence built around a vacant lot. In the houses along the climbing streets nearly all the people had gone to bed.

In France, after a battle, the men used to stand looking at each other. “My buddy got his. I got to find me a new buddy now.”

“Hello, and so you’re still alive?”

One thought mostly of oneself. “My arms are still here, my hands, my eyes, my legs. My body is still whole. I’d like to be with a woman now.” Sitting on the ground was good. It was good to feel the ground, under the nether cheeks.

Fred remembered a night of stars, sitting by a roadside in France with another man he had never seen before. The man was evidently a Jew, a large man with curly hair and a big nose. How Fred knew the man was a Jew he couldn’t have said. You can almost always tell. Odd notion, eh, a Jew going to war and fighting for his country? I guess they made him go. What would have happened had he protested? “But I’m a Jew. I haven’t any country.” Doesn’t the Bible say the Jew is to be the man without a country, something of that sort? Swell chance! When Fred was a boy in Old Harbor there was but one family of Jews. The man owned a cheap little store down by the river and the sons used to go to the public school. Once Fred joined several other boys who were ragging one of the Jewish boys. They followed him along a street shouting, “Christ-killer! Christ-killer!”

Odd how a fellow felt after a battle. Fred had been seated by a roadside in France saying over and over to himself the malicious words, “Christ-killer, Christ-killer.” Not saying them aloud, because they would hurt the strange man sitting beside him. Rather fun to fancy hurting a man like that, any man, thinking thoughts that burn and sting like bullets, without saying them aloud.

The Jew, a quiet sensitive-looking man, sat beside a road in France with Fred after a battle in which a great many men had been killed. The dead men did not matter. What mattered was that you were alive. It was just such another night as the one on which he walked up the hill in Old Flarbor. The young stranger in France looked at him and smiled, a hurt smile. He put up a hand toward the blue-black sky sprinkled with stars. “I’d like to reach up and get a handful. I d like to eat ’em, they look so good,” he had said. When he said it an intense passion drifted across his face. His fingers were gripped. It was as though he wanted to tear the stars out of the sky, to eat them, or throw them away in disgust, 


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
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ALREADY FRED THOUGHT of himself as the father of children. He went along thinking. Since he had got out of the war he had done well. If the advertising plans did not all work out it would not break him. A fellow had to take chances. Aline was to have a child and now that she had started in that direction she might have several. You don’t want to raise one child alone. He — or she — ought to have someone to play with. Each child ought to have his own start in life. They might not all be money-makers. You can’t tell whether or not a child will be gifted.

There was the house on the hill, toward which he was going slowly up-hill. He imagined the garden about the house filled with the laughter of children, little white-clad figures running among the flower-beds — swings hung from the lower branches of the larger trees. He would build a children’s playhouse at the back of the garden.

No need now to think, as a fellow was going home, what he was to say to his wife when he got there. Since Aline had been expecting her child, how she had changed!

She had, in fact, been a changed woman ever since that afternoon in the summer when Fred marched in the parade. He had come home on that afternoon and had found her just awakened from sleep, and what a real awakening! Women are very strange. No man ever finds out much about them. A woman may be one thing in the morning and then in the afternoon she may lie down to take a nap and awaken something quite different, something infinitely better, finer and sweeter — or something worse. That’s what makes marriage such an uncertain, really such a risky thing.

On that evening in the summer after Fred was in the parade he and Aline did not come downstairs to dinner until nearly eight o’clock and the dinner had to be prepared a second time, but what did they care? If Aline had seen the parade and the part Fred took in it her new attitude might have been more understandable.

He had told her all about it, but that wasn’t until after he felt the change in her. How tender she was! Again she was as she had been that night in Paris when he asked her to marry him. Then, to be sure, he had just got out of the war and had been upset by hearing a woman talk, the horrors of the war had come back on him with a rush and had temporarily unmanned him, but later, on that other evening, nothing like that had happened at all. His part in the parade had been very successful. He had expected to feel a little selfconscious, out of place, marching as a private with a lot of laboring-men and clerks from stores, but everyone had treated him as though he were a general leading the parade. It was only when he came along that the cheers really broke forth. The richest man in town marching afoot, as a common private. He had sure made himself strong in the town.

And then he had come home and Aline was as he had never seen her since their marriage. Such tenderness! It was as though he had been ill or hurt or something of that sort.

Talk, a stream of talk from his lips. It was as though he, Fred Grey, had at last, after long waiting, got himself a wife. She was so tender and thoughtful, like a mother.

And then — two months later — when she told him she was to have a child.

When he and Aline were first married, that afternoon in the hotel room in Paris, when he was packing to hurry home and someone went out of the room and left them alone together. Later in Old Harbor, in the evenings when he came home from the factory. She did not want to go out to the neighbors or for a ride in the car, and what was to be done? In the evening after dinner he looked at her and she looked at him. What was to be said? There was nothing to talk about. Often the minutes passed with infinite slowness. In desperation he read a newspaper and she went out to walk about in the garden in the darkness. Almost every evening he went to sleep in his chair. How could they talk? There wasn’t anything special to be said.

But now!

Now Fred could go home and tell Aline everything. He told her about his plans for advertising, took advertisements home to show her, told her of little things that happened during the day. “We got three big orders from Detroit. We have got a new press down in the shop. It’s half as big as a house. Let me tell you about how it works. Have you a pencil? I’ll make a drawing for you.” Often when Fred went up the hill now he thought of nothing but things to tell her. He even told her stories picked up from salesmen — if they weren’t too raw. When they were too raw he changed them. It was fun being alive and having such a woman for a wife.

She listened, smiled, seemed never to weary of his talk. There was something in the very air of the house nowadays. Well, it was tenderness. Often she came and put her arms about him.

Fred walked up the hill thinking. Flashes of happiness came, followed by occasional little flashes of anger. It was queer about the feeling of anger. It always concerned the man who had been first an employee in his factory and then the Greys’ gardener, and who had suddenly disappeared. Why did the fellow keep coming back into his mind? He had disappeared at just the time when the change had come to Aline, had walked off without giving notice, without even waiting to get his wages. Such fellows were like that, fly-bynights, unreliable, no good. A negro, an old man, worked in the garden now. That was better. Everything was better now at the Grey house.

It was walking up the hill that had made Fred think of that fellow. He could not help remembering another evening when he had walked up the hill with Bruce at his heels. Naturally a man who works out of doors, does common labor, has better wind than a man who works indoors.

I’d like to know though, what would happen if there weren’t other kinds of men too? Fred remembered, with satisfaction, what the Chicago advertising man had said. The men who wrote advertisements, who wrote for newspapers, all that sort of fellows were really working-men, of a sort, and when it came right down to the scratch, could they be depended on? They could not. They hadn’t judgment, that was the reason. No ship would ever get anywhere without a pilot. It would just flounder and drift around and after a while sink. Society was made like that. Certain men had always to keep their hands on the wheel, and Fred was one of that sort. From the beginning he had been intended to be that sort.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
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FRED DID NOT want to think of Bruce. To do so always made him a little uncomfortable. Why? There are people like that, who get into the mind and won’t get out. They work their way in where they aren’t wanted. You are going along, attending to your own affairs, and there they are. Sometimes you meet a man who crosses you in some way and then disappears. You have made up your mind to forget him, but you don’t.

Fred was in his office down at the factory, dictating letters perhaps, or he was taking a turn through the shop. Suddenly everything stopped. You know how it is. On certain days everything is like that. Everything in nature seems to stop and stand still. On such days men speak with subdued voices, go more quietly about their affairs. All reality seems to drop away, and there is something, a kind of mystic connection with a world outside the real world in which you move. On such days the figures of half-forgotten people troop back. There are men you want more than anything else in the world to forget and you can’t forget.

Fred was in his office down at the factory, and someone came to the door. There was a knock on the door. He jumped. Why was he always thinking, when something of that sort happened, that it was Bruce come back? What had he to do with the man or the man with him? Had there been a challenge issued and as yet unmet? The devil! When you begin thinking such thoughts there is no telling where you will end. Better let all such thoughts alone.

Bruce went away, disappeared, on the very day when the change came in Aline. That was the day when Fred was in the parade and when the two servants went down to see the parade. All afternoon Aline and Bruce had been alone together on the hill. Later when Fred got home the man was gone and after that Fred never saw him again. He had asked Aline about it several times but she had seemed annoyed, hadn’t wanted to talk of the matter. “I don’t know where he is,” she had said. That was all. If a man were to let himself go he might think. After all, Aline had met Fred through the fact of his having been a soldier. It was odd she hadn’t wanted to see the parade. If a man let his fancy go he might think.

Fred had begun to get angry, walking up the hill in the darkness. Down at the shop, he was always, nowdays, seeing the old workman, Sponge Martin, and whenever he saw him he thought of Bruce. “I’d like to fire the old scoundrel,” he thought. Once the man had been downright impudent to Fred’s father. Why did Fred keep him around? Well, he’s a good workman. For a man to think that, just because he owns a factory, he is master, is foolishness. Fred tried to say over to himself certain things, certain little pat phrases he was always repeating aloud in the presence of other men, phrases about the obligations of wealth. Suppose he faced the real truth, that he did not dare dismiss the old workman, Sponge Martin, that he had not dared dismiss Bruce when he worked on the hill in the garden, that he did not dare inquire too closely into the fact of Bruce’s sudden disappearance.

What Fred did was to fight down within himself all doubts, all questions. If a man started on that road where would he end? He might end by beginning to doubt the parentage of his own unborn child.

The thought was maddening. “What’s the matter with me?” Fred asked himself sharply. He had got almost to the top of the hill. Aline was there, asleep now, no doubt. He tried to think of the plans for advertising Grey wheels in the magazines. Everything was coming Fred’s way. His wife loved him, the factory was successful, he was a big man in his town. Now there was something to work for. Aline would have a son and another and another. He threw back his shoulders, and, as he walked slowly and had not got out of breath, he walked for some distance with head erect and shoulders thrown back, as a soldier walks.

Fred had got almost to the top of the hill when he stopped again. A large tree grew near the hilltop and he stood leaning against it. What a night!

Joy, gladness in life, in the possibilities of life, all mixed up in the mind with strange fears. It was like being in the war again, something like the nights before a battle. Hopes and fears fighting within. I don’t believe it’s going to happen. I won’t believe it’s going to happen.

If Fred ever got the chance to wipe things out for good. The war to end war, to get peace at last.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
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FRED WENT ACROSS a little stretch of dirt road at the top of the hill and reached his own gate. His footsteps made no sound in the dust of the road. Inside the Grey garden Bruce Dudley and Aline sat talking. Bruce Dudley had come back to the Greys’ house at eight that evening, expecting that Fred would be there. He had become somewhat desperate. Was Aline his woman or did she belong to Fred? He would see Aline, find out if he could. He would go boldly back to the house, march up to the door — himself not a servant now. In any event, he would see Aline again. There would be a moment of looking into each other’s eyes. If it had been with her as with him, during the weeks since he had seen her, then the fat would be in the fire, something would be decided. After all, men are men and women are women — a life is a life. Is a whole life to be spent hungering because someone will be hurt? And there was Aline. Perhaps she had only wanted Bruce for the moment, a matter of the flesh only, a woman bored with life reaching out for a little momentary excitement, and then, perhaps, it might be that she felt as he did. Flesh of your flesh, bone of your bone. Our thoughts running together in the silence of nights. Something like that. Bruce had wandered for weeks, having thoughts — taking a job now and then, thinking, thinking, thinking — of Aline. Disturbing thoughts came. “I have no money. She would have to live with me as Sponge’s old woman lives with Sponge.” He remembered something that had existed between Sponge and his old woman, an old salty knowledge of each other. A man and woman on a sawdust pile under a summer moon. Fish-lines out. The soft night, the river flowing silently in the darkness, youth past, old age coming, two unmoral, unchristian people, lying on a sawdust pile and enjoying the moment, enjoying each other, being part of the night, of the sky sprinkled with stars, of the earth. Many men and women lie together all their lives, each hungering away from the other. Bruce had done just that with Bernice, and then he had cut out. To stay would have been to betray, day after day, both himself and Bernice. Was Aline doing just that with her husband and did she know? Would she be glad, as he had been glad, for the opportunity to bring it to an end? Would her heart jump with gladness when she saw him again? He had thought he would know when he had come again to the door of her house.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
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AND SO BRUCE had come that evening and had found Aline shocked, frightened and infinitely glad. She took him into the house, touched his coat-sleeve with her fingers, laughed, cried a little, told him of the child, his child that would be born after a few months. In the kitchen of the house the two negro women looked at each other and laughed. When a negro woman wants to go live with another man she does. Negro men and women “takes up” with each other. Often they stay “took up” all the rest of their lives. White women furnish negro women with endless hours of amusement.

Aline and Bruce went out into the garden. As they stood there in the darkness, saying nothing, the two negro women — it was their evening off — went down the path laughing. What were they laughing about? Aline and Bruce went back into the house. A feverish excitement had hold of them. Aline laughed and cried, “I thought it did not matter enough to you. I thought it was only a momentary thing with you.” They talked little. That Aline would go with Bruce was, in some queer silent way, taken for granted. Bruce took a deep breath and then accepted the fact. “Oh, Lord, I’ll have to work now. I’ll have to be definite.” Every thought Bruce had been having had also gone through Aline’s head. After Bruce had been with her for a half-hour, Aline went into the house and hurriedly packed two bags, which she brought out of the house and left in the garden. In her mind, in Bruce’s mind, there was, all evening, the one figure — Fred. They were but waiting for him — for his coming. What would happen then? They did not discuss the matter. What would happen would happen. They tried to make tentative plans — a life of some kind together. “I would be a fool if I said I did not need money. I need it terribly, but what is to be done? I need you more,” Aline said. To her it seemed that at last she also was to become something definite. “I have really just been another Esther, living here with Fred. The test came once for Esther and she did not dare take it. She became what she is,” Aline thought. She did not dare think of Fred, of what she had done to him, what she was about to do. She would wait until he came up the hill to the house.

Fred had reached the gate leading into the garden before he heard the voices, a woman’s voice, Aline’s voice, and then the voice of a man. He had been having such unquiet thoughts as he came up the hill, that already he was a little distraught. All evening, and in spite of the sense of triumph and well-being he had got from his talk with the Chicago advertising men, there had been something threatening him. For him then the night was to be a beginning and an end. A man gets himself placed in life, all is settled, everything is going well, unpleasant things of the past are forgotten, the future is rosy — and then — What a man wants is to be let alone. If life would only flow straight on, like a river.

I am building me a house, slowly, A house in which I may live.

It is evening and my house is in ruins, Weeds and vines have grown in the broken walls.

Fred stepped silently inside his own garden and stopped by the tree where, on another evening, Aline had stood silently looking at Bruce. That was the first time Bruce had come up the hill.

Had Bruce come again? He had. Without being able, as yet, to see anything in the darkness, Fred knew. He knew all, everything. Deep down within himself he had known from the very beginning. An appalling thought came. Since that day in France when he had married Aline, he had been waiting for something terrible to happen to him, and now it was about to happen. When he had asked Aline to marry him, that night in Paris, he sat with her behind the cathedral of Notre Dame. Angels, white, pure women, walking off the cathedral roof into the sky. They had just come from that other woman, the hysterical one, the woman who had cursed herself for her pretense, for her own cheating in life. And all the time Fred had wanted women to cheat, had wanted his wife Aline to cheat, if that were necessary. It isn’t what you do that counts. You do what you can. What counts is what you seem to do, what others think you do — come right down to it. “I am trying to be a civilized man.

Help me, woman! We men are what we are, what we must be. White, pure women, walking off a cathedral roof into the sky. Help us to believe in that. We later-day men are not the men of antiquity. We cannot accept Venus. Leave us the Virgin. We must have something or perish.”

Since he had married Aline, Fred had been waiting for a certain hour to come, dreading its coming, putting the thoughts of its coming away from him. Now it had come. Suppose at any time during the last year — Aline had asked him a question— “Do you love me?” Suppose he had been compelled to ask Aline that question. What a fearful question! What does it mean? What is love? At bottom Fred was modest. His belief in himself, in his own power to awaken love, was weak and wavering. He was an American man. For him woman meant at once too much and too little. Now he shook with fear. Now all of the vague fears he had kept concealed within himself since that day in Paris, when he had managed to fly away from Paris leaving Aline behind, were to become realities. There was no doubt in his mind as to who was with Aline. The man and the woman were sitting on a bench somewhere near him. He could hear their voices very distinctly. They were waiting for his coming to tell him something, something terrible.

On that other day, when he went down the hill to the parade, and the servants also went.... A change had come over Aline after that day and he had been fool enough to think it was because she had begun to love and admire him — her husband. “I have been a fool, a fool.” Fred’s thoughts were making him ill. On the day when he had gone down to the parade, when the whole town had proclaimed him the chief man of the town, Aline had stayed at home. On that day she had been busy getting what she wanted, what she had always wanted — a lover. For a moment Fred faced everything, the possibility of losing Aline, what it would mean to him. What a disgrace, a Grey of Old Harbor — his wife, running away with a common laborer — men turning to look at him on the street, down at the office — Harcourt — afraid to speak of the matter, afraid not to speak of it.

Women looking at him, too. Women being more bold, expressing sympathy.

Fred stood leaning against a tree. In a moment now something would take control of his body. Would it be anger or fear? How did he know that the horrible things he was now engaged in telling himself were true? Well, he did know. He knew everything. Aline had never loved him, he had been unable to awaken love in her. Why? Hadn’t he been bold enough? He would be bold. Perhaps it was not yet too late.

He became furiously angry. What trickery! No doubt the man Bruce he had thought well gone out of his life, had never left Old Harbor at all. On the very day when he was down in the town at the parade, when he was doing his duty as a citizen and a soldier, while they were becoming lovers, a scheme had been concocted. The man would get out of sight, stay out of sight, and then, when Fred was busy with his affairs, when he was down at the factory making money for her, the fellow would come creeping around. All during the weeks when he had been so happy and proud, thinking he had won Aline for himself, she had only changed her demeanor towards him because, in secret, she was meeting this other man, her lover. The very child whose promised coming had so filled him with pride was then not his child. All of the servants in his house were negroes. Such people! A negro had no sense of pride, no morality. “You can’t trust a nigger.” It might well be that Aline was keeping the man Bruce. Women in Europe did that sort of thing. They married some man, a hard-working, respectable citizen like himself, who wore himself out, became old before his time, making money for his woman, buying her fine clothes, a fine house in which to live, and then? What did she do? She kept another man hidden away, a younger, stronger, handsomer man — a lover.

Had not Fred found Aline in France? Well, she was an American girl. He had found her in France, at a place, in the presence of such people.... He remembered vividly the evening in Rose Frank’s apartment in Paris, the woman talking — such talk — the tension in the air of the room — the men and women sitting about — the women smoking cigarettes — words from a woman’s lips — such words. That other woman — an American also — had been at a place, at a performance of some sort called the “Quat’z Arts Ball.” What was that? A place evidently where ugly sensuality had cut loose.

And bred had thought — Aline — 

In one moment Fred felt coldly, furiously angry, and in the next moment he felt so weak that he thought he could not continue to stand upright on his legs.

A sharp hurtful memory came. On another evening, but a few weeks earlier, Fred and Aline had been seated in the garden. The night was very dark and he was happy. He had been talking to Aline of something — telling her, no doubt, of his plans for the factory — and for a long time she sat as though not hearing.

And then she had told him something. “I am going to have a child,” she had said, coolly, quietly, like that. Aline could be maddening sometimes.

At such a time, when the woman you have married tells you such a thing — the first child....

The thing is to take her into your arms, hold her tenderly. She should have cried a little, been both afraid and glad. A few tears would have been the most natural thing in the world.

And Aline had told him in such a cool quiet way that for the moment he had been unable to say anything. He just sat staring at her. The garden was dark and her face was but a white oval in the darkness. She was like a stone woman. And then, at that moment, while he was looking at her and while that queer feeling of being unable to speak had hold of him, a man had come into the garden.

Both Aline and Fred had jumped to their feet. For a moment they stood together thus, startled, afraid — of what? Were they both thinking the same thing? Fred now knew they were. They were both thinking Bruce had come. That was it. Fred stood trembling. Aline stood trembling. Nothing happened. A man from one of the hotels down in the town had gone out for an evening’s walk, and having lost his way had wandered into the garden. He stood for a moment with Fred and Aline, talking of the town and of the beauty of the garden and the night. Both had time to recover. When the man had gone the time for saying something tender to Aline had passed. The announcement of the coming birth of a son had passed like a remark about the weather.

Fred thought, trying to fight down his own thoughts.... It might be — after all, the thoughts he was now having might be all wrong. It might well be that, on that other evening when he had been afraid, he had been afraid of nothing, of shadow’s. On a bench near him somewhere in the garden, the man and woman were still talking. A few low words and then a long silence. There was a sense of waiting — for him no doubt, for his coming. In Fred a flood of thoughts, terrors — the lust to kill strangely mingled with the desire to flee, to escape.

He began yielding to temptation. If Aline had her lover come to her thus boldly she was not too afraid of being found out. One had to be very careful. The thing was not to find her out. She had meant to defy him. If he went boldly towards the two people and found what he was so afraid he would find, then all would have to come out at once. He would be compelled to demand an explanation.

He fancied himself demanding an explanation — the effort to keep his voice steady. It came — from Aline’s lips. “I have been waiting only to be sure. The child you thought was to be your child is not your child. On the day you went down into town to parade before others I found my lover. He is here with me now.”

If something of the sort happened then what would Fred do? What did a man do under such circumstances? Well, he killed the man. But that settled nothing. You were in a bad mess and only got into a worse. The thing to do was to avoid a scene. It might all be a mistake. Fred was now more afraid of Aline than of Bruce.

He began creeping softly along a gravel path lined with rose-bushes. By bending forward and going very carefully it might be possible to reach the house unseen, unheard. What would he do then?

He would creep upstairs to his own room. Aline had been foolish, perhaps, but she could not be a complete fool. He had money, position, could provide her with everything she wanted — her life was secure — safe. If she had been a little reckless she would soon get over it. When Fred had almost reached the house a plan came into his mind but he did not dare go back along the path. However, when the man who was now with Aline had gone away, he would creep out of the house again and come in noisily. She would think he knew nothing. He would in fact know nothing definite. Being engaged with the man, Aline had forgotten the passage of time. She could never have intended being so bold, being found out.

If she were discovered, if she knew he knew, there would have to be an explanation, a scandal — the Greys of Old Harbor — Fred Grey’s wife — Aline, perhaps, marching off with another man — the man a common man, a mere factory worker, a gardener.

Fred became suddenly very magnanimous. Aline was but a foolish child. To drive her into a corner might ruin her life. In the end his time would come.

And now he was furiously angry at Bruce. “I’ll get him!” In the library of the house, in a drawer, there was a loaded revolver. Once, when he was in the army he had shot a man. “I’ll wait. My time will come.”

Pride now swept through Fred and he stood up straight in the path. He would not creep to the door of his own house like a thief. Standing erect now, he took two or three steps, going, however, toward the house and not toward the place from which came the voices. In spite of his boldness he put his feet down very carefully on the gravel of the path. It would be very comforting, indeed, if he could console himself with the feeling of boldness and yet not be found out.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
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IT WAS, HOWEVER, of no avail. Fred’s foot struck a round stone and he stumbled and was compelled to take a quick step to avoid falling. Aline’s voice called. “Fred,” she said, and then there was a silence, a very pregnant silence, as Fred stood trembling in the path. The man and woman got up from the bench and came toward him and a sick lost feeling took possession of him. He had been right. The man with Aline was the gardener, Bruce. When they had come to him the three stood for some moments in silence. Was it wrath or fear that had so taken possession of Fred? Bruce had nothing to say. The matter to be settled was between Aline and her husband. If Fred were suddenly to do something violent — shoot, for example — he would, of necessity, then become a direct participant in the scene. He was an actor standing aside while two other actors did their parts. Well, it was fear had hold of Fred. He was terribly afraid, not of the man Bruce, but of the woman Aline.

He had almost reached the house when he had been discovered, but Aline and Bruce, having come toward him along an upper terrace, now stood between him and the house. Fred felt as he had felt as a soldier when about to go into battle.

There was the same feeling of desolation, of being utterly alone in some strangely empty place. When you are about to go into a battle you suddenly lose all connection with life. You are concerned with death. Death is all about you and the past is a fading shadow. There is no future. You are not loved. You love no one. The sky is over your head, the ground is still under your feet, there are comrades marching beside you, near the road along which you advance with some hundreds of other men — all like yourself, empty machines — like things — trees are growing, but the sky, the ground, the trees have nothing to do with you. Your comrades have nothing to do with you now. You are a disconnected thing floating in space, about to be killed, about to try to escape being killed and to kill others. Fred knew well the feeling he now had; and that he should have it again, after the war had come to an end, after these months of peaceful living with Aline, in his own garden, at the door of his own house, filled him with an old horror. In a battle you are not afraid. Being brave or cowardly has nothing to do with the matter. You are there. Bullets will fly about you. You will be hit or you will escape.

Now Aline did not belong to Fred. She had become the enemy. In a moment she would begin to say words. Words were bullets. They hit you or missed and you escaped. Although for weeks Fred had been fighting against the belief that something had happened between Aline and Bruce, he need make that fight no longer. Now he was to know the truth. Now, as in a battle, he would be hit or he would escape. Well, he had been in battles before. He had been lucky, had escaped whole out of battles. Aline standing there before him, the house dimly seen over her shoulder, the sky overhead, the ground under his feet, none of these things now belonged to him. He remembered something — the young stranger beside the roadway in France, the young Jew who had wanted to pluck the stars out of the sky and eat them. Fred knew what the young man had meant. He had meant that he wanted to be a part of things again, that he wanted things to be a part of himself.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
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ALINE WAS TALKING. The words came slowly, painfully from her lips. He could not see her lips. Her face was a white oval in the darkness. She was like a stone woman standing there before him. She had found she loved another man and he had come for her. When she and Fred were in France she had been but a girl, she had known nothing. She had thought of marriage as just marriage — two people living together. Although she had done a quite unforgivable thing to Fred, nothing of the kind had been intended. Even after she had found her man and after they had been lovers she had thought, she had tried.... Well, she had thought she could still go on loving Fred, living with him. It took time for a woman to grow up just as it did for a man. We know so little of ourselves. She had gone along telling herself lies but now the man she loved had come back and she could not go on lying to him or to Fred. To go on living with Fred would be a lie. Not to go with her lover would be a lie.

“The child I am expecting is not your child, Fred.”

Fred said nothing. What was to be said? When you are in a battle the bullets hit you or you escape, you live, you are glad of life. There was a heavy silence. Seconds passed slowly, painfully. A battle once begun never seems to come to an end. Fred had thought, he had believed, that when he came home to America, when he had married Aline, the war was over. “The war to end war.”

Fred wanted to sink down in the path and put his hands over his face He wanted to cry. When you are hurt that is what you do. You cry out. He wanted Aline to stop talking, not to say anything more. What dreadful things words could be. “Don’t! Stop! Say no more words,” he wanted to plead with her.

“I can’t help it, Fred. We are going now. We were only waiting to tell you,” Aline said.

And now words had come to Fred. How humiliating! He was pleading with her. “It’s all wrong. Don’t go, Aline! Stay here! Give me time! Give me a chance! Don’t go!” Fred’s saying words was like firing at the enemy in a battle. You fired hoping someone would be hurt. That was it. The enemy was trying to do something dreadful to you and you tried to do something dreadful to the enemy.

Fred kept saying the same two or three words over and over. It was like firing a rifle in a battle — firing and then firing again. “Don’t do it! You can’t! Don’t do it! You can’t!” He felt she was being hurt. That was good. He felt almost cheerful about the notion of Aline hurt. He had hardly noticed the man Bruce, who had stepped a little back, leaving the man and wife facing each other. Aline had put her hand on Fred’s arm. His whole body was stiff.

And now the two people, Aline and Bruce, were walking away along the path on which he stood. Aline had put her arms about Fred’s neck and she might have kissed him, but he drew a little back, his body rigid, and the man and woman passed him as he stood so. He was letting her go. He had done nothing. It was evident preparations had already been made. The man Bruce was carrying two heavy bags. Did they have a car waiting somewhere? Where were they going? They had reached the gate and were passing out of the garden and into the road when he cried out again. “Don’t do it! You can’t! Don’t do it!” he cried.


BOOK TWELVE
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CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

[image: img35.jpg]

ALINE AND BRUCE had gone. For better or worse a new life had begun for them. Having experimented with life and love they had been caught. Now for them a new chapter would begin. They would be compelled to face new problems, a new kind of life. Having tried life with one woman and failed, Bruce would have to try again, Aline would have to try again. What curious experimental hours ahead for them, Bruce being a laborer perhaps, Aline without money to spend freely, without luxuries. Was what they had done worth the price? At any rate they had done it, they had taken a step from which they could not draw back.

As always happens with a man and woman, Bruce was a little afraid — half afraid and half tender — and Aline’s mind took a practical turn. After all, she was an only child. Her father would be furious for a time, but in the end he would have to knuckle under. The child, when it came, would stir the male sentimentality of both Fred and her father. Bernice, Bruce’s wife, might be harder to handle. Still — a little money. There was no chance her ever getting him again. There would be a new marriage, after a time.

She kept touching Bruce’s arm, and because of Fred, back there in the darkness, alone now, she wept softly. Odd that he, wanting her so much and now that he had got her, began almost at once thinking of something else. He had wanted to find the right woman, a woman he could really marry, but that was only half of it. He wanted to find the right kind of work too. Aline’s going away from Fred was inevitable, as had been his leaving Bernice. It was her problem but he still had a problem of his own.

When they had gone through the gate, out of the garden and into the road, Fred stood stiff and rigid for a moment and then ran down to watch them go. His body still seemed frozen with fear and horror. Of what? Of everything sweeping down on him at once, without warning. Well, something within had been trying to warn him. “To hell with that!” That Chicago man he had just left at the door of the hotel downtown, his words. “There are certain men who can get into so strong a position they can’t be touched. Nothing can happen to them.” He had meant money of course. “Nothing can happen. Nothing can happen.” The words rang in Fred’s ears. How he hated the Chicago man. In a moment now, Aline, who was walking beside her lover along the short stretch of road at the top of the hill, would turn back. Fred and Aline would begin a new life together. It would happen so. It would have to happen so. His mind leaped back to money. If Aline went away with Bruce she would not have any money. Ha!

Bruce and Aline did not go down along one of the two roads into the town, but took a little-used path that led abruptly down the hillside to the river-road below. It was the path Bruce had been in the habit of taking when, on Sundays, he went down to dine with Sponge Martin and his wife. The path was steep and overgrown with weeds and bushes. Bruce went ahead, carrying the two bags, and Aline followed, without looking back. She was crying, but Fred did not know. First her body disappeared, then her shoulders and finally her head. She seemed sinking into the ground, going down into darkness that way. Perhaps she had not dared look back. If she had turned she might have lost courage. Lot’s wife — the pillar of salt. Fred wanted to shout at the top of his voice—’

‘Look, Aline! Look!” He said nothing.

The path taken was one used only by laborers and servants who worked in the houses on the hill. It dropped abruptly down to the old road that followed the river and Fred remembered that when he was a boy he used to climb down that way with other boys. Sponge Martin lived down there in the old brick house that had once been a part of the stable of an inn when the road was the only one leading into the little river town.

“It is all a lie. She will come back. She knows that if she is not here in the morning there will be talk. She won’t dare. In a moment now she will come back up the hill. I will take her back but in the future life in our house will be somewhat different. I will be boss here. I will tell her what she can do and what she can’t do. No more foolishness now.”

The two people had completely disappeared. How very quiet the night! Fred moved heavily toward the house and went inside. He pressed a button and the lower part of the house was lighted. How strange his house seemed, the room in which he stood. There was the large chair in which, in the evening, he habitually sat reading the evening paper while Aline walked outside in the garden. In his youth Fred had played baseball and he had never lost interest in the sport. In the evenings during the summer he always looked to see how the various league teams were getting along. Would the Giants win the pennant again? Quite automatically he picked up the evening paper and then threw it down.

Fred sat in the chair, his head in his hands, but quickly got up. He remembered that, in a drawer in a little room on the ground floor of the house, a room called the library, there was a loaded revolver, and he went and got it, and, standing in the lighted room, held it in his hands. He looked at it dumbly. The minutes passed. The house seemed unbearable to him and he went out again into the garden and sat on the bench where he had been seated with Aline that time when she told him of the expected coming of the child — the child that was not his child.

“One who has been a soldier, a man who is really a man, a man who deserves the respect of his fellow men, does not sit calmly by and let another man go away with his woman.”

Fred said the words over to himself as though speaking to a child, telling the child what should be done. Then he went into the house again. Well, he was a man of action, a doer. Now was the time to do something. Now he had begun to grow angry, but did not know definitely whether he was angry at Bruce, Aline or himself. By something like a conscious effort he directed his anger toward Bruce. He was the man. Fred tried to centralize his feelings. His anger would not gather itself together. He was angry at the Chicago advertising man he had been with an hour before, at the servants in his house, at the man Sponge Martin, who had been Bruce Dudley’s friend. “I’ll not go into that advertising scheme at all,” he declared to himself. For a moment he wished that one of the negro servants in his house would come into the room. He would raise the revolver and fire. Someone would be killed. His manhood would have asserted itself. Negroes are such people! “They have no moral sense.” For just a moment he was tempted to press the muzzle of the revolver to his own head and fire, and then that temptation passed quickly away.


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
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GOING SOFTLY AND silently out of the house and leaving the lights burning Fred went hurriedly along the path to the garden gate and out into the road. Now he had decided to find the man Bruce and kill him. His hand gripped the handle of the revolver and he ran along the road and began to climb hurriedly down the steep path to the lower road. Occasionally he fell. The path was very steep and uncertain. How had Aline and Bruce managed to get down? They might be somewhere below. He would shoot Bruce and then Aline would come back. All would be as it was before Bruce had appeared and brought ruin to himself and Aline. If Fred, when he became owner of the Grey Wheel Plant, had only fired that old scoundrel, Sponge Martin.

He still clung to the notion that at any moment he might come upon Aline making her way painfully up the path. Occasionally he stopped to listen. When he had got down to the lower road, he stood for some minutes. Near him there was a place where the current ran in close to the shore and a part of the old river-road had been eaten away. Someone had tried, by dumping wagon-loads of rubbish, the brandies of trees, a few tree-trunks, to stop the river’s hungry gnawing at the land. What a silly notion — that a river like the Ohio could be turned aside from its purpose so easily. Someone might, however, be concealed in the pile of brush. Fred went toward it. The river made a soft rushing sound at just that place. Away off somewhere, up or down river, there was the faint sound of a steamer’s whistle. It was like someone coughing in a dark house at night.

Fred had determined to kill Bruce. That would be the thing now, wouldn’t it? After it was done, no more words need be said. There need be no more terrible words from Aline’s lips. “The child I am expecting is not your child.” What an idea! “She can’t — she can’t be such a fool.”

He began to run along the river-road toward the ‘town. There was a thought in his mind. It might be that Bruce and Aline had gone to Sponge Martin’s house and that he would find them there. There was some kind of conspiracy. The man, Sponge Martin, had always hated the Greys. When Fred was a boy, in Sponge Martin’s shop. Well, insults had been hurled at Fred’s father. “If you try it I’ll beat you up. This is my shop. I won’t be hurried into doing bum work by you or anyone else” A man like that, a little workman in a town where Fred’s father was the principal citizen.

Fred kept stumbling as he ran but held the handle of the revolver tightly. When he had got to the Martin house and found it dark he went boldly up and began pounding on the door with the handle of the revolver Silence. Fred grew furious again, and when he had got into the road fired the revolver, not, however, at the house, but at the silent dark river. What a notion. After the shot all was still. The sound of the shot had aroused no one. The river flowed on in the darkness. He waited. In the distance somewhere there was a shout.

He began walking back along the road and now he had grown weak and tired. He wanted to sleep. Well, Aline had been like a mother to him. When he was discouraged or upset she was someone to talk to. Lately she had been more and more like a mother. Could a mother so desert a child? He again became sure that Aline would come back. When he had got back to the place where the path went up the side of the hill she would be waiting. It might be true she loved the other man but there could be more than one kind of love. Let that go. He wanted peace now. Perhaps she got something from him that Fred could not give, but, after all, she had only gone away for a time. The man was just getting out of the country. He had two bags when he went away. Aline had but gone down the hillside path to bid him good-bye. The lovers’ parting, eh? A woman who is married has her duties to perform. All old-fashioned women were like that. Aline was not a new woman. She came from good people. Her father was a man to be respected.

Fred had become almost cheerful again, but when he got to the brush-pile at the foot of the path and found no one there he again gave way to grief. Sitting down on the log in the darkness he let the revolver fall to the ground at his feet and put his face in his hands. He sat for a long time, crying as a child might have cried.


CHAPTER FORTY
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TΗΕ NIGHT CONTINUED very dark and silent. Fred had got up the steep hill and into his own house. Going upstairs and into his room he undressed quite automatically, in the darkness. Then he got into bed.

In the bed he lay exhausted. The minutes passed. In the distance he heard footsteps, then voices.

Were they coming back now, Aline and her man, did they want to torture him some more?

If she came back now! She would see who was master in the Grey house.

If she did not come, there would have to be some sort of explanations.

He would say she had gone to Chicago.

“She has gone to Chicago. — She has gone to Chicago.” He whispered the words aloud.

The voices in the road before the house belonged to the two negro women. They had come up from their evening down in town bringing two negro men with them.

“She has gone to Chicago. — She has gone to Chicago.”

After all, people would have to stop asking questions after a time. In Old Harbor, Fred Grey was a strong man. He would go right ahead with his advertising plans, get stronger and stronger.

That Bruce! Shoes twenty to thirty dollars a pair. Ha!

Fred wanted to laugh. He tried but couldn’t. Those absurd words kept ringing in his ears. “She has gone to Chicago.” He could hear himself saying it to Harcourt and others — smiling while he said it.

A brave man. What one does is to smile.

When one gets out of anything there is a sense of relief. In war, in a battle, when one is wounded — a sense of relief. Now Fred would not have to play a part any more, be a man to some woman’s woman. That would be up to Bruce.

In war, when you are wounded, a strange feeling of relief. “That’s done. Now get well.”

“She has gone to Chicago.” That Bruce! Shoes twenty to thirty dollars a pair. A workman, a gardener. Ho, ho! why couldn’t Fred laugh? He kept trying but failed. In the road before the house one of the negro women now laughed. There was a shuffling sound. The older negro woman tried to quiet the younger, blacker woman, but she kept laughing the high shrill laughter of the negress. “I knowed it, I knowed it, all the time I knowed it,” she cried, and the high shrill laughter ran through the garden and into the room where Fred sat upright and rigid in bed.

THE END


Tar: A Midwest Childhood
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A fictionalised memoir, Tar (1926) was originally published by Boni & Liveright and has since been republished several times, including a 1969 critical edition. The book is made up of episodes in the childhood of Edgar Moorehead (nicknamed Tar-heel, or Tar, because of his father’s North Carolina origin). The novel’s fictional location bears a resemblance to Camden, Ohio, where Anderson was born, despite him having spent only his first year there. An episode from the book later appeared, in a revised form, as the short story “Death in the Woods” (1933).

According to the Sherwood Anderson scholar Ray Lewis White, it was in 1919 that the author first mentioned in a letter to his publisher at the time, B. W. Huebsch, that he was interested in composing a series of stories based on “...country life at the edge of a middle-western small town.” Nothing came of the idea, however, until around February 1925, when the popular monthly magazine The Woman’s Home Companion expressed an interest in serialising such a series. Over that year, including the summer during which Anderson boarded with a family in Troutdale, Virginia, where he wrote in a log cabin, Tar: A Midwest Childhood was drafted. Though progress on the book was slower than expected over the summer, Anderson reported to his agent Otto Liveright in September 1925 that roughly two-thirds of the book was finished. This was enough that in February 1926, the instalments for The Woman’s Home Companion were sent off and duly published between June 1926 and January 1927. Anderson then completed the rest of the book, which was published in November 1926.
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Cover of the first edition
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A modern view of the small town of Troutdale, Virginia, where Anderson wrote part of the book
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Anderson close to the time of publication


TO 

ELIZABETH ANDERSON


FOREWORD
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I HAVE A confession to make. I am a story teller starting to tell a story and cannot be expected to tell the truth. Truth is impossible to me. It is like goodness, something aimed at but never hit. A year or two ago I determined to try to tell the story of my own childhood. Very well, I set to work. What a job! I went at the task bravely but presently came to a dead halt. Like every other man and woman in the world I had always thought the story of my own childhood would be an absorbing[ly interesting] one.

I began to write. For a day or two all went well. I sat at my desk scribbling away. I, Sherwood Anderson, an American man, in my youth did so and so. Well, I played ball, stole apples out of orchards, began presently, being male, to think of the female, was sometimes afraid in the dark at night. What nonsense to speak of it all. I grew ashamed.

And yet there was something I had wanted of which I need not be ashamed. Childhood is something wonderful. Manhood, sophistication, is something worth striving for but innocence is somewhat sweeter. It may be the greater wisdom to remain innocent but it can’t be done. I wish it could.

In a New Orleans restaurant I heard a man explaining the fate of crabs. “There are two good kinds,” he said. “Busters are so young they are sweet. Soft shell crabs have the sweetness of age and weakness.”

It is my weakness to want to speak of my youth, a sign perhaps I am getting old, but I am ashamed. There is a reason for my shame. All writing of self is egotistical. There is however another reason.

I am a man who has brothers living and they are strong, and I daresay hard-hitting, fellows. Suppose it please my fancy to have a certain kind of father or mother. That is the [one] great privilege of being a writer — that life may be constantly recreated in the field of fancy. But my brothers, respectable men, may have quite different notions of how these worthy people, my parents and theirs, should be presented to the world. We modern writers, have got a reputation for boldness, for too much boldness most people think, but none of us like to be knocked down or cut on the street by former friends or by our relatives. We are not prize-fighters or [horse wranglers, most] of us. A poor enough lot, if the truth be told. Cæsar was quite right in detesting scribblers.

Now it happens that my friends and relatives have already stood much from me. I am forever writing of myself and dragging them in, re-creating them to suit my fancy, and they have been a forbearing lot. It is dreadful really having a scribbler in the family. Avoid it if you can. If you have a son who has a leaning that way hurry him into industrial life. If he become a writer he may give you away.

You see, if I began writing of my childhood, I had to ask myself how much more these people would stand. Heavens knows what I might do to them when I got going.

I kept writing and tearing up. Oh, pshaw! My progress was too lamentably slow. I could not very well create a lot of little Lord Fauntleroys growing up in a Middle-western American town. If I made myself too good I knew it would not work and if I made myself really bad — which was a temptation — no one would believe. Bad people, when you come close to them, are such simpletons.

“Where is the Truth?” I asked myself, “Oh, Truth, where are you? Where have you hidden yourself?” I looked under my desk, under the bed, went out and looked up and down the road. I have always been looking for the rascal but have never been able to find him. Where does he keep himself?

“Where is Truth?” What an unsatisfactory question to be compelled to keep asking, if you are a teller of tales.

Let me explain — if I can.

The teller of tales, as you must all know, lives in a world of his own. He is one thing, as you see him walking in the street, going to church, into a friend’s house, [or] into a restaurant, and quite another fellow when he sits down to write. While he is a writer nothing happens but that it is changed by his fancy and his fancy is always at work. Really, you should never trust such a man. Do not put him on the witness stand during a trial for your life — or for money — and be very careful never to believe what he says under any circumstances.

Take myself for example. I am, let us say, walking on a country road and there is a man running in a nearby field. Such a thing happened once and what a tale I made of it.

I see the man running. Nothing else actually happens. He runs across the field and disappears over a hill but now look out for me. Later I may tell you a tale of the man. Leave it to me to make up a tale of why the man ran and to believe my own tale after it is made.

The man lived in a house just beyond the hill. Sure there was a house there. I created it. I ought to know. Why, I could draw you a picture of the house, although I never actually saw it. He lived in a house behind the hill and something absorbingly interesting and exciting just now happened in the house.

I tell you the tale of what happened with the straightest face in the world, believe the tale myself, at least while I am telling it.

You see how it is. When I was a child this faculty I have was a nuisance. It kept getting me into hot water. Everyone thought me a little liar and of course I was. I went ten yards beyond the house and stood behind an apple tree. There was a gentle rising hill and near the top of the hill a clump of bushes. A cow came out of the bushes, nibbled grass no doubt, and then went back into the bushes. It was fly time and I daresay the bushes were a comfort to her.

I made up a tale concerning the cow. She became for me a bear. There had been a circus in a nearby town and a bear had escaped. I had heard father speak of reading an account of the escape in the newspapers. I gave my story a certain air of probability and the strange part of all this is that, having thought out the tale, I believed it myself. All children, I think, do tricks like that. It worked so well that I had the men of the neighborhood, with guns on their shoulders, scouring the woods for two or three days and all the neighborhood children shared in my fright and excitement.

[A literary triumph — and I so young.] All tale telling is, in a strict sense, nothing but lying. That is what people cannot understand. To tell the truth is too difficult. I long since gave up the effort.

However, when it came to the telling of the tale of my own childhood — well, for once, I said to myself, I will hew to the line. An old pit I had often fallen in before I fell in again. Bravely I set myself to my task. I pursued Truth back through my own memory like a dog chasing a rabbit through dense bushes. What toil, what sweat dropped upon the sheets of paper before me. “To be honest,” I said to myself, “is to be good, and for once I will be good. I will prove how essentially sterling is my character. People who have always known me and who have perhaps, in the past, had too much reason for doubting my word will now be surprised and delighted.”

I had dreams of people giving me a new name. As I went along the street people would whisper to each other. “There goes Honest Sherwood.” Perhaps they would insist on electing me to Congress or sending me as an ambassador to some foreign country. How happy all of my relatives would be.

“At last he is giving all of us a good character. He has made us out respectable folk.”

As for the people of my native town, or towns, they also would be happy. Telegrams would be received, meetings held. There might be an organization formed for raising the standard of citizenship of which I would be elected president.

I have always so wanted to be president of something. What a splendid dream.

Alas — it would not work. I wrote one sentence, ten, a hundred pages. They had to be torn up. Truth had disappeared into a thicket so dense that it could not be penetrated.

Like everyone else in the world I had so thoroughly recreated my childhood, in my own fancy, that Truth was utterly lost.

And now for a confession. I have a love of confessions. I do not remember the face of my [own mother, of my] own father. My wife is in the next room as I sit writing, but I do not remember what she looks like.

My wife is to me an idea, my mother, my sons, my friends are ideas.

My fancy is a wall between myself and Truth. There is a world of the fancy into which I constantly plunge and out of which I seldom completely emerge. I want every day to be absorbingly interesting and exciting to me and if it will not, I, with my fancy, try to make it so. If you, a stranger, come into my presence there is a chance that for a moment I shall see you as you are but in another moment you will be lost. You say something that starts my fancy working and I am off. Tonight perhaps I shall dream of you. We will have fancied conversations. My fancy will throw you into strange, noble — or perhaps even mean situations. Now I have no scruples. You are my rabbit and I am a hound pursuing you. Even your physical being changes under the driving lash of my fancy.

And here let me say something regarding a writer’s responsibility for the characters he creates. We writers are always getting out of it by disclaiming responsibility[. We deny responsibility] for our dreams. How absurd. How often, for example, have I dreamed of making love to some woman who actually wouldn’t have me. Why deny responsibility for such a dream? I do it because I like it [° — although I do not do it consciously. We writers must take the responsibility of the unconscious, too — it seems].

Am I to blame? I am made that way. I am like all people. You are yourself more like me than you would care to admit. After all the fault was partly your own. Why did you interest my fancy? Dear reader, I am sure that, if you came into my presence, my fancy would at once be caught.

Judges and lawyers who have had to handle witnesses during trials in court know how common is the disease I have, know how little people are to be depended upon for the truth.

As I have suggested? when it came to writing of myself, I, the teller of tales, would be all right if there were no living witnesses to check up on me. They, of course, will also have changed the actual happenings of our common lives to suit their own fancies.

I am doing it.

You are doing it.

Everybody’s doing it.

Much better to meet the situation as I have done here — create a Tar Moorehead to stand for myself.

At least that lets my friends and relatives out. It is, I admit, a writer’s trick.

And anyway, it was only after I had created Tar Moorehead, had brought him into life in my own fancy, that I could sit down before my sheets and feel at ease. It was only then I faced myself, accepted myself. “If you are a born liar, a man of the fancy, why not be what you are?” I said to myself, and having said it I at once began writing with a new feeling of comfort.


PART I
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CHAPTER I
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POOR PEOPLE HAVE children without much feeling of exaltation. Alas, the children just come. It is another child and children come easily. On such an occasion a man is for some obscure reason a little ashamed. The woman escapes because she is ill. Let’s see, now there were two boys and one girl. This makes only three so far. It is well this last one is another boy. He won’t cost much for a long time. He can wear the cast off clothing of his older brother and then, when he gets older and demands things of his own, he can work. It is the common fate of man to work. That was provided for in the beginning. Cain killed Abel with a club. It happened at the edge of a field. There is a picture of the scene in the Sunday school leaflet. Abel lies dead on the ground and Cain stands over him with the club in his hand.

In the background is one of God’s angels pronouncing the dreadful sentence. “By the sweat of your brow shall you eat your bread.” That sentence to go reverberating down through the ages to catch a small Ohio boy among all the others. Well, boys find places more readily than girls. They earn more.

The boy, named Edgar Moorehead, was called Edgar only while he was very young. He lived in Ohio but his father was a North Carolina man and North Carolina men are [in derision] called “Tar-heels.” A neighbor spoke of him as another little “Tar-heel” and after that he was called, first, “Tar-heel” and then simply “Tar.” What a black sticky name!

Tar Moorehead was born in the town of Camden, Ohio, but when he left there he went in his mother’s arms. As a conscious human being he never saw the town, never walked in its streets and later when he grew to manhood he was careful never to go back.

Being an imaginative child and not fond of disillusions he preferred having one place all his own, the product of his own fancy.

Tar Moorehead became a writer and wrote tales of people in small towns, how they live, what they think, what things happen to them, but he never wrote of Camden. As a matter of fact there is such a place. It is on a railroad. Tourists go through there, stopping to have their gas tanks filled. There are stores that sell chewing gum, electric fixtures, automobile tires, canned fruits and vegetables.

Tar discarded all these things when he thought of Camden. He thought of it as his own town, the product of his own fancy. Sometimes it sat at the edge of a long plain and the people of the town could see from the windows of their houses a vast expanse of earth and sky. Such a place to walk in the evening, out on the [wide] grassy plain, such a place to count the stars, feel the evening wind on the cheek, hear, coming from [a] distance, the little sounds of the nights.

As a man Tar awoke, let us say, in a city hotel. All of his life he had been trying to put life into the tales he wrote but his job was difficult. Modern life is complex. What are you going to say about it? How are you going to get things straight?

There is [a] woman, for example. How are you, being a man, going to understand women? Some men writers pretend they have solved the problem. They write with great confidence and when you read the printed tale you are quite swept off your feet but later, when you think things over, it appears all false.

How are you going to understand women when you can’t understand yourself? How are you ever going to understand anyone or anything?

As a man Tar sometimes lay in his bed in a city and thought of Camden, the town in which he was born and which he never saw and never intended to see, the town filled with people he could understand and who always understood him. [There was a reason for his love of the place.] He owed no one money there, had never cheated anyone, had never made love to a Camden woman, he found out later he didn’t want.

Now Camden had become, for him, a place among hills. It was a little white town in a valley with high hills on each side. You reached it by a stage coach, going up from a railroad town twenty miles away. Being a realist, in his writing and thinking, Tar did not make the houses of his town very comfortable or the people particularly good or in any way exceptional.

They were what they were, plain people, leading rather hard lives, digging a living out of small fields in the valleys and on the hillsides. Because the land was rather poor and the fields steep, modern agricultural implements could not be introduced and anyway the people had no money to buy.

The town of Tar’s birth, this purely fanciful place, which has nothing to do with real Camden, had no electric lights, there was no waterworks, no one there owned an automobile. By day men and women went into the fields to plant corn by hand, they harvested wheat with a cradle. At night, after ten o’clock, the little streets, with the poor little houses scattered about, were unlighted. Even the houses were dark, except an occasional one where there was sickness or where company had come. It was, in short, such a place as might have been found in Judea in Old Testament days. Christ on his mission, and followed by John, Matthew, that queer neurotic Judas and the rest, might well have visited just such a place.

A place of mystery — the home of romance. How thoroughly the citizens of the real Camden, Ohio, might have disliked Tar’s conception of their town.

To tell the truth Tar was trying, through the creation of a town of his own fancy, to get at something it was almost impossible to get at in the reality of life. In real life people never stood still. Nothing in America stands still very long. You are a boy in a town and go away to live for a mere twenty years. Then one day you come back and walk through the streets of your town. Nothing is as it should be. The shy little girl who lived on your street and whom you thought so wonderful has now become a woman. She has protruding teeth and her hair is already getting thin. What a shame! When you knew her as a boy she seemed the most wonderful creature in the world. You used to go far out of your way, coming home from school, just to go past her house. There she was in the front yard and when she saw you coming she ran to the door and stood just within the house in the half light. You stole one glance and then did not dare look again, but in fancy how lovely she had been.

A sorry day for you when you go back to the real place of your childhood. Better go to China or the South Seas. Sit on the deck of a ship and dream. The little girl is married now and the mother of two children. The boy who played shortstop on the baseball team and whom you envied until it hurt has become a barber. Everything has gone wrong. Much better to adopt Tar Moorehead’s plan, move away from your town early, so early that you can remember nothing very definitely, and then never go back.

Tar kept the town of Camden as something special in his life. Even when he had become a grown man and was called successful he clung to his dreams of the place. He had been spending the evening with some men at a big city hotel and did not go to his room until late. Well, his head was tired, his spirit tired. There had been talk and more talk, perhaps some kind of disagreement. He had quarreled with a fat man who wanted him to do something he did not want to do.

Then he went up into his room and closed his eyes and at once he was back in the town of his fancy, his birthplace, the town he had never consciously seen, in Camden, Ohio.

It was night and he walked in the hills above the town. The stars shone out. A little wind was making the leaves of the trees rustle.

When he had walked in the hills until he was tired he could come down through meadows where cows were being pastured and get among the houses.

He knew the people in every house along the little streets, knew all about them. They were what he had dreamed people were like when he was a small boy. The man he had thought brave and kind was really brave and kind; the little girl he had thought lovely had grown into a beautiful woman.

It is coming close to people that hurts. We find out people are like ourselves. Better [ if you want peace,] keep far off, dream about people. The men who make a romance of life are [perhaps] right after all. The reality is too terrible. “By the sweat of your brow shall you earn your bread.”

By cheating too, by all kinds of dodges.

Cain made things [hard] for all of us that time he killed Abel at the edge of the field. He did it with a club. What a mistake [it was to be] carrying clubs about. If Cain hadn’t had the club with him that day long ago the Camden of fact, where Tar Moorehead was born, might have been more like the Camden of his dreams.

But then perhaps it wouldn’t have wanted to be that. Camden wasn’t a very progressive town as Tar saw it, in dreams.

After Camden how many other towns? Tar Moorehead’s father was a drifter as he was himself [to be]. There are certain people who settle down in one place in life, hang on and finally make their mark but Dick Moorehead, Tar’s father, wasn’t that sort. If he finally settled in one place it was because he was too tired and worn out to make another move.

Tar became a story teller but, if you will notice, it is the shiftless roving fellows who tell tales. Few tellers of tales are good citizens. They only pretend to be.

Dick Moorehead, Tar’s father, came from the South, from North Carolina. He must have just drifted down the mountain sides, looking about, smelling out the land as did the two men Joshua, the son of Nun, send out of Shittim to look at Jericho. He crossed a corner of the old state of Virginia, the Ohio River, finally alighting upon a town where he thought he might do well.

What he did on the way, where he slept, what women he saw, what he thought he was up to, no one will ever know.

As a young man he was rather handsome and he then had a little money in a community where money was scarce. When he set up a harness shop in the Ohio town people flocked to him.

For a time it was easy sailing. The other shop in the town was owned by an old crusty fellow who was a good enough workman but not very entertaining. In these earlier days in the Ohio communities people had no theatres, no movies, no radio, no busy brightly-lighted streets. Newspapers were rare. There were no magazines.

What a god-send to have a fellow like Dick Moorehead coming into [a] town. Coming from a distance he had of course tales to tell and people were eager to listen.

And what an opportunity for him. Having a little money and being Southern, he of course hired a man to do most of his work and prepared to spend his own time doing the entertaining, a kind of work more in his line. He bought himself a suit of black clothes and a heavy silver watch with a heavy silver chain. Tar Moorehead, the son, saw the watch and the chain long afterwards. When bad times came to Dick they were the last things he let go.

Being a young man and for the time prosperous the seller of harness was a public favorite. The land was still new, forests were still being cut away and the fields under cultivation were filled with stumps. At night there was nothing to do. During the long winter days there was nothing to do.

Dick was a favorite with the unmarried women but for a time confined his attentions to the men. There was a certain craftiness in him. “If you pay too much attention to the women the first thing you know you get married and then look where you are.”

Being a dark hairy man Dick let his mustache grow and this, with his thick black hair, gave him a certain foreign air. How impressive it was to see him making his way along the street before the little stores in the neat black suit with the heavy silver watch chain dangled across his then slender waist.

He strutted. “Well, well, ladies and gentlemen, do look at me. Here I am, come to live among you.” In the backwoods Ohio of that time the man who wore, on week days, a tailor-made suit and who shaved every morning when he got up was bound to make a deep impression. At the little hotel he got the best place at the table and the best room. Awkward country girls, who had come to town to take places as servants at the hotel, went into his room to make the bed and change the sheets trembling with excitement. Dreams for them too. In the Ohio town Dick was, for the time, a kind of [a] king.

He stroked his mustache, he spoke kindly to the landlady and to the waitresses and chambermaids but for the time he courted no woman. “You wait. Let them court me. I am a man of affairs. I must attend to business.”

Farmers came to Dick’s shop bringing harnesses to be repaired, came wanting to buy new harnesses. Town people came in. There was a doctor, two or three lawyers, a county judge. In the town there was an undercurrent of excitement. It was a time when there was plenty to talk about.

Dick had come into Ohio in the year eighteen hundred and fifty-eight and the story of his coming is not Tar’s story. However the tale aims to concern itself, somewhat vaguely to be sure, with the childhood of the Middle-west too.

The background is really a poor badly-lighted village some twenty-five miles back from the Ohio River in Southern Ohio. There was a rather rich valley among the rolling Ohio hills and the people were just such people as could be found nowdays in the hills of North Carolina, Virginia and Tennessee. They had come into the country and taken up land, the more fortunate ones in the valley itself, the less fortunate ones on the hillsides. For a long time they lived largely by hunting and then the timber was cut off, hauled over the hills to the river and rafted South to be sold. The game gradually disappeared. Good farming land began to be worth something, railroads were being built and there were the canals with their canal boats and the steamers on the river. Cincinnati and Pittsburgh were not so far away. Daily newspapers began to circulate and there was presently a telegraph line.

In this community and against this awakening background Dick Moorehead strutted away his few years of prosperity. Then the Civil War came and upset things for him. They were days he always remembered and magnified later. Well, he was prosperous then, was popular, he attended to business.

He lived then at the town hotel, run by a short fat man who let his wife attend to the affairs of the hotel while he tended bar, [and] talked of race horses and politics, and it was in the bar Dick spent much of his time. It was a time when women worked. They milked the cows, did the washing, cooked the food, had children and made clothes for them. After they married they stayed pretty much out of sight.

It was such a town as, being located in Illinois, might well have been visited on court days by an Abraham Lincoln, a Douglas, a Davis. In the bar, the harness shop, the hotel office, the livery stable, men gathered of an evening. There was talk. Men drank whiskey, told stories, chewed tobacco and talked of horses religion and politics and Dick was there among them, setting ’em up at the bar, expressing his opinions, telling stories, getting off jokes. At night, when nine o’clock came and if the men of the town had not drifted to his shop, he closed up and made his way to the livery stable where he knew they could be found. Well it was time for talk now and there was something special to talk about.

For one thing Dick was a Southerner in a Northern community. That set him apart. Was he loyal? You bet. He was a Southerner and knew niggers and niggers were now to the fore. The Pittsburgh paper had come. Samuel Chase of Ohio had made a speech, Lincoln of Illinois was holding a debate with Stephen Douglas, Seward of New York spoke of war. Dick held to Douglas. All this nonsense about the niggers. Well, well! What an idea! The Southerners in Congress, Davis, Stevens, Floyd, were so in earnest, Lincoln, Chase, Seward, Sumner and the other Northerners were so in earnest. “If war comes we’ll catch it hot here in Southern Ohio. Kentucky will go in and Tennessee and Virginia. The city of Cincinnati is none too loyal.”

Some of the little towns nearby were Southern in their feeling but Dick had got into a place that was hotly Northern. A lot of mountain men had happened to settle in there in the early days. It was just his luck.

At first he kept quiet and listened. Then people began to want him to speak out. Very well, he would. He was a Southerner, fresh from the South. “What have you got to say?” It was a perplexing question.

“What have I got to say, eh?” Dick had to think fast. “There won’t be any war — about niggers.” At home in North Carolina Dick’s people had owned niggers, a few of them. They weren’t cotton raisers but lived in another hill country and raised corn and tobacco. “Well, you see.” Dick hesitated and then plunged. What did he care about slavery? It meant nothing to him. A few niggers hanging around. They weren’t very good workers. At home you had to have a few to be respectable, to avoid being called a “poor white.”

While he was hesitating and keeping quiet, before he took the plunge and became a thorough-going abolitionist and a Northerner, Dick did a good deal of thinking.

His father had been prosperous once, had inherited lands, but he was a shiftless man and before Dick had left things at home had not gone-too well. The Mooreheads weren’t broke or really hard up but from owning two thousand acres of land they had been reduced to four or five hundred.

Things had happened. Dick’s father went to a nearby city and bought some niggers, a pair of them, both over sixty. The old nigger woman had no teeth and her old nigger man had a bad leg. He just could hobble about.

Why bad Thad Moorehead bought the pair? Well, the man who owned them was broke and wanted them to have a home. Thad Moorehead had bought them because he was a Moorehead. He got the two of them for a hundred dollars. It was a Moorehead kind of thing to do, buying such niggers.

The old nigger man was really a rascal. No Uncle Toms Cabin monkey business about him. He had been owned far South, in a half dozen places, and had always managed to keep himself attached to some negro woman who stole for him, had children by him, took care of him. In the Far South, when he was owned down there on a sugar plantation, he had made himself a set of reed pipes and could play. It was the playing of the pipes that had attracted Thad Moorehead.

Too many of that kind of niggers about.

When Dick’s father got the old couple home they could do little enough work. The woman helped some in the kitchen and the man made a pretense of working with the Moorehead boys in the fields.

The old black man told stories, he played his pipes and Thad Moorehead listened. Finding himself a shady place under a tree at the edge of a field the old rascally black got out his pipes and played or-he sang songs. One of the Moorehead boys was superintending the work in the field and a Moorehead is a Moorehead. The work went to pieces. All gathered about.

The old black could keep it up all day and all night. Tales of strange places, of the Far South, of the sugar plantations, the big cotton fields, of the time when he was leased out by his owner to be a hand on a river steamer on the Mississippi. After the talk a turn on the pipes. Sweet strange music making echoes in the woods at the edge of the field, creeping up the nearby hillside. It fairly made the birds stop singing in envy sometimes. Strange that an old man could be so wicked and make such sweet heavenly sounds. It made you doubt the value of goodness, that sort of thing. Not strange though that an old black woman liked her nigger man, stuck to him. The trouble was [that] all the Mooreheads listened, letting the work go. Always too many of that kind of niggers around. Thanks be, a horse can’t tell tales, a cow can’t play pipes when she should be giving milk.

You pay less for a cow or a good horse and a cow or a horse can’t tell strange tales of far places, can’t tell stories to young men when they should be plowing corn or chopping tobacco, can’t make music on reed pipes that will make you forget any kind of work should ever be done.

When Dick Moorehead had made up his mind he wanted to strike out for himself old Thad had simply sold a few [more] acres of land to give him his start. Dick had put in a few years as an apprentice in a harness shop in a nearby town and then the old man had produced the money. “I think you had better go up North, it’s a more enterprising place,” he said.

Enterprising indeed. Dick had tried to be enterprising. Up North, specially where [abolitionists] have come in, they would never put up with wasteful niggers. Suppose an old nigger man can play the pipes until it makes you sad and glad and careless about getting work done. Better let music alone. [You can get the same thing on a talking machine nowdays.] [It’s the devil’s business.] Enterprise is enterprise.

Dick was the sort who turn out to believe what the people about him believe. In the Ohio town Uncle Toms Cabin was being read. Sometimes he thought of the blacks at home and smiled in secret.

“I’ve got into a place where people are against shiftlessness. The niggers are responsible.” He began to hate slavery now. “This is a new century, new times. The South is too pigheaded.”

Being enterprising’ in business, the retail kind anyway, was simply standing in with [the] people. You had to stand in with [the] people to get them into your shop. If you are a Southerner in a Northern community and go over to their point of view you are stronger with them than you would be if you were born a Northerner. There is more joy in Heaven over one sinner, etc.

How could Dick tell he was himself a player of the pipes?

Blow your reed pipes, get a woman to take care of your children — if you are unfortunate enough to have any — tell tales, go with the crowd.

Dick went over bang. His popularity in the Ohio community went up to boiling point. Everyone wanted to buy him drinks at the bar, in the evening his shop was full of men. Now Jeff Davis, Stevenson of Georgia and others were making fiery speeches in Congress, making threats. Abraham Lincoln of Illinois was running for president. The Democrats were all split up, had put three tickets in the field. The fools!

Dick even joined the crowd who were running off niggers at night. If you go in for a thing you might as well go the whole hog and anyway running off niggers was half the fun of the game. It was against the law for one thing — against the law and all the good law-abiding citizens, the very best in fact, going into it.

Fun, eh? Plenty of excitement. They slipped the niggers across the Ohio River at night in a row boat. A lot of them not of much account to their owners if they had stayed South, Dick thought. Well, he was no special judge of good niggers. The kind his father had at home weren’t of much account. “If you want to make niggers pay you got to own land down in Alabama or Mississippi. Then you put a good overseer in charge and pretty much keep out of the fields yourself.” A lot of the best overseers were Northern men, nigger drivers. “Small owners got all the worst of it in the slavery business. You owned four or five or even a dozen niggers and got acquainted with them. The worst [thing] was that they got acquainted with you, knew your weaknesses, knew how to work you.” More niggers like that old reed-blower all through the South in slavery days than the North ever dreamed of. They got through life pretty easy, flattered their masters, flattered the women and the children. “A shrewd canny lot, the niggers of the South,” Dick thought.

Dick kept smiling to himself, helping run niggers off at night, Northern Methodist and Baptist preachers in the party, superintendents of Sunday schools, earnest men. When they got their niggers across the river wagons were waiting. Sometimes the niggers were made to lie on the wagon beds and straw was piled on them. There was a husky young wench with two children, worth about eighteen hundred dollars in Alabama — the three of them — and a negro preacher who wanted to begin shouting until Dick made him shut up. “Shut up, nigger,” he growled and the tone of his voice shocked some of the members of the party.

Dick did not do much thinking. They took the runaway niggers to some farm house, usually on a side road, and after feeding hid them in a barn. The next night they would be shoved on their way, toward Zanesville, Ohio, toward a distant place called Oberlin, Ohio, places where the abolitionists were thick. “Damn an abolitionist anyway.” They were bound to raise hell for Dick.

Sometimes the parties running the escaped niggers off had to hide in the woods. The next town to the west was as strong in its Southern feeling as Dick’s town was for abolition. The citizens of the two towns hated each other and the neighboring town got up parties to catch the nigger runners. Dick would have been among them had he happened to settle in that town. It was a game for them too. None of the crowd owned any slaves. Sometimes shots were fired but no one in either of the towns ever got hit.

For Dick it was, for the time, fun, excitement. His getting to the front in the abolitionists ranks made him a marked man, an outstanding figure. He never wrote letters home and his father of course knew nothing of what he was doing. Like everyone else he did not think war would really come and if it did what of it? The North thought it could lick the South in sixty days. The South thought it would take them thirty days to whip the North. “The Union must and will be preserved,” said Lincoln, who had been elected president. That seemed good sense anyway. He was a backwoods fellow, that Lincoln. People in the know said he was tall and gawky, a regular country man. The smart fellows down East would handle him all right. When it came to a showdown the South would give in or the North would.

Dick went sometimes to see the runaway niggers hidden in the barns at night. The other white men were in the farm house and he was alone with two or three blacks. He stood over them, looking down. It’s the South’s way. There were a few words passed. The niggers knew he was [a] Southern[er] all right. Something in his tone told them. He thought of what he had heard his father say. “For the smaller whites, the common white farmers in the South, it would have been better had there never been any slavery, never any blacks.” What happened, when you had them around, was that you got the notion into your head you didn’t have to work. Dick’s father had seven strong sons before his wife died. They were a shiftless lot, really. Dick himself was the only one who had any enterprise, had ever wanted to get out. Had there never been any niggers he and all of his brothers might have been taught to work, the Moorehead place in North Carolina might have amounted to something.

Abolition, eh? If abolition could only abolish. A war wouldn’t make any deep essential difference in the attitude of the whites toward the blacks. Any black man or woman would lie to a white man or woman. He made the niggers in the bam tell him why they had run away. They lied of course. He laughed and went back to the house. If the war came his father and his brothers would get in on the Southern side [as casually as he would get in on the Northern side]. What did they care about slavery? They really cared about the way the Northerners talked. The North cared about the way the South talked. Both sides sent talkers to Congress. That was natural. Dick was a talker himself, an adventurer.

And then the war came and Dick Moorehead, Tar’s father, got in. He was made a captain and wore a sword. Could he resist that? Not Dick.

He went south, to Middle Tennessee, was in Rosecrans’ army and then later in Grant’s. His harness shop had been sold. When he paid his debts there wasn’t much left. He had set ’em up too often at the tavern, during the exciting days when enlistment was going on.

What fun, during enlistment, what excitement. Women scurrying about, men and boys scurrying about. They were grand days for Dick. He was the town’s hero. You don’t get many such chances in life if you are not born a money-maker and can’t pay to get yourself into a prominent position. In times of peace you just go along, telling stories, drinking with other men at the bar, spending your money for a good suit of clothes and a heavy silver watch, letting your mustache grow, stroking it, talking when some other man wants to talk as much as you do. He may be a better talker, at that.

At night sometimes, during the excitement, Dick thought of his brothers, going into the Southern army, much in the spirit in which he had gone in with the North. They would hear speeches, the women of the neighborhood would be holding meetings. How could they stay out? They would go in to hold on to such fellows as that shiftless old black, playing his reed pipes, singing his songs, lying about his past, entertaining the whites so he wouldn’t have to work. Dick and his brothers might be shooting at each other someday. He refused to think of that side of the matter. The thought came only at night. He had been made a captain and wore a sword.

One day a chance came to distinguish himself. The Northerners, among whom he lived, who were his fellows now, were great rifle shooters. They called themselves “the squirrel shooters of Ohio,” bragged a lot of what they would do when they drew a bead on a Reb. During the time when the companies were being formed they held shooting matches.

It was all the go. The men went to the edge of a field near town and fastened a small target to a tree. They stood off an unbelievable distance and nearly every man hit the target. If they did not hit the center of the target they at least made the bullets do what they called “biting paper.” Everyone had the illusion that wars are won by good shots.

Dick yearned to shoot but did not dare. He had been elected captain of a company. “You be careful,” he told himself. One day when all the men had gone to the shooting ground he picked up a rifle. He had hunted some as a boy but not much, was never a good shot.

Now he stood with the rifle in his hands. A small bird flew far up in the sky over the field. Quite casually he raised the rifle, took aim and fired, and the bird came down, almost at his feet. It had been shot cleanly, through the head. One of those strange accidents that get into stories but never happen in fact — when you want them to.

Dick strutted out of the field and never went back. Things were on the wing for him, he was a hero already, before the war started.

A marvelous shot, a captain. Already he had got his sword and had spurs fastened on his bootheels. When he walked through the streets of his town young women looked at him from behind window curtains. Almost every night there was a party at which he was the central figure.

How was he to know that after the war he was to marry and have many children, that he would never be a hero again, that all the rest of his life he would have to build on these days, creating in fancy a thousand adventures that never happened.

The race of the tale tellers is always an unhappy race but luckily they never find out how unhappy they are. They are always hoping somewhere they will find believers, living in that hope. It is in the blood.


CHAPTER II

[image: img39.jpg]

FOR TAR MOOREHEAD life began with a procession of houses. They were at first very dim in his mind. They marched. Even when he grew to be a man the houses went across the walls of his fancy like soldiers in a dusty road. As when soldiers marched some few were sharply remembered.

Houses were like people. An empty house was like an empty man or woman. There were houses cheaply built, thrown together. Others were carefully built and carefully lived in, having careful loving attention.

When you went into an empty house the experience was sometimes terrifying. Voices kept calling. They must have been the voices of people who had lived there. Once, when Tar was a boy and had gone out of town alone to pick wild berries in the fields, he saw a small empty house, standing in a field of corn.

Something induced him to go in. The doors were open and many panes had been broken in the windows. There was grey dust on the floor.

A small bird, a swallow, had flown into the house and could not get out. In its terror it flew directly at Tar, at the doors, at the windows. Its body struck the window sash and its terror began to get into Tar’s blood. The terror had something to do with empty houses. Why should houses be empty? He ran away and at the edge of the field looked back and saw the swallow make its escape. It flew gladly, joyously, circling about over the field. Tar was half beside himself with desire to leave the ground and fly away through the air.

To a mind like Tar’s — the truth always washed by the colors being brushed on by his fancy — houses in which he lived as a child could not be definitely placed. There was one house [he was quite sure] he had never lived in that was very clearly remembered. The house was low and long and a grocer with a large family lived in it. Back of the house, its roof almost touching the kitchen door, was a long low barn. Tar’s own family must have lived near this house and no doubt he wanted to live under its roof. A child is always wanting to try the experiment of living in some house other than his own.

There was always laughter in the grocer’s house. In the evening songs were being sung. One of the grocer’s daughters thumped on a piano and the others danced. Also there was an abundance of food. Tar’s sharp little nose could smell it being cooked and served. Did not a grocer deal in foods? Why not an abundance of food in such a house? At night he lay in bed in his own house dreaming he had become the son of the grocer. The grocer was a strong-looking man with red cheeks and a white beard and when he laughed the sides of his house seemed to shake. In desperation Tar told himself that he did live in the house, that he was the grocer’s son. What he dreamed became, in fancy at least, a fact. It had happened that all of the grocer’s children were daughters. Why not a trade that would make everyone happy? Tar selected the grocer’s daughter who was to come and live in his house while he went to her house as a son. She was small and rather quiet. Perhaps she would not protest so much as the others. She did not look like a protester.

What a glorious dream! As the only son of the grocer Tar would be given the first choice of the food on the table, he would ride the grocer’s horse, sing songs, dance, be treated as a kind of prince. Already he had read or heard fairy tales in which such a prince as he wanted to be lived in such a place. The grocer’s house was his castle. So much laughter, so much song and food. What more could a boy want?

Tar was the third child of a family of seven, five of whom were boys. From the beginning the family of Dick Moorehead, the ex-soldier, was on the march and no two were born in the same house.

And what does not the house mean to the child? There should be a garden with flowers, vegetables and trees. Also there should be a barn with horses standing in stalls and back of the barn a vacant lot in which tall rank weeds grow. For older children in the house it is all very well, no doubt, to have an automobile but for the small child nothing will take the place of an old gentle black or grey horse. If the later and grown Tar Moorehead were to be born again surely he would have selected as parent a grocer with a fat jolly wife and he would not have wanted him to own a delivery truck. He would have wanted him to make his grocery deliveries with horses and in the morning Tar would have wanted older boys to come to the house and drive them away.

Then Tar could run out of the house and touch each horse on the nose. The boys would give him presents, apples or bananas, things they had got at the store, and after that he would breakfast in state and go through the empty barn to play in the tall weeds. The weeds would grow high above his head and he could hide among them. There he could be a robber, a man making his fearless way through dark forests — anything he pleased.

Other houses than the ones in which Tar’s family lived during his early childhood, houses often on the same street, had all of these things while his house always seemed to sit on a small grassless lot. In the barn back of the neighbor’s house there was a horse, often two horses, and a cow.

In the morning sounds from the neighboring houses and from the barns. Some of the neighbors kept pigs and chickens that lived in pens in the back yard and were fed from the table scraps.

In the mornings the pigs grunted, the cocks crowed, the hens made soft clucking sounds, the horses neighed, the cows bawled. Calves were born — strange fascinating creatures with long ungainly legs on which they, at once and in a funny uncertain manner, began to walk, following the mother cow about the barn yard.

In Tar’s mind later a dim memory of early mornings in bed, his older brother and sister at a window. Already, in the Moorehead house of the moment, another baby had been born, perhaps two babies since Tar’s turn. Babies did not get up and walk about like calves and colts. They lay on their backs in bed sleeping like puppies or kittens and then they awoke to make dreadful noises.

Children, just coming into consciousness of life, as Tar was at that time, do not fancy younger children about. Kittens are something and puppies something else. They lie in a basket back of the kitchen stove. It is nice to put the hand into the warm nest in which they lie sleeping but other babies of one’s own family about the house are a nuisance.

How much better a dog or a kitten. Cows and horses are for rich people but a dog or a cat the Mooreheads might have had. How gladly would Tar have traded a baby for a dog and as for a horse — it was well he was not tempted. If the horse were gentle and would let him ride on its back or if he could sit alone in a cart and hold the reins over a horse’s back, as did an older neighbor boy in one of the towns in which he lived, he might have traded off the whole Moorehead family.

In the Moorehead house they had a saying. “The baby has put your nose out of joint.” What a terrible saying! The new baby cried and Tar’s mother went to take it into her arms. There was some strange connection between the mother and the baby that Tar, who had begun walking about the floor, had already lost.

He was four, his older sister seven and the first born son of the household nine. Now, in some odd way that was not understandable, he belonged to the world of his older brother and sister, to the world of neighbor children, to the front and back yard into which other children came to play with his brother and sister, to a tiny section of the great world in which he would presently have to try to live, not really to his mother at all. His mother was already a dark strange being, a little far off. He might still cry and she would call to him and he might run and put his head in her lap while she stroked his hair but there was always that later child, the baby, far up there in her arms. His nose was indeed out of joint. What would set it straight?

To cry and win favor that way was already a shameful trick in the eyes of his older brother and sister.

Surely Tar did not want to remain always a baby. What did he want?

How huge the world. How strange and terrible it was. His older brother and sister, out in the yard at play, were so impossibly old. If they would only stand still, stop growing, stop getting older for two or three years. They wouldn’t. Something told him that would not happen.

And now his tears had stopped, already he had forgotten what made him cry as though he were still a babe. “Run now and play with the others,” his mother said.

But how difficult the others! If they would only stand still until he caught up.

A spring morning in the house on a street in a Mid-American town. The Moorehead family changed towns as they did houses, slipping them on and off as one slips on and off a night dress. Between them and the others in the town a kind of separateness. The ex-soldier, Dick Moorehead, had never got himself settled [again] after the war. Marriage had perhaps upset him. Now was the time to become a solid citizen and he was not made to be a solid citizen. Towns and the years slipped away together. A procession of little houses in grassless lots that had no barns, a procession of streets, of towns too. Tar’s mother was always busy. There were so many children and they came so fast.

Dick Moorehead had not married a rich woman, as perhaps he might have done. He married the daughter of an Italian working woman but she had beauty. It was a strange kind of dark beauty to be found in the Ohio town where he had met her after the war and it [had] fascinated him. It always fascinated Dick and his children.

Now, however, while children were coming so fast, no one had time to breathe, to look out. Tenderness between people grows slowly.

A spring morning in a house on a street in a Mid-American town. Tar now a grown man and a writer was staying at the house of a friend. His friend’s life had been utterly unlike his own. The house was surrounded by a low garden wall and Tar’s friend was born in it and had lived in it all his life. He, like Tar, was a writer but what a difference in the two lives. Tar’s friend has written many books — all histories of men who lived in another age — books of men at war, great generals, politicians, explorers.

 

All the man’s life had been lived in books while Tar’s life had been lived in the world of men.

Now the friend had a wife, a gentle soft-voiced woman Tar could hear moving about in a room upstairs in the house.

Tar’s friend was in his workroom reading. He was always reading, while Tar seldom read. His children played in the garden. There were two boys and a girl and an old negro woman looked out for them.

Tar sat in a corner of the porch at the back of the house under rosebushes thinking.

On the day before he and his friend had a talk. The friend spoke of some of Tar’s books, raising his eyebrows. “I like you,” he said, “but some of the people you write about. I never saw any [of the] people. Where are they? Such thoughts, such terrible people.”

What Tar’s friend had said of his books others had said. He thought of the years his friend had spent over books, of the life the man had lived behind the garden wall while Tar had knocked about. Even then, as a grown man, he had no house of his own. He was an American, had always lived in America and America was vast, but not a square foot of it had ever belonged to him. His father had never owned a square foot of it.

Gypsies, eh? Worthless kind of people in an age of property. If you want to be something in this world own lands, own goods.

When he had written books about people the books had often been condemned, as they were condemned by his friend, because the people in the books were of the common sort, because they often did mean commonplace things.

“But I am myself a commonplace man,” Tar said to himself. “It is true my father wanted to be a man of distinction and he was also a teller of tales, but the tales he told would never hold water.

“Dick Moorehead’s tales went well enough with the farmers and the farm hands who used to come into his harness shops when he was a young man but suppose he had been compelled to write them out for people — like the man in whose house I am now visiting,” Tar thought.

And then his mind leaped back to his own childhood. “Surely childhood is always distinguished,” he said to himself. “It is only when we grow up that we become common and vulgar. Has there ever been such a thing as a vulgar child? Could there be such a thing?”

As a grown man Tar thought much on the subject of childhood and houses. He sat in one of the little rented rooms in which he as a man was always living and his pen slipped over the paper. It was early spring and he thought the room nice enough. There was a fire.

He had begun again, as he was always beginning, on the theme of houses, places in which people live, into which they come at night and when it is cold and stormy outside the house — houses with rooms in which people sleep, in which children sleep and dream.

The later Tar was a little cracked on the subject. The room in which he sat, he told himself, contained his body but it contained also his thoughts. Thoughts were as important as bodies. How many people tried to make their thoughts color the rooms in which they slept or ate, how many tried to make the rooms a part of themselves. At night when Tar was in bed and when there was a moon, shadows played on the walls and his fancies also played. “Do not befoul the house in which the child must live and remember that you are also a child, will always be a child,” he whispered to himself.

In the East when a guest came to a house his feet were washed. “Before I invite the reader into the house of my fancy I should see that the floors are cleaned, that the doorsills have been washed.”

Houses were like people standing silently and at attention, along a street.

“If you honor and respect me and come into my house come softly. For the moment think gentle thoughts, leave quarrels and the ugliness of your life outside my house.”

There is the house and to the child the world outside the house. What is the world like? What are people like? Older people, neighbor men and women, men and women who walked along the sidewalk before the Moorehead house when Tar was a small child went straight on about their affairs.

A woman named Mrs. Welliver was going toward that mysteriously exciting place known as “uptown” with a market basket on her arm. Tar, the child, had never been beyond the nearest corner.

A day came. What an event! A neighbor woman, who must have been rich as she had two horses in the barn back of her house, had come to take Tar and his sister — [“three] years older — for a ride in a buggy. They were to go into the country.

They were to go far out into a strange world, through Main Street. In the early morning they were told and Tar’s older brother, who was not to go, was angry, while Tar was made happy by his brother’s misfortune. There were so many things the older brother already had. He wore pants while Tar still wore skirts. There was something to be gained then by being small and helpless. How Tar had wanted to come to the time of pants. Willingly enough, he thought, would he have traded the trip into the country for his brother’s additional five years and the pants but why should the brother expect all of the good things of this life? The older brother wanted to cry because he was not going but how many times had Tar wanted to cry because of things the brother had that Tar could not have.

They set out and Tar was excited and happy. What a huge strange world. The little Ohio town was to Tar’s eyes a vast city. Now they had come into Main Street and there was an engine attached to a train, a great terrifying thing. The horse half ran across the tracks in front of the nose of the engine, a bell clanged. Tar had heard that sound before — at night in the room where he slept — the clanging of an engine bell in the distance, the scream of a whistle, the crashing rumble sound of a train rushing through town, out in the darkness and silence, outside the house, outside the windows and the wall of the room where he lay.

In what way was the sound different from the sounds that came from horses, from cows, sheep, pigs and chickens? Warm friendly sounds the others. Tar himself cried, he screamed when he was angry. Cows, horses and pigs also made sounds. The animal sounds belonged to a world of warmth, of nearness, while the other sound was strange romantic and terrible. When Tar heard the sound of the engine at night he crept closer to his sister and said nothing. If she awoke, if his older brother awoke, they would laugh at him. “It’s only a train,” they said, their voices filled with contempt. It had seemed to Tar that something [gigantic] and terrible was about to crash through walls into the room.

On the day of his first great voyage out into the world and when the horse, a creature of flesh and blood like himself, frightened by the breathing of the great iron horse, had carried the buggy rushing past, he turned to stare. There was smoke issuing from the engine’s long up-thrust nose and the dreadful metallic clang of a bell rang in his ears. A man put his head out of the cab window and waved his hand. He spoke to another man standing on the ground beside the engine.

The neighbor woman was pulling at the fines and striving to quiet the excited horse who had infected Tar with his fright, and his sister, filled with her three additional years of worldly knowledge and a little contemptuous of him, put her arms about his shoulders.

And now the horse was trotting sedately along and they all turned to look back. The engine had begun to move slowly, majestically pulling its train of cars. How fortunate that it did not choose to follow along the road they had taken. It had crossed the road and was going away, past a row of small houses toward distant fields. Tar’s fright passed. In the future and when he was awakened by the sound of a passing train at night he would not be afraid. When his brother, two years younger, grew a year or two older and became frightened at night he could speak to him with contempt in his voice. “It’s only a train,” he could say, scorning his younger brother’s childishness.

They drove on, over a hill and across a bridge. At the top of a hill they stopped and Tar’s sister pointed to the train moving across a valley below. Far off there in the distance, going away, the train seemed beautiful and Tar clapped his hands with delight.

As it was to the child so it was to be to the man. Trains moving across distant valleys, the rivers of automobiles that flowed through modern city streets, squadrons of aeroplanes in the sky, all of the wonders of the modern mechanical age, when seen from a distance, filled the later Tar with wonder and awe but when he drew near to them he was afraid. Power, hidden away, deep down in the belly of an engine, made him tremble. Where did it come from? The words “fire,”

“water,”

“oil” were old words signifying old things but the combining of these things within iron walls from which, at the touch of a button or a lever, power sprang seemed the work of a devil — or a god. He did not pretend to understand devils or gods. Men and women were difficult enough.

Was he an old man in a new world? Words and colors might be combined. In the world his imagination could sometimes penetrate blue did something strange when combined with red. Words might be thrown together and sentences made and the sentences had uncanny power. With a sentence one might destroy a friendship, win a woman, make a war. The later Tar walked unafraid among words but what happened within the narrow walls of steel was never understandable to him.

But now he was still a child and was being driven out into the vast world and was already a little frightened and homesick. His mother, who was already too much separated from him by [an]other [and later child up there in her arms], was nevertheless the rock on which he was trying to build the house of his life. Now he was on shifting sands. The neighbor woman looked strange and forbidding. She was occupied in driving the horse. The houses along the road were far apart. There were wide open spaces, fields, great red barns, orchards. What a [huge] world!

The woman who had taken Tar and his sister for the ride must have been very rich. She had a house in town, with two horses in the barn, and also owned a farm in the country where there were a house, two large barns, and horses, sheep, cows and pigs without number. They turned into a driveway with an apple orchard on one side and a corn field on the other and went into a farm yard. Home seemed to Tar thousands of miles away. Would he know his mother when he returned? Could they ever find their way back? His sister was laughing and clapping her hands. A wobbly-legged calf was tied to a rope on the lawn before the house and she pointed at it. “Look, Tar,” she cried, and he did look with serious thoughtful eyes. Already he was beginning to realize something of the utter frivolity of women.

They were in a bam yard, facing a large red barn, and a woman came out at the back door of the house and two men emerged from the barn. The farm woman looked not unlike Tar’s mother. She was tall and her fingers were long and roughened by toil like his mother’s fingers. Two children clung to her skirt as she stood by the door.

There was talk. Women were always talking. What a little chatterbox his sister already was. One of the men from the barn, no doubt the husband of the farm woman and the father of the strange children, came forward but had little to say. The people from town had got out of the buggy and the man, after mumbling some few words, went away again to the barn accompanied by one of the two children and while the women continued talking he emerged from the barn door, a child, a boy like Tar but two or three years older, astride a great farm horse the father was leading.

Tar was left with the women, his sister and the other farm child, also a girl.

What a come-down for him! The two women having gone into the farm house he was left with the two girls. In this new world it was as at home in his own yard. At home his father was gone all day at his shop and his older brother had little use for him. The older brother thought of him as a babe but Tar was no longer a babe. Was there not another child in his mother’s arms? His sister took care of him. Women ran everything. “You take him and the little girl to play with you,” the farm woman said to her daughter, pointing to Tar. The woman touched his hair with her fingers and [the two women] smiled. How far [away] everything seemed. At the door one of the women stopped to give other instructions. “Remember he is only a babe. Do not let him get hurt.” What an idea!

The boy of the farm sat astride the farm horse and a second man, no doubt a hired man, came out at the bam door leading another horse but did not offer to take Tar aboard. The men and the farm boy went off along a lane beside the barn and toward distant fields, the boy on the horse turning to look back, not however at Tar but at the two girls.

The girls with whom Tar had been left looked at each other and laughed. Then they led the way to the barn. Well, Tar’s sister was up to her tricks. Did he not know her? She wanted to hold his hand, pretend she was his mother, but he would not let her. It was a thing girls did. They pretended they were taking care of you when they were only showing off. Tar marched sturdily along wanting to cry because he had been dropped suddenly in a [huge] strange place but not wanting to give his sister, but three years older than himself, the satisfaction of showing off before the strange girl by mothering him. If women would but do their mothering in secret how much better it would be.

Tar was now so altogether alone in the midst of such vast strange beautiful and at the same time [terrifying surroundings], How warmly the sun shone. Long, long afterward, oh [how many] many times afterward, he was to dream over the scene, use it as a background for tales, use it all his life as a background for some great dream he was always having of someday owning his own farm, a place of great barns with unpainted timber beams, grown steely grey with age, of the rich smell of hay and animals, of sun-washed and snow-covered hills and fields and smoke going up out of the chimney of a farm house into wintry skies.

These for Tar the dreams of another and much later time. The child going toward the great [yawning] doors of the bam, his sister clinging to his hand, the while she joined in a stream of talk she and the farm girl were to keep up until they drove Tar half mad with loneliness, had no such thoughts. In him there is no conciousness of barns and their smell, of tall com growing in fields, of wheat shocks standing like sentinels on distant hills. There was just a little animal in short skirts and with bare legs and feet, the son of a harness maker in an Ohio village who felt himself neglected and alone in the world.

The two girls went into the barn through wide swinging doors and Tar’s sister pointed to a box near the door. It was a small box and an idea had come to her. She would get rid of [him for a time]. Pointing to the box and assuming, as nearly as she could, his mother’s tone when she gave a command, the sister told him to sit down. “You stay right there until I come back and don’t you dare go away,” she said, shaking her finger at him. Huh! Indeed! What a little woman she thought herself! She had black curls and wore shoes and Tar’s mother had let her wear her Sunday dress while the farm girl and Tar were both bare-footed. She was being a grand lady now. If she only knew how much Tar resented her tone. If he had been a bit older he might have told her but, had he tried to speak just at that moment, tears would surely have come.

The two girls began climbing a ladder to a hay loft above, the farm girl leading the way. Tar’s sister was afraid and trembled as she climbed and would have liked being a town girl and timid but having assumed the role of grown woman [“with the child] had to play it out. They disappeared through a dark hole above and for a time rolled and tumbled about on the hay in the loft, laughing and screaming as girls do at such times. Then silence settled down over the bam. Now the girls had hidden themselves away in the loft and were no doubt talking of women’s affairs. What do women talk of when they are alone together? Tar always wanted to know. Grown women in the farm house talking, girls in the loft talking. Occasionally he could hear them laughing. Why all the laughing and talking?

Women were always coming to the door of the house in town to talk to his mother. Left alone she might have remained always sensibly silent but they would not let her alone. Women could not let each other alone as men did. They are not as sensible and brave. If women and younger babes had but stayed away from his mother Tar might have had more of her for himself.

He sat on the box near the door of the barn. Was he glad to be alone? One of those odd things happened that were always happening later when he was grown. A particular scene, a country road climbing over a hill, the yard of a railroad seen from a bridge in a city at night, a grass-grown road leading into a wood, the garden of a deserted tumbled-down house — some scene that, outwardly at least, had no more meaning than a thousand other scenes swept by his eye perhaps on the same day printed itself with the most minutely worked out details on the walls of his mind. The house of his mind had many rooms and each room was a mood. On the walls pictures were hung. He had hung them there. Why? Some inner sense of selection had perhaps been at work.

There was the open barn doors making a frame for his picture. Back of him, in the shed-like entrance to the barn, was, on the one side, the blank barn wall up which the ladder climbed to the loft above and up which the girls had gone. On the wall were wooden pegs on which hung work harnesses, horse collars, a row of iron horse shoes and a saddle and on the opposite walls were openings through which horses, standing in their stalls, could thrust their heads.

A rat came from some unknown place and ran quickly across the earthen floor to disappear under a farm wagon at the back of the shed and an old grey horse, her head thrust through one of the openings, looked at Tar with sad impersonal eyes.

And so there he was, for the first time thrust out alone into the world. How isolated he felt! His sister, in the face of all her grown-up mother-manner, had reneged on her job. She had been told to remember he was a babe and had not remembered.

Well, he was no longer a babe and was resolved he would not cry. He sat stoically staring out through the open barn doors at the scene before him.

What a strange scene. It was thus that later hero of Tar’s, Robinson Crusoe, must have felt when he found himself alone on his isle. What a vast world this into which he had been thrust. So many trees, hills, fields. Suppose he were to arise from his box and begin to walk. At one corner of the frame opening through which he looked was a small section of the white farm house into which the women had gone. Tar could not hear their voices. Now he could not hear the voices of the two girls in the loft. They had disappeared through a dark hole over his head. Occasionally there was a buzzing whisper and then girlish laughter. It was really giggling. Perhaps every one in the world had gone away into some strange dark hole leaving him sitting there in the midst of a vast empty space. Terror had begun to take hold of him. In the far distance, as he looked out through the barn doors, were hills and as he sat gazing a tiny black dot appeared in the sky. The dot grew slowly larger and larger. What seemed to him a long time passed and the dot grew into a great bird, a hawk wheeling and circling in the vast sky over his head.

Tar sat staring at the hawk moving slowly, in great circles, up in the sky. In the barn at his back the head of the old horse was withdrawn and then appeared again. Now the horse had taken a mouthful of hay and was eating. The rat, that had run into some dark hole under the wagon at the back of the shed, came forth and began creeping toward him. What shining little eyes! Tar was about to cry out but now the rat had found what he wanted. An ear of corn lay on the barn floor and he began gnawing at it. His sharp little teeth made a soft grinding sound.

Time passed slowly, oh so slowly. What a trick Tar’s sister has played on him. Why were she and the farm girl, named Elsa, so silent now? Had they gone away? In another part of the barn, somewhere in the darkness back of the horse, something began to stir about making a rustling sound in the straw on the barn floor. The old barn was full of rats.

Tar got off his box and went softly out through the barn doors into the warm sunlight and toward the house. In a meadow near the house some sheep were pastured and one of them raised its head to look at him.

Now all of the sheep were looking, were staring. In an orchard beyond the barns and the house there was a red cow that also raised her head to stare. What strange impersonal eyes.

Tar hurried across the farm yard and to the door through which the two women had gone but it was closed. Inside the house also there was silence. He had been left alone for perhaps five minutes. It seemed to him hours.

He pounded at the back door with his fists but there was no answer. The women had only gone upstairs in the house but it seemed to him they must have gone far away — that his sister and the farm girl had gone far away.

Everything had gone far away. Looking up into the sky he could see the hawk circling now far above. The circles grew larger and larger and then suddenly the hawk flew straight away into the blue. When Tar had seen him first he was a tiny dot, no larger than a fly, and now he was becoming like that again. As he looked the black dot grew smaller and smaller. It wavered and danced before his eyes and then disappeared.

He was alone in the farm yard. Now the sheep and the cow were no longer looking at him but were eating grass. He went to the fence and stood looking at the sheep. How contented and happy they seemed. The grass they ate must be delicious to the taste. For each sheep plenty of other sheep, for the cow the warm barn at night and the company of other cows. The two women in the house had each other, his sister Margaret had the farm girl Elsa, the boy of the farm had his father, a hired man, the work horses and the dog he had seen trotting at the horses’ heels.

Tar only was alone in the world. Why was he not born a sheep to be with other sheep and eat grass? Now he was not afraid, only lonely and sad.

He went slowly across the barn yard and along the green lane the men, the boys and the horses had followed. He cried a little, softly, as he went. The grass in the lane was soft and cool under his bare feet and in the distance he could see blue hills and beyond the hills a blue cloudless sky.

The lane which seemed so long to him that day was very short. There was a small woodlot through which it passed to the fields beyond — fields lying in a long flat valley through which a creek ran — and in the woods the trees threw blue shadows on the grass-covered roadway.

How cool and quiet in the woods. A passion Tar had in him all his life may have begun on that day. In the woods he stopped and for what seemed to him a long time sat on the ground beneath a tree. Ants were running here and there and then disappearing into holes in the ground, birds flew about in the branches of the trees and two spiders, who at his approach had hidden themselves away, came out again and worked at the business of spinning webs.

If Tar had been crying when he came into the woods he had stopped now. His mother was very very far away. He might never find her again but if he did not it was her own fault. She had put him out of her arms to take up another and younger member of the family. The neighbor woman, who was she? She had shoved him off on his sister who had, after issuing an absurd command about sitting on a box, promptly forgotten him. There was the world of boys but at the moment boys meant his older brother John, who more than once had shown his scorn of Tar’s society, and such people as the farm boy who had ridden away on a horse without bothering to speak to him or even to give him a parting look.

“Very well,” Tar thought, filled with bitter resentment, “if I am shut out from one world there is another.”

The ants at his feet were happy enough. What a fascinating world that in which they lived. The ants were darting up into the light out of a hole in the ground and were building a little mountain of grains of sand. Other ants went on voyages out into the world and returned bearing burdens. An ant was dragging a dead fly along the ground. There was a stick in his way and now the wings of the fly had caught against the stick and he could not move it. He ran crazily about, pulling now at the stick, now at the fly. A bird flew down off a nearby tree and lighting on a fallen log looked at Tar and far off in the woods, through an opening between trees, a squirrel came down the trunk of a tree and began running on the ground.

The bird was looking at Tar, the squirrel stopped running and sat up straight to look and the ant that could not move the fly made frantic signs with his tiny hair-like feelers.

Had Tar been received into the world of nature? Vast plans had begun to form in his head. He had noticed that the sheep in the field by the farm house ate grass eagerly. Why should he not eat grass? Ants lived warm and snug in a hole in the ground. There were many ants, all apparently of one age and size, in one family, and, after Tar had found his own hole and had eaten much grass so that he had become big like a sheep — or even like a horse or cow — he would find others of his kind.

There was, he had no doubt, a language of sheep, of squirrels, of ants. Now the squirrel had begun to chatter and the bird on the log called and was answered by another bird away somewhere in the woods.

The bird flew away. The squirrel disappeared. They had gone to join their comrades. Tar alone had no comrade.

Leaning over he lifted the stick so that his tiny brother the ant could go on about his affairs and then, getting down on all fours, he put his ear near the ant hill to see if he could hear the talk.

He could hear nothing. Well, he was too large. Far away from others of his own kind he seemed to himself big and strong. Along the lane he went, walking now on all fours like a sheep, and got to the log where but a moment before the bird had been sitting.

 

The log was hollow at one end and it was obvious that with a little effort he could crawl into it. He would have a place into which to go at night. Of a sudden it seemed to him that he had got into a world in which he could move freely about, in which he could live freely and happily.

[He] decided it was time for him to go and eat grass. Walking along the roadway through the wood he came to a lane that led down into a valley. In a distant field the two men, driving the two horses, each hitched to a cultivator, were plowing corn. The corn came up to the horses’ knees. The farm boy was riding one of the horses. At the heels of the other horse the farm dog trotted. From the distance, it seemed to Tar [that] the horses looked no larger than the sheep he had seen in the field by the house.

He stood by a fence looking at the men and horses in the field and at the boy on the horse. Well, the farm boy was grown up — he moved in a world of men while Tar was left to the women. But he had renounced the woman’s world, he would go at once into a warm comfortable world — the world of animal life.

Getting down on all fours again he began crawling on the soft grass that grew near the fence beside the lane. White clover grew among the grass and first of all he bit off one of the clover blossoms. It did not taste badly and he ate another and another. How many would he have to eat, how much grass would he have to consume before he grew big like a horse or even like a sheep? He kept crawling about, biting at the grass, but the edges of the grass blades were sharp and hurt his lips. When he had [chewed] a mouthful of the grass it was strange and bitter to the taste.

He persisted but something within kept warning him that what he was doing was ridiculous and that if his sister or his brother John knew he would be laughed at and so from time to time he arose and looked back along the road through the woods to be sure no one was coming. Then getting again to his hands and knees he crawled over the grass. As it was difficult to tear the grass with his teeth he used his hands. The grass had to be chewed until it was soft before it could be swallowed and how nasty it tasted.

How hard to grow up! Tar’s dream of growing suddenly big by eating grass was fading and he closed his eyes. With his eyes closed he could do a trick he sometimes did in his bed at night. He could in fancy re-create his own body, make his legs and arms long, his shoulders broad. With his eyes closed he could be anything he pleased, be a horse trotting through the streets, a tall man walking in a road. He could be a bear in the dense forest, a prince living in a castle with slaves to bring his food, could be the son of a grocer and rule over a household of women.

He sat on the grass with his eyes closed pulling grass and trying to eat it. The green juice of the grass had discolored his lips and chin. Now surely he had begun growing larger. Already he had eaten two, three, half a dozen mouthfuls of the grass. After two or three more he would open his eyes and see what he had accomplished. Perhaps he would already have the legs of a horse. The thought frightened him a little but he put out his hand and tearing loose more of the grass put it in his mouth.

Something dreadful happened. Jumping quickly to his feet Tar ran two or three steps and then sat quickly down. In reaching for the last handful of grass he had captured a bee, sucking honey out of one of the clover blossoms, and had carried it to his lips. The bee [had] stung him on the lip and then a convulsive moment of his hand had half crushed the insect and it had been thrown aside. He could see it lying on the grass struggling to arise and fly away. Its broken wings beat the air madly and it made a loud buzzing sound.

The most terrible pain had come to Tar. He put his hand to his lip and rolling over on his back closed his eyes and screamed. As the pain grew in intensity his screams grew louder and louder.

Why had he come away from his mother? The sky into which he now looked, when he dared open his eyes, was empty and he had wandered away from all things human into an empty world. The world of crawling and flying things, the world of animals that went on all fours, he had thought so warm and safe, had now become dark and threatening. The little struggling winged beast on the grass nearby was but one of a vast army of winged things surrounding him on all sides. He wanted to get to his feet and run back through the wood and toward the women in the farm house but did not dare move.

There was nothing to do but this humiliating business of screaming and so, lying on his back in the lane and keeping his eyes closed, Tar continued screaming for what seemed to him hours. Now his lip was burning and was becoming large. He could feel it throbbing and pulsating with growth under his fingers. Growth then was a thing of terror and pain. What a fearful world, this into which he had been born.

Tar did not want to grow big like a horse or a man. He wanted someone to come. The world of growth was too empty and lonely. Now his screams were broken by sobs. Would no one ever come?

There was the sound of running feet in the lane. Two men, accompanied by the dog and the boy, had come from the field, the women had come from the house and the girls from the barn. All were running and calling to Tar but he did not dare look. When the farm woman reached him and had taken him into her arms he still kept his eyes closed and presently stopped screaming although his sobs came harder than ever.

There was a hurried consultation, many voices talking at once, and then one of the men stepped forward and lifting his head from the woman’s shoulder forced Tar’s hand away from his face.

“Why, look,” he said, “the little rabbit has been eating grass and has been stung by a bee.”

The farmer laughed, the hired man and the farm boy laughed and Tar’s sister and the farm girl shrieked with delight.

Tar kept his eyes closed and it seemed to him that the sobs that now shook his body went deeper and deeper. There was a place, far down inside, where the sobs started and it hurt more than his swollen lip. If the grass he had so painfully swallowed were now making something inside him grow and burn as his lip had grown how terrible that would be.

He buried his face on the farm woman’s shoulder and refused to look at the world. The farm boy had found the injured bee and was showing it to the girls. “He tried to eat it. He was eating grass,” he whispered and the girls shrieked again.

These terrible women!

Now his sister would go back to town and tell John. She would tell neighbor children who came to play in the Moorehead yard. The place inside Tar was hurting harder than ever.

The little party went along the lane through the woods and to the house. The great voyage alone that was to have utterly separated Tar from mankind, from the world that had no understanding, was retraced in but a few minutes. The two farm men and the boy had gone back to the field and the horse that had brought Tar out from town was hitched to the buggy and was standing tied to a post at the side of the house.

Tar would have his face washed and would be put into the buggy and taken back to town. The farm men and the boy he would not have to see again. The farm woman who had him in her arms had made his sister and the farm girl stop laughing but would his sister stop when she had got back to town and to his brother?

Alas, she was a woman and Tar had no faith. If women could only be more like men. The farm woman had taken him into the house, had washed the grass stains from his face and had applied a soothing lotion to his swollen lip but the thing inside kept on swelling and swelling.

In fancy he could hear his sister, his brother and the neighbor children whispering and giggling in the yard at home. Shut out from his mother by the presence of the younger babe in her arms and from the yard by malicious voices saying over and over, “The little rabbit tried to eat grass; he was stung by a bee,” where could he turn?

Tar did not know and could not think. He kept his face buried in the farm woman’s bosom and continued sobbing broken-heartedly.

Growing up, in anyway he could conceive of at the moment, seemed a terrible, if not impossible, task. For the moment he was glad enough to be a babe in the arms of the strange woman and in a place where there was no other babe [waiting to push him aside].


CHAPTER III
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MEN LIVE IN one world, women in another. People kept coming to the kitchen door to talk to Mary Moorehead when Tar was a small child. There was an old carpenter whose back had been hurt by a fall from a building and who was sometimes [a little] drunk. He did not enter the house but sat on the steps by the kitchen door and talked with the woman while she worked at her ironing board. A doctor also came. He was a tall thin man with strange looking hands. The hands were like old grape vines that cling to the trunks of trees. People’s hands, rooms in houses, the faces of fields were things the child did not forget. The old carpenter had short stumpy-looking fingers. The nails were black and broken. The fingers on the doctor[‘s hands] were like his mother’s, rather long. Afterward Tar used the doctor in several of his printed tales. When the boy grew up he did not remember exactly how the old doctor looked but his imagination had by that time invented a figure to take his place. What he got from the doctor, the old carpenter and from several of the women visitors was a sense of gentleness. They were all people defeated by life. Something had gone wrong with them as something had gone wrong with Tar’s mother.

Could it have been her marriage? He did not ask himself that question until long afterward. When he grew to be a man Tar found in an old trunk a diary kept by his father during his time in the war and immediately afterwards. The notes were short. For several days there would be nothing written and then the soldier had written page after page. He also had an inclination to be a scribbler.

All during the war there was something eating at the soldier’s conscience. Knowing his brothers would be enlisted on the Southern side he was beset by the notion that someday he might meet one of them in battle. Then, if nothing worse happened, he would be found out. How could he explain, “Well, the women were cheering, the flags flying, the bands playing.” When he fired a shot in a battle the bullet, flying across the space between the Northern and Southern men, might lodge in the breast of a brother or even in his father’s breast. Perhaps his father had also enlisted, on the Southern side. He had himself gone into the war without convictions, almost casually, because the men about him were going, for the sake of a captain’s uniform and a sword to hang at his side. If a man thought much about any war he wouldn’t go in — of course. As for the niggers — their being free men or slaves.... He had still the Southerner’s] attitude. If, walking in the street with Dick Moorehead, you had seen a negro woman who was in her own way beautiful, who walked with an easy care-free carriage, whose skin was in color a lovely golden brown, and had mentioned the fact of her beauty, Dick Moorehead would have looked at you with amazement in his eyes. “Beautiful! I say! My dear fellow! She is a nigger.” Looking at negroes Dick saw nothing. If a negro served his purpose, if he was amusing — very well. “I am a white man and a Southerner. I belong to the ruling race. We had an old black at home. You should have heard him play the pipes. Niggers are what they are. Only we Southerners understand them.”

The book kept by the soldier, during the war and later, was full of notes concerning women. Sometimes Dick Moorehead was a religious man, going regularly to church, and sometimes he was not. In one town, where he had lived immediately after the war, he was superintendent of a Sunday school and at another place taught the Bible class.

When he had become a grown man Tar looked at the [note] book filled with delight. He had quite forgotten his father was so naïve, so charmingly human and understandable. “I was at the Baptist Church and succeeded in taking Gertrude home. We went the long way by the bridge and stopped almost an hour. I tried to kiss her and at first she would not let me but later she did. Now I am in love with her.”

“On Wednesday evening Mable went past the shop. I closed up at once and followed her to the end of Main Street. Harry Thompson was after her and had got his boss to let him off, on some trumped up excuse. We were both sailing down the street but I got there first. I went home with her but her father and mother were still awake. They sat up until I had to go so I gained nothing. Her father is a fearful talker. He has got a new driving horse and talked and bragged about the horse all evening. For me the evening was a failure.”

Note after note of that sort in the diary kept by the young soldier after he had got home from the war and when he had begun his restless march from town to town. At last he had found, in one of the towns, the woman Mary and had married her. Life took on for him a new flavor. Having a wife and children he now sought the company of men.

In some of the towns into which Dick went after the war life went well enough but in others he was unhappy. For one thing, and although he had gone into the war on the Northern side, he would not forget the fact that he was a Southerner and therefore a Democrat. In one of the towns there was a half insane man the small boys used to tease. There he was, Dick Moorehead, the young merchant, the ex-officer in the army who, whatever his inner feeling may have been, had nevertheless fought for the preservation of the Union, who had helped hold together these United States, and there on the same street was that crazy man. The crazy man walked with his mouth hanging open and with a queer vacant look in his eyes. Winter or summer he wore no coat but went about in his shirt sleeves. He lived with a sister in a little house at the edge of the town and when let alone was harmless enough but when small boys, concealed behind trees or in the doorways of stores, shouted, calling him a “Democrat,” he became furiously angry. Running into the roadway he picked up stones and threw them recklessly. Once he broke a window in a store-front and his sister had to pay for it.

Was it not an insult to Dick? A Democrat indeed! When he wrote about it in his notebook his hand trembled. Being the only real Democrat in the town the cries of the small boys made him want to run and beat them. He kept his dignity, did not betray himself, but as soon as he could he sold his shop and moved on.

Well, the crazy man in his shirt sleeves was not really a Democrat, he wasn’t like Dick, a born Southerner. The word, picked up by the boys and repeated over and over, merely touched off his half-hidden insanity but for Dick the effect was something special. It made him feel that, although he had fought in a long and bitter war, he had fought in vain. “Such people,” he muttered to himself as he hurried away. When he had sold his shop he had to buy, in the next town, a somewhat smaller one. After the end of the war and his marriage Dick was constantly sliding down the financial hill.

For the child the man of the home, the father, is one thing and the mother quite another. The mother is something warm and safe toward which the child may go while the father is the one who goes out into the world. Now the house in which Tar lived was something he began to understand a little. Even though you live in many houses in many towns a house is a house. There are walls and rooms. You go through doors into a yard. There is a street with other houses and other children. You can see a long way along the street. On Saturday evenings, sometimes, a neighbor woman, who had been engaged for the purpose, came to care for the other children and Tar was permitted to go uptown with his mother.

Now Tar was five and his older brother John was ten. There was Robert, now three, and a new babe, always lying in a crib. Although the babe could do nothing but cry it already had a name. It was called Will and when she was at home was always in the mother’s arms. What a little pest! And to have a name too, a boy’s name! There was another Will in the street, a tall freckle-faced boy who sometimes came to the house to play with John. He called John “Jack” and John called him “Bill.” He could throw a ball like a shot. There was a trapeze John had hung from a tree and the boy named Will could hang by his toes. He went to school, as John and Margaret did, and had been in a fight with a boy two years older than himself. Tar had heard John speak of it. When John was not about he himself spoke of it to Robert, pretending he had seen the fight. Well, Bill had punched the boy, had knocked him down. He had given the boy a bloody nose. “You should have seen it.”

It was something right and proper that such a one should be named Will and be called Bill but a babe in a crib, a little thing always in its mother’s arms. What nonsense!

On Saturday nights, sometimes, Tar was permitted to go with his mother down into town. They could not start until the lights were lit. First of all the dishes had to be washed, Margaret helping, and then the baby had to be put to sleep.

What a fuss he made, the little wretch. Now, when he might so well have ingratiated himself with his brother [Tar] by being reasonable, he cried and cried. First Margaret had to hold him and then Tar’s mother had to take her turn. It was fun for Margaret. She could pretend she was a woman and girls like that. When there are no babies around they make them out of rags. They talk and scold and coo and hold the things in their arms. Tar was already dressed and so was his mother. The best part of going to town was the feeling of being alone with her. Nowdays that so seldom happened. The baby was spoiling everything. Pretty soon it would be too late to go, the stores would be closed. Tar moved restlessly about the front yard wanting to cry. If he did he would [have to stay at home]. He had to appear at ease, say nothing.

The neighbor woman came and the baby went to sleep. Now his mother had stopped to talk with the woman. They talked and talked. Tar had hold of his mother’s hand and kept pulling but she paid no attention. At last however they got into the street and into darkness.

Tar walked along holding his mother’s hand and took ten steps, twenty, a hundred. He and his mother had got through the gate and were walking on a sidewalk. They passed the Musgrave house, the Wellivers’ place. When they had got to the Rogers’ house and had turned a corner they would be safe. Then, if the baby cried, Tar’s mother could not hear.

He began to feel at ease. What a time for him. Now he was going out into the world, not with his sister — who had her own ways and thought too much of herself and her own desires — or with a neighbor woman in a buggy, a woman who could understand nothing, but with his mother. Mary Moorehead had put on her black Sunday dress. That was fine. When she wore the black dress she wore also a bit of white lace about the neck, and other bits about the wrists. The black dress made her look young and slender. The lace was fine and white. It was like cobweb. Tar wanted to touch it with his fingers but did not dare. He might tear it.

They walked past one street lamp and then another. Electric fights had not yet come and the streets of the Ohio town were lighted by kerosene lamps set on posts. They were far apart, at the street corners mostly, and between the lamps was darkness.

What fun to walk in darkness feeling safe. Going anywhere with his mother was to Tar like being at home and at the same time [being] abroad.

When he and his mother had got out of their own street the adventure began. The Mooreheads lived nowdays always in small houses in streets far out at the edges of towns but when they went to Main Street they went through streets fined with tall houses. The houses were set far back in lawns and great trees were growing along the sidewalks. There was a large white house with women and children sitting on a wide front porch and as Tar and his mother passed a carriage with a negro driver came out at a driveway. The woman and child had to stand aside to let it pass.

What a princely place. The white house had at least ten rooms and lamps of its own hanging from the ceiling on the front porch. There was a girl of about Margaret’s age dressed all in white. The carriage, Tar saw the negro driving, could go right into the house. There was a porte-cochère. His mother told him. What splendor!

[What a world this into which Tar had come.] The Mooreheads were poor and were getting every year poorer but that Tar did not know. He did not ask himself why his mother, he thought so beautiful, had but one good dress and walked while another woman rode in a carriage, why the Mooreheads lived in a small house through the cracks of which the snow sifted during the winter while others were in warm brightly-lighted houses.

The world was the world and he was seeing it, his mother’s hand in his. They passed other street lamps, went through other dark places and now they had turned a corner and there was Main Street.

Now life had indeed begun. How many lights, how many people! To the town droves of country people had come for the Saturday night and the street was filled with horses, wagons and buggies. [What a lot to see.]

Young fellows with red faces, who all week had been at work in corn fields, had come into town dressed in their best clothes and wearing white collars. Some of them rode alone while others, more fortunate, had girls with them. They hitched their horses to posts along the street and walked on the sidewalk. Grown men went clattering through the street on horseback and women stood talking at the doors of stores.

The Mooreheads were living for the moment in quite a large town. It was a county seat and there was a square and a court house past which the main street ran. Well, there were stores on the side streets too.

A patent medicine seller had come to town and had set up his stand at a corner. He bawled in a loud voice, inviting [the] people to stop and hear him and for a few minutes Mary Moorehead and Tar stood at the edge of the crowd. There was a sputtering torchlight at the end of a pole and two negro men who sang the songs. Tar remembered one of the verses. What did it mean?

 

The white man he lives in a big brick house, 

The yellow man wants to do the same, 

The old black man lives in the county jail, 

But he’s got a brick house just the same.

 

When the black men sang the verses the crowd whooped with delight and Tar also laughed. Well, he laughed because he was so excited. His eyes shone with excitement [now]. When he grew to be a man he would spend all his time in the midst of crowds. He and his mother moved off along the street, the child clinging to the woman’s hand. He did not dare wink for fear of missing something. [Again] the Moorehead house seemed miles away, in another world. Now even the baby could not come between him and his mother. The little wretch might cry [and cry] but [he need not care], John Moorehead, his brother, was almost grown [up]. On Saturday evenings he sold newspapers on Main Street. He sold a paper called the Cincinnati Enquirer and another called the Chicago Blade. The Blade had brightly colored pictures and sold for five cents.

There was a man leaning over a pile of money on a table and another fierce-looking man was creeping up on him with an open knife in his hand.

A wild-looking woman was about to throw a baby off a [high] bridge to [the] rocks [far] below but a boy rushed forward and saved the babe.

Now a train rushed around a curve in the mountains and four men on horseback and with guns in their hands were waiting. They had piled rocks and trees on the tracks.

Well, they intended to force the train to stop and then rob it. It was Jesse James and his band. Tar had heard his brother John explain the pictures to the boy Bill. Later when no one was about he had looked long and long. Looking at the pictures made him dream bad dreams at night but during the day [time] they were wonderfully exciting.

It was fun, during the daytime, to imagine yourself a part of the adventures that went on in life, in the world of men. The people who bought John’s papers sure got a lot for five cents. Why, you could take such a scene and change it all about.

What you did was to sit on the porch of your house and close your eyes. John and Margaret had gone to school, the baby and Robert were both asleep. The baby slept well enough when Tar did not want to go somewhere with his mother.

You sat on the porch of the house and closed your eyes. Your mother was ironing. Damp clean clothes being ironed made a nice smell. That old crippled carpenter, who could not work any more, who had been a soldier and drew what was called a “pension,” was on the back porch of the house talking. He was telling [Tar’s] mother of buildings on which he had worked when he was young.

He told of how log cabins were built in the forest when the country was new and of how men went out to shoot wild turkey and deer.

It was fun enough to hear the old carpenter talk but more fun to make up your own talk, build your own world.

The colored pictures in the papers John sold on Saturdays had become indeed alive. In fancy Tar had grown to be a man and what a brave one. He took part in all of the desperate scenes, changed them about, thrust himself into the very midst of the swirl and hurly-burly of life.

A world of grown people moving about and Tar Moorehead among them. Somewhere in the crowd on the street John was now running about selling his papers. He [pushed] them under people’s noses, showed the colored pictures. Like a grown man John went into saloons, into the stores, into the court house.

Soon now, Tar himself would be grown. It could not possibly take very long. How long though the days sometimes seemed.

With his mother he threaded his way through the crowd. Men and women spoke to his mother. A tall man did not see Tar and knocked against him. Then another very tall man with a pipe in his mouth gave him a regular bang.

The man wasn’t so nice. He apologized and gave Tar a nickel but that did not do any good. It was the way he did it that hurt more than the bang. Some men think a child is only a child.

And now they had got off Main Street and into the one where Dick had his shop. There were plenty of people on Saturday nights. Across the street was a two-storied building in which a dance was being held. It was a square dance and a man’s voice was calling off. “Do-se-do. Gentlemen all lead to the right. Balance all.” The whining voices of fiddles, laughter, many voices talking.

[Into the shop they went.] Dick Moorehead was as yet able to put on some style. He had still the watch with the heavy silver chain and for the Saturday evening’s rush had been shaved and had waxed his mustache. A silent old man, much like the carpenter who came to visit Tar’s mother, was employed in the shop and was there now at work, seated on his wooden horse. He was sewing a strap.

It seemed to Tar that the life led by his father was something magnificent. When the woman and the child came into the shop Dick ran at once to a drawer and taking out a handful of money offered it to his wife. It may have been all the money he had but that Tar did not know. Money was something with which you bought things. You had it or you did not have it.

As for Tar he had money of his own. He had the nickel the man on the street had given him. When the man had banged him and had given him the nickel his mother had asked sharply, “Well, Edgar, what do you say?” and he had replied by looking at the man and saying rudely, “Give me some more.” It had made the man laugh but Tar had not seen the sense of his laughing. The man had been rude and he had been rude too. His mother was hurt. It was [very] easy to hurt his mother.

In the shop Tar was seated on a chair at the back and his mother was on another chair. She had taken but a few of the coins offered by Dick.

Again there was talk. Grown people are always indulging in talk. A half dozen farmers were in the shop and when Dick had offered the money to his wife he did it with a flourish. Dick did everything with a flourish. That was his nature. He said something about the cost of women and children. He was being rude like the man on the street but Dick’s being rude never [mattered]. He [did not] mean what he said.

[And] anyway Dick was a man of affairs.

How he bustled about. Men kept coming into the shop bringing harnesses and throwing them down with a bang on the floor. The men talked and Dick [also] talked. He talked more than all the others. At the back of the shop there was only Tar, his mother and the old man on the horse sewing the strap. The man was like the carpenter and the doctor who came to the house when Tar was at home. He was small and shy and spoke timidly, asking Mary Moorehead about the other children and the baby. Presently he got off the bench and coming to Tar gave him another nickel. How rich Tar was getting. This time he did not wait for his mother to ask but said at once what he knew he should say.

Tar’s mother had gone away and left him in the shop. Men came and went. They talked. With some of the men Dick went out into the street. A business man who has taken an order for a new harness is expected to set-em-up. Each time when he came back from such a trip Dick’s eyes shone more brightly and the mustache stood out straighter. He came and stroked Tar’s hair.

“He’s a bright one,” he said. Well, Dick was bragging [again].

It was better when he talked to the others. He told jokes and the men laughed. When the men were doubled up with laughter Tar and the old harness maker on the horse looked at each other and also laughed. It was as though the old man had said, “We’re out of it, my boy. You are too young and I am too old.” As a matter of fact the old man said nothing [at all]. It was all imagined. All the best things for a boy are always imagined. You sit in a chair at the back of your father’s shop on a Saturday night while your mother goes to the stores and such thoughts you have. There is the sound of the fiddle in the dance hall outside in the street and the nice sound of men’s voices far away. At the front of the shop there is a hanging lamp and harnesses are hanging on the walls. All is neat and in order. Harnesses have silver buckles, they have buckles of brass. Solomon had a temple and in the temple were shields of brass. There were vessels of silver and gold. Solomon was the wisest man in the world.

In a harness shop on a Saturday evening the oil lamps hanging from the ceiling sway a little. Everywhere bits of brass and silver. The lamps, when they sway, make tiny lights appear and disappear. The lights dance, men’s voices are heard, there is laughter, the sound of a fiddle. In the street outside people are walking up and down.


CHAPTER IV
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FOR THE BOY as for the man there is the world of fancy and the world of facts. Sometimes the world of facts is very grim.

Solomon had vessels of silver, he had vessels of gold, but Tar Moorehead’s father was not a Solomon. Within a year after the Saturday evening when Tar sat in his father’s shop seeing the bright glitter of the buckles in the swaying lights the shop had been sold to pay Dick’s debts and the Mooreheads were living in another town.

All summer Dick had been working as a house painter but now cold weather had come and he had got a job. He was now but a workman in a harness shop and sat on the harness maker’s horse sewing straps. The silver watch and the watch chain were gone.

The Mooreheads lived in a mean little house and all through the fall Tar had been ill. As the fall advanced there was a time of bitter cold days and then there came a period of soft [warm] days.

Tar sat on the porch wrapped in a blanket. Now the corn in distant fields was in shocks and the other crops had been hauled away. In a small field near at hand where the corn crop had not been good a farmer had gone into the field to pick the corn and then had turned cows into the field to nibble at the stalks. In the woods the red and yellow leaves were falling fast. With every gust of wind they flew like brightly colored birds across the field of Tar’s vision. In the com field the cows making their way among the dry standing corn stalks made a low crashing sound.

Dick Moorehead had names Tar had never heard before. One day when he sat on the porch of the house a man with a board balanced across his shoulder came along the road past the house and seeing Dick Moorehead coming out at the front door stopped and spoke to him. He called Dick Moorehead “Major.”

“Hello, Major,” he shouted.

The man’s hat was tilted jauntily on the side of his head and he smoked a pipe. After he and Dick had gone off along the road together Tar got up out of his chair. It was one of the days when he felt quite strong. The sun was shining.

Going around the house he found a board fallen out of a fence and tried to carry it as had the man in the road, balancing it on his shoulder as he walked up and down a path in the back yard, but it fell and an end of it hit him on the side of the head raising a large bump.

Tar went back to sit alone on the front porch. There was to be a new baby in the house. He had heard his father and mother speak of it at night. With three children in the house younger than himself it was time he grew up.

His father was called “Captain” and “Major.” Tar’s mother sometimes called her husband “Richard.” How grand to be a man and have so many names.

Tar had begun to wonder if he would ever be a man. How long to wait! How annoying to be sick and not [to be] able to go to school.

Nowdays, immediately after he had bolted his food, Dick Moorehead hurried away from the house. At night he did not come home until all had gone to bed. In the new town he had joined a brass band and belonged to several lodges. When he did not have to work in the shop at night there was always a lodge to attend. Although his clothes had grown shabby Dick wore two or three brightly colored badges in the lapel of his coat and on special days gayly colored ribbons.

One Saturday evening when Dick came home from the shop something had happened.

All the house felt it. It was dark in the street outside and the evening meal had been waiting for a long time. When at last the children of the house heard their father’s footsteps on the sidewalk that led from the gate to the front door all became silent.

How very strange. The footsteps came along the hard road outside and then stopped before the house. Now the front gate had opened and Dick was going around the house to the kitchen door where all the rest of the Moorehead family were sitting and waiting. It was one of the days when Tar felt strong and [he] had come to the table. When the footsteps were still in the road outside his mother stood silently in the middle of the room but as they moved about the house she hurried to the stove. When Dick came to the kitchen door she did not look at him and all through the evening meal, eaten in a strange new kind of silence, she did not speak to her husband or to the children.

Dick had been drinking. Many times when he came home during that fall he had been drinking but the children had never before seen him when he was really off balance. When he had come along the road and the path that led around the house all of the children had recognized his footsteps that were at the same time not his footsteps. There was something wrong. All in the house felt it. Each step was taken uncertainly. The man had, quite deliberately perhaps, surrendered something of himself to some power outside himself. He had surrendered control over his faculties, his mind, his fancy, his tongue, the muscles of his own body. He was for the time quite helpless in the hands of something his children could not understand. There was a kind of assault upon the spirit of the house. At the kitchen door he a little lost control over himself and had to catch himself quickly, his hand on the door frame.

When he got into the room and had put aside his hat he went at once to where Tar sat. “Well, well, how are you little monkey?” he cried, standing before Tar’s chair and laughing, a little foolishly. No doubt he felt the eyes of all the others upon him, felt the frightened silence of the room.

To pass it off he took Tar up in his arms and tried to go toward his place at the head of the table, to sit at the table. He almost fell. “How big you are getting,” he said to Tar. He did not look at his wife.

Being in his father’s arms was like being in the top of a tree pitched and tossed by a wind. When Dick had managed to get his balance again he got to the chair and sitting down put his cheek against Tar’s. For several days he had not shaved and there was a half grown beard that hurt Tar’s face and his father’s long mustache was wet. His breath smelled of something strange and pungent. The smell made Tar a little ill but he did not cry. He was too frightened to cry.

The fright of the child, of all the children in the room, was something special. The feeling of discouragement that had for months brooded over the house had come to a head. Dick’s drunkenness was a kind of assertion. “Well life has proven to be too much of a job. I shall let things go. There is a man in me and there is something else. I have tried being a man but I cannot make it. Look at me. Now I have become what I am. How do you like it?”

Watching his chance Tar crept out of his father’s arms and went to sit near his mother. All of the children of the household had instinctively edged their chairs along the floor so that the father was left quite alone, with a wide open space on either side. Tar felt feverishly strong. His brain was making strange pictures, one after the other.

He kept thinking of trees. Now his father was like a tree in the middle of a great open meadow, a tree tossed by a wind, a wind all the others, standing at the edge of the meadow, could not feel.

The strange man who had suddenly come into the house was Tar’s father and was at the same time not his father. The man’s hands kept making uncertain movements. There were baked potatoes for supper and he tried to begin serving the children by sticking a fork into a potato but missed and the fork struck on the side of the dish. It made a sharp metallic sound. He tried two or three times and then Mary Moorehead, getting up from her place, walked around the table and took the dish away. Having been served all began eating in silence.

The silence was unbearable to Dick. There was a kind of accusation in it. All of life, now that he was married and the father of children, was a kind of accusation. “There is too much accusation. A man is what he is. You are expected to grow up, be a man, but what if you are not made that way?”

It was true Dick drank, that he did not save money, but other men were that way. “There is a lawyer in this very town who gets drunk two or three times every week but you look at him. He is successful. He makes money and dresses well. With me everything is a muddle. To tell the truth I made a mistake in being a soldier and going back on my father and brothers. I have always been making mistakes. Being a man is not so easy as it seems.

“I made a mistake when I married. I love my wife but I have been able to do nothing for her. Now she shall see me as I am. My children shall see me as I am. What do I care?”

Dick had worked himself into a state. He began to talk, addressing not his children or his wife but the kitchen stove that stood in a corner of the room. The children were eating in silence. All had grown white.

Tar turned to look at the stove. How odd, he thought, that a grown man should be talking to a stove. It was a thing such as a child like himself might have done when alone in a room but a man was a man. As his father talked he saw in fancy and quite distinctly the faces of people appearing and disappearing in the darkness back of the stove. The faces, called into being by the voice of his father, emerged quite distinctly out of the darkness back of the stove and then as rapidly disappeared. They danced in the air, became large and then small.

Dick Moorehead talked as though making a speech. There were certain men who, when he lived in another town and owned a harness shop, when he was a man of business and not, as now, a mere workman, had not paid for harnesses bought in his shop. “How can I get along if they do not pay?” he asked aloud. Now he held a small baked potato balanced on the end of a fork and began waving it about. Tar’s mother was looking at her plate but his brother John, his sister Margaret and his younger brother Robert were all looking at their father with staring eyes. As for Tar’s mother, when something happened she did not [understand or of which she did not] approve she went about the house with a strange lost look in her eyes. The eyes frightened. They frightened Dick Moorehead as well as the children. All became self-conscious, afraid. It was as though she had been struck a blow and when you looked at her you felt at once that your hand had delivered the blow.

The room in which the Mooreheads now sat was lighted only by a small oil lamp on the table and by the glow from the stove. As it was already late in the fall darkness had come. In the kitchen stove were many cracks through which ashes and bits of burning coal sometimes fell. The stove was bound together with wires. The Mooreheads were indeed very hard up just at that time. They had reached the low stage in all the memories Tar afterward kept of his childhood.

Dick Moorehead declared his position in life a terrible one. In the house [sitting] at the table he kept looking into the darkness back of the kitchen stove and thinking of the men who owed him money. “Look at me. I am in a certain position. Well I have a wife and children. I have these children to feed and men owe me money they do not pay. I am down and out and they laugh at me. I want to do my part like a man but how can I manage?”

The drunken man began calling out a long list of names of men who he declared owed him money and Tar listened filled with wonder. It was an odd circumstance that when he grew to be a man and became a writer of tales Tar remembered many of the names called out by his father that evening. Many of them were afterwards attached to characters in stories of his.

His father called off names and condemned the men who had not paid for harnesses bought when he was prosperous and owned a shop of his own but Tar did not afterward connect the names with his father or with any injustice done to his father.

Something had happened [to Tar]. [Tar] sat on a chair near his mother facing the stove in the corner.

Light appeared and disappeared on the wall. As Dick talked he held the small baked potato balanced on the end of a fork.

The baked potato made dancing shadows on the face of the wall.

The outline of faces began to appear. As Dick Moorehead talked a movement began in the shadows.

One by one the names were called and then the faces appeared. Where had Tar seen the faces before? They were the faces of men seen passing the Moorehead house, faces seen traveling on trains, faces seen from the seat of the buggy that time Tar went into the country.

There was a man with a gold tooth and an old man with his hat pulled down over his eyes and these were followed by others. The man who had balanced the board on his [shoulder] and who had called Tar’s father “the Major” came out of the shadows to stand looking at Tar. The illness from which Tar had been suffering and from which he had begun to recover was now coming back. The cracks in the stove made dancing lights on the floor.

The faces Tar saw emerging so suddenly out of darkness and then so quickly disappearing he did not connect with his father. Each face as it appeared had for him a life of its own.

His father kept talking in the thick angry voice and the faces kept appearing and disappearing. The meal progressed but Tar did not eat. The faces seen in the shadows did not frighten, they filled the child with wonder.

He sat by the table looking occasionally at his angry father and from him to the men who had so mysteriously come into the room. How glad he was his mother was there. Did the others see what he saw?

The faces now dancing on the walls of the room were the faces of men. Sometime he would himself be a man. He watched and waited but as his father talked did not connect the faces with the words of condemnation that were coming from his lips.

Jim Gibson, Curtis Brown, Andrew Hartnett, Jacob Wills — men of an Ohio countryside, who had bought harnesses of a small harness maker and then had not paid. Names were themselves something to think about. Names were like houses, they were like pictures people hang on the walls of a room. When you see a picture you do not see what the man saw who painted the picture. When you go into a house you do not feel what the people feel who live in the house.

Names called out make a certain impression. Sounds also make pictures. There are too many pictures. When you are a child and ill the pictures crowd in upon each other too fast.

Now that he was ill Tar sat too much alone. On rainy days he sat by a window inside the house and on fair days sat on a chair on the porch.

His illness had made him habitually silent. All during his illness Tar’s older brother John and his sister Margaret had been kind. John, who nowdays had much business going on, in the yard and in the road, and who was often visited by other boys, came to bring him marbles and Margaret came to sit with him and tell him happenings at school.

Tar sat staring about and saying nothing. How could he tell anyone what was going on inside? There was too much going on inside. With his weak body he could do nothing but inside his body there was intense activity.

Something peculiar there was, down inside, something constantly being torn apart and then joined together again. Tar did not understand and never did understand.

For one thing everything kept going far away. There was a tree at the side of the road before the Moorehead house that kept coming out of the ground and floating away into the sky. Tar’s mother came to sit in the room with him. She was always at work. When she was not bending over the wash tub or over the ironing board, she was sewing. She also, the chair in which she sat, even the walls of the room, seemed to float away. Something inside Tar struggled constantly to bring everything back and put everything in its place. If things would only stay in their places how calm and nice life would be.

Tar knew nothing of death but was afraid. Things that should be small became large, things that should remain large became small. Often Tar’s own hands, white and small, seemed to leave his arms and float away. They floated away over the tops of the trees seen through the window, almost disappeared into the sky.

Not to have everything disappear was Tar’s problem. It was a problem he could not explain to anyone, and absorbed him completely. Often the tree that had come out of the ground and had floated away became merely a black dot in the sky but it was his problem not to lose sight of it. If it happened that you lost sight of the tree you lost sight of everything. Tar did not know why that was true but it was. Grimly he held on.

If he held on the tree would come back, everything would come back. Someday he would get all adjusted again.

If Tar held on things would at last be all right. Of that he was quite sure.

The faces in the street before the houses in which the Mooreheads had lived had sometimes floated across the fancy of the sick boy as now in the kitchen of the Moorehead house the faces were floating on the wall back of the stove.

Tar’s father kept calling new names and new faces kept coming. Tar had grown very white.

The faces on the wall appeared and disappeared faster than ever. Tar’s white small hands gripped the edges of his chair.

Had it become a test for him to follow with his fancy all of the faces, must he keep track of them as he did of the trees when they seemed to float into the sky?

The faces had become a whirling mass. His father’s voice seemed far away.

Something slipped. Tar’s hands that had been gripping so tightly the edges of his chair let go their hold and with a little sigh he slipped from the chair to the floor, into the darkness.


CHAPTER V
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IN THE TENEMENT districts of American cities, among the poor in small towns, strange things to be seen by a boy. Most of the houses in small Middle-western towns are without dignity. They are cheaply made, thrown together. The walls are thin. Everything was done in a hurry. What goes on in one room is known to the child who is ill in the next room. Well, he knows nothing. What he feels is another matter. He cannot tell what he feels.

At times Tar resented his father as he resented the fact of younger children. While he was still weak with illness, that time after the drunken episode, his mother was pregnant. He did not know the word, did not know definitely that another child was coming. Still he did know.

Sometimes, on warm clear days, he sat in a rocking-chair on the front porch. At night he lay on a cot in a room next to the father and mother’s room, downstairs. John, Margaret and Robert were asleep upstairs. The baby lay in the bed with the father and mother. There was another baby in there, not born yet.

Tar had already seen things, heard things.

Before he became ill his mother was tall and slender. When she worked in the kitchen there was a babe lying on a chair, among pillows. For a time the baby fed at the breast. Then he began feeding from a bottle.

What a little pig! The eyes of the baby were screwed up in a peculiar way. He was crying before he got the bottle and then, when he had got it into his mouth, he stopped at once. The tiny face got red. When the bottle was empty the baby slept.

When there is a baby in the house there are always unpleasant smells. Women and girls do not mind.

When your mother becomes suddenly round like a barrel there is a reason. John and Margaret knew. It had happened before. Some children do not apply what they see and hear going on around them to their [own] lives. Others do. The three older children did not speak to each other of what was in the air. Robert was too young to know.

When you are a child and ill, as Tar was at that time, you get human things all mixed up in the mind with the animal life about. Cats screamed at night, cows bawled in the barns, dogs ran in packs along the road before the house. Something always stirring — in people, in animals, trees, flowers, grasses. How are you going to tell what is gross, what is fine? Kittens were born, calves, colts. Neighbor women had babies. A woman who lived near the Mooreheads had two at one time [ — twins]. Judging from what people said hardly anything more tragic [than that] could happen.

Boys in small towns, after they begin going to school, write things on fences with chalk they steal from the schoolroom. They make pictures on the sides of barns and on the sidewalks.

Even before he began going to school Tar [knew things]. [How had he found out?] His being ill may have made him more [aware]. There was a queer feeling down inside — fear growing [in him]. His mother, his own relation to the tall woman going about the Moorehead house doing her housework, was in some way involved.

Tar’s being ill made things difficult. He could not run about the yard, play ball, go off on adventurous trips to nearby fields. When the baby had his bottle and was asleep his mother brought her sewing and sat beside him. All was still in the house. If things could only stay like that. Now and then her hand stroked his hair and when she stopped he wanted to ask her to go on doing it always but could not get his lips to form the words.

Two boys of the town, John’s age, went one day to a place where a small creek crossed a street. There was a wooden bridge with cracks between the boards and the boys crawled down under the bridge and lay quietly for a long time. They wanted to see something. Afterwards they came into the Moorehead yard and talked to John. Their being under the bridge had something to do with women crossing above. When they came to the Moorehead house Tar was sitting among pillows in the sun on the front porch and when they began to talk he pretended to be asleep. The boy who told John about the adventure whispered when he came to the important part but to Tar, who lay back among the pillows with his eyes closed, just the sound of the boy’s voice whispering was like cloth being torn. It was like a curtain being torn so that you stand facing — what? [Nakedness perhaps. It takes time and maturity to get strength to face nakedness. Some never get it. Why should they? The dream may be more important than the fact. It depends on what you want.]

On another day Tar was in the same chair on the porch and Robert was playing in the street [outside]. He went off down the road to where there was a field and presently came running back. In the field he had seen something he wanted Tar to see. He could not tell what it was but his eyes were large and round and he whispered one word over and over. “Come, come on,” he whispered and Tar got up out of the chair and went with him.

Tar was at that time so weak that as he hurried along at Robert’s heels he had to stop several times to sit beside the road. Robert danced restlessly about in the dust in the middle of the road. “What is it?” Tar kept asking but his younger brother could not tell. If Mary Moorehead had not been so occupied with the babe already born and the one about to be born she might have kept Tar at home. Among so many children one child gets lost.

The two children came to the edge of a field surrounded by a rail fence. Elders and berry bushes grew thick between the fence and the road and they were in bloom [now]. Tar and his brother crawled in among the bushes and looked through the fence, between the rails.

What they saw was startling enough. No wonder Robert was excited. A sow had just given birth to a litter of pigs. It must have happened while Robert was running to the house [to bring Tar].

The mother pig stood facing the road and the two [wide-eyed] children. Tar could look directly into her eyes. It was all a part of the day’s work with her, a part of the female pig’s life. It happened just as the trees happened to put on green leaves in the spring, just as the berry bushes happened to bloom and later bear fruit.

Only with trees, grasses, berry bushes, things were hidden from sight. Trees and bushes did not have eyes across which the shadows of pain flitted.

The mother pig stood for a moment and then lay down. She still [seemed looking] directly at Tar. There was something on the grass beside her, a squirming mass of life. The secret inner life of pigs was being revealed to [the children]. The mother pig had stiff white hairs growing on her nose and her eyes were heavy with weariness. Often Tar’s mother’s eyes looked like that. The children were so near the [mother] pig that Tar could have put out his hand and touched her hairy snout. Always, after that morning, he remembered the look in [her] eyes, the squirming things beside her. When he grew to be a man and was himself tired or ill he walked in city streets and saw [many] people with that look in their eyes. People crowded into city streets, into tenements in cities, were like squirming things on the grass at the edge of an Ohio field. When he turned his eyes to the sidewalk or closed them for a moment he saw again a mother pig trying to stand on her trembling legs, lying down on the grass and then getting wearily up.

For a moment Tar watched the scene before him and then, lying down on the grass under the elders, closed his eyes. His brother Robert went away. He crawled away to where the bushes grew thicker, already looking for some new adventure.

Time passed. The elders in bloom beside the fence were very fragrant and bees came in swarms. They made a droning soft sound in the air above Tar’s head. He felt very weak and sick and wondered if he would be able to make his way back [home]. As he lay thus a man came along the road and, as though sensing the boy’s presence under the bushes, stopped and stood staring.

The man was a half witted fellow who lived several doors away from the Mooreheads and on the same street. He was thirty years old but had the mind of a child of four. All Middle-western towns have such fellows. All their lives they remain gentle or one of them becomes suddenly vicious. In small towns they live with relatives who are usually working people and [they] are neglected by everyone. People give them old clothes, too large or too small for their bodies.

[Well, they are of no use. They earn nothing. They must be fed and have a place to sleep until they die.]

The half witted man did not see Tar. He may have heard the mother pig moving about in the field beyond the bushes. Now she had got to her feet and the little pigs — five of them — were being cleansed and prepared for life. Already they were at the business of being fed. When feeding little pigs make a sound like a baby. They screw up their eyes in the same way. Their faces get red and after they have been fed they sleep.

Some sense in feeding little pigs. They grow big rapidly and may be sold for money.

The half witted man stood looking toward the field. Life may be a comedy half witted people understand. The man opened his mouth and laughed softly. In Tar’s memory the scene and the moment remained unique. It seemed to him afterward that, at the moment, the sky overhead, the bushes with their blossoms, the bees droning in the air, even the ground on which he lay had begun to laugh.

[And then] the new [Moorehead] baby was born. It happened at night. Such things usually do. Tar was in the front room of the [Moorehead] house, wide awake, but he managed to create the impression that he was asleep.

At first, that night when it began, there was the sound of someone groaning. It did not sound like Tar’s mother. She never groaned. Then someone moved restlessly in the bed in the next room. Dick Moorehead [was awake]. “Had I better get up?” A low voice answered and there was another groan. Dick hurried about getting into his clothes. He came into the front room, carrying a lamp, and stood by Tar’s cot. “He’s asleep in [here]. Had I better wake him up and take him upstairs?” More whispered words intercepted by [more] groans. The lamp in the bedroom shed a faint light through the open door into the room.

They had decided to let him remain. Dick put on his overcoat and went out the back way, through the kitchen door. He had put on the coat because it was raining. The rain made a steady pounding sound on the side of the house. Tar could hear his footsteps on the boards leading round the house to the front gate. The boards were merely thrown on the ground and some of them had become old and warped. When you stepped on them you had to be careful. In the darkness Dick had bad luck. There was a low muttered curse. He was standing [out there] in the rain rubbing his shin. Tar heard his footsteps on the sidewalk outside and then the sound grew faint. It could not be heard above the steady sound of the rain on the side walls of the house.

[°Tar lay], listening intensely. He was like a young quail crouched [down] under leaves when a dog is ranging a field. Not a muscle of his body moved. In a household like the Mooreheads’ a child does not run instinctively to the mother. Love, warmth, the natural expression of [tenderness], all such [impulses] are buried away. Tar had to live his own life, lie quiet and wait. Most Middle-western families [of the old days] were like that.

Tar lay [in the bed] listening [a long time]. His mother groaned softly. She stirred [about] in her bed. What was going on?

Tar knew because he had seen the pigs born in the field, [he] knew because what was happening in the Moorehead house was always happening in some house on a street in which the Mooreheads lived. It happened to neighbor women and to horses, to dogs, to cows. Chickens, turkeys and birds got born out of eggs. That was much better. The mother bird did not groan with pain [while it was going on].

It would have been better[Tar thought,] if he had not seen the thing in the field, if he had not seen the look of pain in a mother pig’s eyes. His own illness had been something special. His body was weak sometimes but there was no pain. It was a thing of dreams, of distorted dreams that would not come to an end. He always, when the bad times were on, had to hold onto something to keep from falling [away] into nothingness, into some black cold [dismal] place.

If Tar had not seen the mother pig in the field, if older boys had not come into the yard and talked [to John]....

The mother pig, standing in the field, had a look of pain in her eyes. She made a sound that was like a groan.

She had long dirty white hairs on her nose.

The sound coming from the nearby room did not seem to come from Tar’s mother. She was to him something lovely. [Birth was ugly, shocking. It could not be her.] [“He clung to that thought. What was going on was shocking. It could not happen to her.] That was a comforting thought [when it came]. He held onto [the thought]. There was a trick his illness had taught him. When [he felt he was] about to fall into darkness, into nothingness, [he] just hung on. There was something inside him that helped.

Once that night, during the period of waiting, Tar crept out of bed. He was quite sure his mother was not in the next room, that it was not her he heard groaning [in there] but he wanted to be [quite sure]. He would creep to the door and look. When he had got his feet to the floor and stood upright the groans in the room stopped. “Well, you see,” [he told himself.] “what I heard was just made up.” He got silently back into bed and the groans started again.

His father came with the doctor. He had never been to the house before. Such things happen unexpectedly. The doctor you plan to get is out of town. He had gone off to [a] patient in the country. You do the best you can.

The doctor [who had come] was a large man with a great voice. He came into the house with his booming voice and a neighbor woman also came. Tar’s father came and closed the door that led into the bedroom.

Again he got out of bed but did not go toward the door leading to the bedroom. He knelt beside the cot and felt around until he had got hold of the pillow and then buried his face. He pressed the pillow against his cheeks. In that way it was possible to shut out all sounds.

What Tar achieved [by pressing the soft pillow against his ear, by burying his face in the worn pillow] was a sense of nearness to his mother. She could not be in the next room groaning. Where was she? Birth was a thing belonging to the world of pigs, [to] cows and horses[and to other women]. What was happening in the next room was not happening to her. His own breath, after his face had been for a few moments buried in the pillow, made [it] a warm place. The dreary sound of the rain outside the house, the booming sound of the doctor’s voice, the queer apologetic voice of his father, the neighbor woman’s voice — all sounds were shut out. His mother had gone away somewhere but he could hold onto his [own] thoughts of her. It was a trick his illness had taught him.

Once or twice, since he had been old enough to be conscious of such things, and in particular since he had been ill, his mother had taken him into her arms and had pressed his face [down thus] against her body. That was at a moment when the younger baby in the house was asleep. If there were no babies it would happen oftener.

With his face buried in the pillow, his arms embracing it, he achieved the illusion.

[Well, he] did not want his mother to have another baby. He did not want her lying groaning in a bed. He wanted her in the dark [front] room with himself.

In fancy he [could bring] her there. When you have an illusion hang on[to it].

Tar hung on grimly. Time passed. When at last he lifted his face from the pillow all was quiet in the house. The silence frightened him a little. Now he thought himself quite convinced nothing had happened.

He went softly to the bedroom door and opened it softly.

There was a lamp on a table and his mother was lying in the bed with her eyes closed. She was very white. Dick Moorehead was in the kitchen sitting in a chair by the stove. He had got wet going out into the rain and was drying his clothes.

The neighbor woman had water in a pan and was washing something.

Tar stood by the door until the new baby cried. It had to be dressed now. Now it would begin to wear clothes. It would not be like a little pig, a puppy, a kitten. Its clothes would not grow on it. It would have to be taken care of, dressed, washed. After a time it would begin to dress itself, wash itself. Tar already did that.

Now he could accept the fact of the new baby. It was the matter of being born he could not bear. Now it was done. [Nothing to do about it now.]

He stood by the door trembling and when the baby cried his mother opened her eyes. It had cried before but with the pillow pressed against his ears Tar had not heard. His father sitting in the kitchen did not move [or look up]. He sat staring at the lighted stove[, a discouraged looking figure]. Steam arose from his [wet] clothes.

Nothing moved but the eyes of Tar’s mother and he did not know whether or not she saw him standing there. The eyes seemed to be looking reproachfully at him and he backed softly out of the room into the darkness [of the front room].

In the morning Tar went into the bedroom with John, Robert and Margaret. Margaret went at once to the new baby. She kissed it. Tar did not look. He, John and Robert stood at the foot of the bed and said nothing. There was something stirring, under the covers, beside the mother. They were told it was a boy.

They went outside. After the rain of the night the morning was bright and clear. Fortunately for John a boy of his own age came along the street and he called to him and hurried off.

Robert went into the woodshed at the back of the house. He had [some sort of] business going on in there with wooden blocks.

Well, he was all right and so was Tar [now]. The worst was over. Dick Moorehead would go uptown and into a saloon. He had been through a hard night and would want a drink. While he was drinking he would tell the bartender the news and the bartender would smile. John would tell the neighbor boy. It might be he already knew. Such news travels fast in a small town. [For a few days] the boys and the father would alike be [half] ashamed, [with] a kind of queer secret shame, and then it would pass off.

In time they would [all] accept the new baby as one of themselves.

Tar was weak from his night’s adventure but so also was his mother. John and Robert felt the same way. [It had been a strange hard night in the house and now that it was over Tar was relieved.] He wouldn’t have to think about it [again]. A baby is just a baby but [to a boy] an unborn baby in the house is something [he is glad to see come out into the light].


PART II
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CHAPTER VI
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HENRY FULTON WAS a thick-shouldered, thick-headed boy much larger than Tar. They lived in the same part of an Ohio town and when Tar went to school he had to walk right past the Fulton place. There was a small frame house, on the bank of a creek and near a bridge, and back of it, in the little valley made by the creek, was a corn field and a thicket of uncleared land. Henry’s mother was a stout red-faced woman who went about the back yard in her bare feet. Her husband drove a dray. Tar could go to school another way. He could walk along a railroad embankment or go clear around by the waterworks pond, nearly a half mile out of the way.

The railroad embankment was fun. There was a certain risk. Tar had to cross the railroad bridge, built high up over the creek, and when he was in the middle of it he looked down. Then he glanced nervously up and down the tracks and shivers ran through his body. What if a train should come? He planned what he would do. Well, he would lie flat on the tracks, letting the train pass over him. A boy at school had told him of another boy who did that. It took nerve, I tell you. You have to lie flat as a pancake and must not move a muscle.

And so along comes the train. The engineer sees you but cannot stop his train. It rushes on. If you keep your nerve now what a tale you will have to tell. Not so many boys have been run over by trains and not got a scratch either. Sometimes when Tar went to school by the railroad embankment he almost wished a train would come. It should be a fast passenger train going at sixty miles an hour. There is a thing called “suction” you have to watch out for. Tar and a boy friend at school had discussed that. “There was a boy once who stood close beside the tracks when the train went through. He got too close. The suction drew him right under the train. Suction is a thing that pulls at you. It hasn’t got any hands but you’d better look out.”

Why had Henry Fulton got it in for Tar? John Moorehead walked right past his house, never thinking. Even little Robert Moorehead, who was now in the baby room, the primary, went that way without thinking anything about it. Whether or not Henry really wanted to punch Tar was the question. How could Tar tell? When Henry saw Tar he shouted and made for him. Henry had strange-looking small grey eyes. His hair was red and stood straight up on his head and when he rushed at Tar he laughed and the laugh gave Tar the shivers, like walking over the railroad bridge.

About the suction now, when you have been caught walking across a railroad bridge. When the train is coming you want to tuck your shirt down tight inside your pants. If an end of your shirt sticks up it catches on some whirling thing under the train and you are drawn right up. Talk about sausage!

The best part is when the train has passed. At last the engineer has stopped his engine. The passengers climb off. Everyone is pale, of course. Tar would lie still for a little while because now he wasn’t scared. He would fool ’em a little just for a joke. When they got to where he was, the white anxious people, up he would jump and walk off as cool as a cucumber. The story would get all over town. After that happened, if a boy like Henry Fulton took after him, there would always be a big boy around to take Tar’s part. “Well, he’s got moral courage, that’s it. It’s a thing generals have in battle. They don’t fight. Sometimes they are little fellows. You could put Napoleon Bonaparte in the neck of a bottle — almost.”

Tar knew a lot about “moral courage” because his father often spoke of it. It’s something like suction. You couldn’t describe it or see it but it was as strong as a horse.

As it was Tar might have asked John Moorehead to take his part against Henry [Fulton] but after all he couldn’t. You can’t let on about things like that to an older brother.

There was another thing he might do about being run over by a train, if he had the nerve. He might wait until the train was almost upon him. Then he could drop through between two of the railroad ties and hang by his hands like a bat. Maybe that would be the best way.

The house in which the Mooreheads now lived was larger than any during Tar’s time. Things had changed. Tar’s mother caressed her children more than she used to, she talked more and Dick Moorehead spent more time at home. Nowdays he was always taking some of the children with him when he went house or sign painting on Saturdays. He drank some but not so much as he did, just enough to make him talk well. It didn’t take much for that.

As for Tar, he was now all right. He was in the third room at school. Robert was in the primary. There had been two new babies, little Fern, who died within a month after she was born, Will, still a baby almost, and Joe. Although Tar did not know it Fern was to be the last baby born to the family. For some reason, and although he had always resented Robert, Will and the baby Joe were great fun. Tar even liked to take care of Joe, not too often but now and then. You could tickle his toes and he made the funniest sounds. It made you laugh to think you had once been like that, couldn’t talk, couldn’t walk about, had to have someone feed you.

A boy could not understand older people most of the time, no use trying. Sometimes Tar’s parents were one way, sometimes another. If he depended on his mother it wouldn’t work. She had babies and had to think about them, after they came. The first two or three years a baby isn’t any good, while a horse, big as he is, can work and everything when he is three.

Sometimes Tar’s father was all right and then again he was all wrong. When Tar and Robert went with him, sign painting on fences on Saturdays, and when there were no older people about he was o. K. Sometimes he told about the battle of Vicksburg. He really won the battle. Well, anyway he told General Grant what to do and he did it but afterward General Grant never gave Dick any credit. The fact is that after the city was won General Grant left Tar’s father out West with the army of occupation while he took General Sherman, Sheridan and a lot of other officers with him down East, and let them have chances Dick never had. Dick never even got promoted. He was a captain before the battle of Vicksburg and a captain afterwards. It would have been better if he had never told General Grant how to win the battle. If Grant had taken Dick down East he wouldn’t have been so long licking General Lee. Dick would have thought up a plan. He did think up one but he never told anyone.

“I tell you what. If you tell another man how to do something and he does it and it works then, afterwards, he doesn’t like you much. He wants all the credit for himself. As though there weren’t enough to go around. That’s the way men are.”

Dick Moorehead was all right when there were no other men about but let another man come along and then what? They talked and talked, about nothing mostly. You never got hardly any sign painting done.

The best thing, Tar thought, would be to have a friend who was another boy nearly ten years older. Tar was smart. He had skipped a whole grade in school already and he could skip another grade if he wanted to. Maybe he would. The best thing would be to have a boy friend who was strong as an ox but dumb. Tar would get his lessons for him and he would do Tar’s fighting. Well, in the morning he would come around Tar’s way to go to school with him. Tar and he would walk right past Henry Fulton’s house. Henry had better keep out of sight.

Older people got strange ideas into their heads. When Tar was in the first grade at school, the primary (he stayed there only two or three weeks because his mother had taught him his letters and how to read when he was sick that time ) when he was in the primary Tar told a lie. He said he did not throw a stone that broke a window in the school house when everyone knew he did.

Tar said he did not do it and stuck to the lie. What a fuss was made. The teacher came to the Moorehead house to talk to Tar’s mother. What everyone said was that if he would confess, own up, he would feel better.

Tar had stuck it out for a long time. He wasn’t allowed to go to school for three days. How strangely his mother acted, so unreasonable. You wouldn’t have expected it from her. He would go into the house all cheered up to see if she had forgotten the whole nonsensical business but she never had. She agreed with the teacher that if he would own up everything would be all right. Even Margaret got to talking that way. John had more sense. He kept out of it, never said a word.

And it was all foolishness. Finally Tar did own up. The truth was that by that time there had been such a fuss made that he could not rightly remember whether he had thrown the stone or not. And what if he did? What of it? Another glass had already been put in the window. It was only a small stone. Tar wasn’t throwing at the window. That was the whole point.

If he owned up to a thing like that he got credit for something he never intended doing at all.

Tar had finally confessed. Of course he had felt badly during the three days. No one knew how he did feel. What you’ve got at such a time is moral courage and that’s what people can’t understand. When everyone is against you what are you going to do? Sometimes, during the three days, he cried when no one was looking.

It was his mother who really got him to own up. He was sitting with her on the back porch and she said again that if he would own up he would feel all right. How had she known he wasn’t feeling all right?

He did own up, all of a sudden, without thinking.

Then his mother was satisfied, the teacher was satisfied, everyone was satisfied. After he had told what they thought was the truth he went out to the barn. His mother had put her arms about him but that one time her arms did not feel so good. It was better not to tell a he like that when everyone is going to make such a fuss [about it] [but] after you have told it.... Anyway, during the three days; everyone had found out something. Tar could stick to a thing when he had made up his mind.

The best part of the place where the Mooreheads now lived was that it had a barn. Of course there wasn’t any horse or cow but a barn is a barn.

After Tar confessed that time he went out to the barn and crawled up into the empty loft. What an empty feeling inside too — the lie gone. When he was holding out even Margaret, who had to go and preach, had a kind of admiration for him. If, when Tar grew to be a man, he ever became a great criminal like Jesse James or someone and got caught, they would never get any confession out of him. He had made up his mind to that. He would defy them all. “Well, go ahead, hang me then.” As he stood upon the gallows he would smile and wave his hand. If they let him he would wear his Sunday suit — all white. “Ladies and gentlemen, I, the notorious Jesse James, am about to die. I’ve something I want to say. You think you can make me come down off my perch. Well, try it.

“You can all go to hell, that’s where you can go.”

That’s the way to do a thing like that. Grown people have such mixed-up ideas. There are a lot of things they never get straight.

When you have a boy friend ten years older who is stout but dumb you are all right. There was a boy named Elmer Cowley Tar thought might almost have done for the place but he was too dumb. And then besides he never paid any attention to Tar. He wanted to be John’s friend but John would not have him. “Ah, he’s a block-head,” John said. If he hadn’t been quite so dumb and had taken a notion to Tar it might have been just the thing.

The trouble with a boy like that, who was too dumb, was that he would never get the point. Let Henry Fulton get after Tar when they were going to school in the morning and like as not Elmer would only laugh. If Henry really started pounding Tar he might rush in but that wasn’t the point either. Pounding isn’t the worst part. It’s expecting to be pounded that is the worst of all. If a boy isn’t smart enough to know that, what good is he?

The trouble with going around by the railroad bridge or by the waterworks pond was that it made Tar out a coward to himself. What if no one knew? What difference did that make?

Henry Fulton had a gift Tar would have given much to possess. The chances were he only wanted to scare Tar because Tar had caught up with him in school. Henry was nearly two years older, but they were both in the same room and both by ill luck lived at the same end of town.

About Henry’s special gift. He was a born “butter.” Some are born that way. Tar wished he had been. Henry could put down his head and run against anything and it did not seem to hurt his head at all.

In the school house yard there was a high board fence and Henry could stand back and take a flying run, hitting the fence with all his might and afterwards only smile. You could hear the boards of the fence crack. Once, at home in the barn, Tar gave the thing a trial. He did not run full speed and afterwards he was glad he didn’t. His head was sore enough as it was. If you haven’t a gift you haven’t it. You might as well give the matter up.

The only gift Tar had was that he was smart. It isn’t anything at all to get such lessons as they give you in school. There are always a lot of dumb boys in your class and the whole class has to wait for them. If you’ve got any sense you don’t have to work much. It isn’t any fun though to be smart. What good does it do?

A boy like Henry Fulton had more fun than a dozen smart boys. At the recess time all the other boys gathered around. Tar kept in the background only because Henry had got that notion of taking after him.

In the school yard there was a high board fence. At the recess time the girls played on one side the fence, the boys on the other. Margaret was over there on the other side with the girls. On the fence the boys drew pictures. They threw stones and, in the wintertime], snowballs over the fence.

What Henry Fulton did was to knock loose one of the boards with his head. Some older boys put him up to it. Henry was really dumb. He would have been a good one to be Tar’s friend, the best one in school, counting the talent he had, but it wasn’t to be.

Henry ran against the fence full tilt, then he ran again. The board had begun to give a little. It began to creak. The girls on their side knew what was going on and all the boys were gathered around. Tar was so jealous of Henry that it made him ache inside.

Bang, Henry’s head went against the fence and then he drew back and, bang, it went again. He said it didn’t hurt at all. Maybe he lied, still his head must have been tough. Other boys went up to feel of it. There wasn’t any bump raised at all.

And then the board gave way. It was a wide board and Henry had knocked it right out of the fence. You could have crawled right through to the girls’ side.

Afterwards when they were all back in the room the superintendent of the school came to the door of the room in which both Tar and Henry sat. He, the superintendent, was a large man with a black beard and he admired Tar. All the older Mooreheads, John, Margaret and Tar, had a record for being smart and that is what a man like a superintendent [“admires].

“Another one of Mary Moorehead’s children. And you jumped a grade. Well, you’re a smart lot.”

The whole school room had heard him say that. It put a boy in bad. Why didn’t the man keep his mouth shut?

He, the superintendent, was always lending books to John and Margaret. He told all three of the older Moorehead children to come to his house anytime and get any book they wanted.

It was fun to read books all right. Rob Roy, Robinson Crusoe, The Swiss Family Robinson. Margaret read the Elsie Books but she did not get them from the superintendent. A dark pale woman who clerked in the post office started lending them to her. They made her cry but she liked it. Girls like nothing better than crying. In the Elsie Books a girl, about Margaret’s age, was sitting at a piano. Her mother was dead and she was afraid her papa was going to marry another woman, an adventuress, who was sitting right in the room. She, the adventuress, was the kind of woman who would make a fuss over a little girl, kiss her and pet her when her father was around, and then maybe hit her a clip over the head when her papa wasn’t looking, that is to say after she’d married the papa.

Margaret read that part of one of the Elsie Books to Tar. She just had to read it to someone. “It was so full of feeling,” she said. She cried when she read it.

Books are all right but it’s better not to let other boys know you like them. It’s all right to be smart but when the superintendent of the school gives you away, right before everyone, what fun is there in that?

That day when Henry Fulton butted the board out of the fence at the recess time the superintendent came to the door of the room with a whip in his hand and called Henry Fulton out. There was a dead silence in the room.

Henry was going to get a beating and Tar was glad. At the same time he wasn’t glad.

What would happen would be that Henry would walk right out and take it as cool as you please.

He would get a lot of credit he did not deserve. If Tar’s head had been made like that he could have butted a board out of the fence too. If they would whip a boy for being smart, for having his lessons so he could reel them right off, he’d get as many lickings as any boy in school.

In the school room the woman teacher was silent, all the children were silent while Henry got up and went to the door. He made a loud clattering sound with his feet.

Tar could not help hating him because he was so brave. He wanted to lean over to the boy who sat in the next seat and ask a question. “Do you suppose...?”

What Tar wanted to ask the boy was rather hard to put into words. There was a hypothetical question to be asked. “If you were a boy, born with a thick head and could knock boards out of fences and if the superintendent found you out (probably because some girl told ) and you were going to be whipped and were in a hall alone with the superintendent, would the same kind of nerve that led you not to let on it hurt your head to the other boys when you butted a fence, would the same kind of nerve you had then lead you to butt the superintendent?”

Standing up and just taking a licking without crying wasn’t anything. Even Tar could do that, maybe.

Now Tar had got himself into one of his thinking times, one of his questioning moods. One of the reasons it was fun to read books was that while you were reading, if the book was any good and had any good exciting places in it, you did not think or ask questions while you were reading. At other times — oh well.

Tar now was in one of his bad times. What he did when he was in such times was to make himself do, in imagination, what maybe he never would do if he had the chance. Then sometimes he was betrayed into telling others what he had imagined as a fact. That was all right too but nearly every time someone caught him. It was the kind of thing Tar’s father was always doing but his mother did not do it. That was why nearly everyone respected his mother so much while they liked his father and did not respect him hardly at all. Even Tar knew the difference.

Tar wanted to be like his mother but had a secret fear he was growing more like his father all the time. It made him sick inside to realize it sometimes and still he could not help being as he was.

He was doing the thing now. Instead of Henry Fulton, he, Tar Moorehead, had just marched out of the room. He was not born to be a butter, try as hard as he might, he never could knock a board out of a fence with his head but here he was pretending he could.

He had in fancy just been marched out of the school room and was alone with the superintendent in a hall where the children hung up their hats and coats.

There was a stairway leading down. Tar’s room was on the second floor.

The superintendent went along as cool as you please. It was all [a] part of the day’s work with him. You caught a boy doing something and whipped him. If he cried all right. If he did not cry, was one of the stubborn kind that would not cry, you just hit him a few extra clips for good luck and let him go. What else could you do?

There was a place right at the head of the stairs, an open space. That was where the superintendent did the whipping.

All right for Henry Fulton but what about Tar?

When he, Tar, was out there, in fancy, what a difference. What he did was to walk along, just as Henry would have done, but he was thinking and planning. Here’s where smartness comes in. If you’ve got a thick head that will knock boards out of fences you get credit all right but you can’t think.

Tar was thinking about the time when the superintendent went and called the attention of the whole room to his Moorehead smartness. Now was the time to get even.

The superintendent wouldn’t be expecting nothing at all, not from a Moorehead. He would be thinking, because they were smart, they were a lot of sissies. Well, they weren’t. Maybe Margaret was one but John wasn’t. You ought to see him clip Elmer Cowley on the chin.

If you can’t butt fences that doesn’t mean you can’t butt people. People are pretty soft, right in the middle. What made Napoleon Bonaparte such a great man, Dick said, was that he was always doing what no one expected.

What Tar did, in fancy, was to walk along before the superintendent right to that place at the head of the stairs. He had got a little ahead, just enough to give him a flying start, and then he turned. He used just the technique Henry used on fences. Well, he had watched often enough. He knew how it was done.

He took a flying start and aimed right for the soft place in the superintendent’s middle and he hit it too.

He knocked the superintendent down a flight of stairs. It made a racket. People, women teachers and scholars, came running into the hall from all the rooms. Tar was trembling all over. Imaginative people, when they do anything like that, always tremble afterward.

Tar was trembling as he sat in the school room, having done nothing. When he got through thinking a thing like that out he was trembling so that when he tried to write something on a slate he couldn’t. His hand trembled so he could hardly hold a pencil. If anyone wanted to know why he was so sick that time Dick came home drunk there it was. If you’re made that way you are.

Henry Fulton had come back into the room as cool as you please. Of course all the others were looking at him.

What had he done? He had taken a licking without crying. People thought he was brave.

Had he knocked a superintendent down a flight of stairs as Tar had? Had he used his brains? What was the good having a head that was good for butting boards out of fences when you didn’t know enough to butt the right thing at the right time?


CHAPTER VII
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WHAT WAS REALLY hardest for Tar, the bitterest thing of all to face, was that a fellow like himself hardly ever worked any of his fine schemes out into facts. Tar did once.

He was coming home from school and Robert was with him. It was spring and there was a flood. Over by the Fulton house the creek was full and was tearing under the bridge that stood right near the house.

Tar had not wanted to go home that way but Robert was with him. You can’t be always explaining.

The two boys went along the street down through the little valley that led up to the part of the town where they lived and there was Henry Fulton with two other boys, Tar did not know, standing on the bridge and throwing sticks into the creek.

They threw them in on the upside and then ran across the bridge to see them shoot out. Maybe, that time, Henry never intended to take after Tar and show him up for a coward.

Who knows what anyone thinks, what they intend? How can you tell?

What Tar did was to walk along with Robert as though there wasn’t any such person as Henry. Robert was talking and chattering away. One of the boys threw a large stick into the creek and it went bounding under the bridge. Suddenly all three of the boys turned and looked at Tar and Robert. Robert was all for joining in the fun, getting some sticks and throwing them in.

Tar was in one of his bad times again. If you are the kind that has such times you are always thinking— “Now so and so is going to do so and so.” Maybe they aren’t at all. How do you know? If you are that kind what you think people are going to do is just as bad as what they do. Henry, when he saw Tar alone, was always putting down his head, squinting up his eyes and taking after him. Tar ran like a scared cat and then Henry stopped running and laughed. Everyone who saw it laughed. He couldn’t catch Tar running and knew he couldn’t.

At the edge of the bridge Tar stopped. The other boys were not looking and Robert wasn’t paying any attention but Henry was looking. What funny eyes he had. He was leaning against the railing of the bridge.

The two boys stood looking at each other. What a situation! Tar was then as he was all through his life. Let him alone, let him think and have fancies and he could work you out a perfect scheme for anything. That’s what later made him able to tell stories. When you write or tell stories you can make things come out just fine. What do you suppose Dick would have done if he had been compelled to stay around where General Grant was after the Civil War? It would have crabbed his style something awful.

A writer is all right writing and a story teller is all right telling stories but what if you put him in a position where he has to act? Such a person is always doing either the right thing at the wrong time or the wrong thing at the right time.

Maybe, that time, Henry Fulton did not intend to take after Tar and show him up for a coward before Robert and the two strange boys. Maybe Henry wasn’t thinking of anything but throwing sticks in the creek.

How was Tar to know? He was thinking, “Now he is going to put down his head and butt me. If I run Robert and the others will begin to laugh. Like as not Robert will go home and tell John.” Robert was a pretty good sport, for a kid, but you can’t expect a young kid to use good judgment. You can’t expect him to know when to keep his mouth shut.

Tar moved a few steps across the bridge toward Henry. Pshaw, now he was trembling again. What was the matter with him? What was he going to do?

It all came of being smart, of thinking you are going to do something when you aren’t. At school Tar had been thinking about that soft spot in people’s middle, about butting the superintendent down [the] stairs — a thing he would never have the nerve to try to do really — and now.

Was he going to try to butt the champion butter? What a foolish notion. Tar almost felt like laughing at himself. Of course Henry did not expect any such thing. He would have had to be pretty smart to ever expect any boy to butt him and he wasn’t smart. That wasn’t his line.

Another step, another and another. Tar was in the middle of the bridge. He made a quick dive and — great Scott — he had done it. He had butted Henry, had hit him right in the middle.

The worse time came when it was done. What happened was that Henry, expecting nothing, was caught off guard. He doubled up and went right through the bridge railing into the creek. He was on the up[stream] side of the bridge and at once his body disappeared. Whether he could swim or not Tar did not know. As there was a flood the creek was fairly raging along.

As it turned out it was one of the few times in his life Tar ever did anything that really turned out pretty well. At first he just stood trembling. All the other boys were struck dumb with amazement and did not do a thing. Henry had disappeared. It may have been that only a second passed before he appeared again but it seemed to Tar hours. He ran to the railing of the bridge as did all the others. One of the strange boys ran toward the Fulton house to tell Henry’s mother. In another minute or two Henry’s dead body would be dragged ashore. Henry’s mother would be leaning over it and crying.

What would Tar do? Of course the town marshal would come for him.

After all it might not be so bad — if he kept his nerve and did not run or cry. He would be led right up through town, everyone looking, everyone pointing. “That’s Tar Moorehead, the murderer. He murdered Henry Fulton, the champion butter. He butted him to his death.”

It would not be half bad if it weren’t for the hanging in the end.

What happened was that Henry got out of the creek by himself. It wasn’t nearly as deep as it looked and he could swim.

The whole thing would have turned out fine for Tar if he hadn’t been so trembly. Instead of staying where the two strange boys could see how cool and collected he was he had to [leave].

He did not even want to be with Robert, not for a time. “You cut on home and you keep your mouth shut,” he managed to say. He hoped Robert would not know how upset he was, would not notice how his voice trembled.

Tar went over by the waterworks pond and sat under a tree. He was disgusted with himself. Henry Fulton had a scared look on his face when he crawled out of the creek and Tar thought maybe now Henry would be scared of him all the time. For just a second Henry had stood on the bank of the creek looking at Tar. [Tar] wasn’t crying [anyway]. What Henry’s eyes were saying was this— “You’re crazy. Sure I’m afraid of you. You’re crazy. A fellow can’t tell what you’ll do.”

“It was all right and a gain,” Tar thought. Ever since he had been going to school he had been planning something and now he had done it.

If you are a boy and read aren’t you always reading about such things? There is a bully in the school and a smart boy, who is pale and not very well. One day, to everyone’s surprise, he licks the bully of the school. What he has is a thing called “moral courage.” It’s like “suction.” That’s what carries him through. He uses his head, learns to box. When the two boys meet it is a contest between brains and brawn and brains win.

That was all right, Tar thought. It was just the sort of thing he was always planning to do and never doing.

What it came down to was this — if he had planned in advance to out-butt Henry Fulton, if he had practised up, say on Robert or Elmer Cowley, and then if, in front of everyone in school, during the recess time, he had walked right up to Henry and had challenged him....

What was the use? Tar stayed over by the waterworks pond a while, until his nerves got less trembly, and then went home. Robert was there and so was John and Robert had told John.

It was pretty fine. Tar was a hero after all. John made a fuss over him and wanted him to tell about it and he did.

When he told he was all right. Well, he could put in certain flourishes. The thoughts he had been having when he was alone went away. He could make it sound pretty good.

After all the story would get around. If Henry Fulton thought he, Tar, was a little crazy and a desperate fellow he would keep his hands off. Older boys who did not know what Tar knew would think he, Tar, had planned it all out and had done it all with cool determination. Bigger boys would begin to want to be his friend. That’s the way boys are.

It was pretty good after all, Tar thought, and he began to strut a little. Not too much. He had to be careful now. John was pretty foxy. If he put it on too thick he would be found out.

Doing a thing is one thing and telling about it is another.

At the telling Tar thought he wasn’t so bad.

Anyway, when you tell about it you can use your brains. The trouble with Dick Moorehead, Tar had even then begun to suspect, was that when he told his stories he laid it on a little too thick. Better let others do most of the talking. If others lay it on a little thick, as Robert was now doing, shrug your shoulders. Deny it. Pretend not to want any credit. “Ah, I never did nothing.”

That was the way. Tar had now got ground under his feet. The story of what had happened at the bridge, when he had done something without thinking, in a crazy kind of way, had begun to re-shape itself in his fancy. If he could keep the truth down for a time it would be all right. He could reconstruct the whole thing to his liking.

There were only John and his mother to fear. If his mother heard of the story she might smile one of her smiles.

Tar thought he would be all right if only Robert would keep still. If Robert would not get too excited and just because, temporarily, he thought Tar a hero, would not talk too much.

As for John — there was a good deal of the mother in him. That he had seemed to swallow the story as Robert had told it was a comfort to Tar.


CHAPTER VIII
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HORSES TROTTING AROUND a race track in an Ohio town on a Sunday morning, in the summer squirrels running along the top of a worn fence, apples getting ripe in orchards.

Some of the Moorehead children went to Sunday school on Sundays, others did not. When Tar had a clean suit of Sunday clothes he sometimes went. The teacher talked of how David slew Goliath and of how Jonah fled from the Lord and concealed himself in a ship bound for Tarshish.

What a strange place that must be, that Tarshish. Words [making] pictures in Tar’s head. The teacher had said little enough about Tarshish. That was a mistake. Thinking of Tarshish Tar couldn’t pay attention to the rest of the lesson. If his father had been teaching the class he might have spread himself about the town, or country, or whatever it was. Why had Jonah wanted to go to Tarshish? Just at that time a passion for race horses had taken possession of Tar. He saw in fancy a wild place of yellow sand and bushes — wind swept. Men were racing horses at the edge of the sea. He may have got the notion out of a picture book.

Most places that are any fun are wicked places. Jonah was fleeing from the Lord. Maybe Tarshish was the name of a race course. It would be a good name.

The Mooreheads never owned any horses and cows but there were horses pastured in a field near the Moorehead house.

A horse had funny thick lips. When Tar held an apple in his hand and put his hand through the fence the lips of the horse closed over the apple so gently he hardly felt anything at all.

Yes, he did. The funny hairy thick lips of the horse tickled the inside of the hand.

Animals were funny creatures but so were people. Tar spoke to his friend Jim Moore on the subject of dogs. “A strange dog, if you run from him and are afraid, will take after you and act as though he was going to eat you up but if you stand still and look him right in the eye he won’t do anything. No animal can stand the steady penetrating gaze of the human eye.” Some people have a more penetrating gaze than others. It’s a good thing to have.

A boy at school had told Tar that when a strange fierce dog took after you the best thing to do was to turn your back, stoop down and look at the dog through your legs. Tar never tried it, but when he grew to be a man he read the same thing in an old book. Boys were telling other boys that same tale on the way to school in the time of the old Norse sagas. Tar asked Jim if he had ever tried it. They both agreed they would, sometime. It would be a ridiculous position to be caught in though, if it did not work. It would sure be a cinch for the dog.

“A better scheme is to pretend to pick up stones. There are hardly ever any good stones around when a fierce dog gets after you but a dog is easily bluffed. It’s better to pretend to pick up a stone than to actually pick up one. If you throw your stone and miss, where are you?”

You’ve got to get used to people in towns. Some are one way, some another. Older people act so strangely.

When Tar was sick that time there was an old man, a doctor, who used to come to the house. He had a good deal to do with straightening the Mooreheads out. What was wrong with Mary Moorehead was that she was almost too good.

If you are too good you think— “Well now, I’ll be patient and kind. I won’t scold, whatever happens.” In the saloons sometimes, when Dick Moorehead was spending money he should have taken home, he heard other men speaking of then-wives. Most men are afraid of their wives.

The men used to say things. “I don’t want the old woman on my neck.” That was just a way of speaking. Women don’t really get on men’s necks. A panther, when he is after a deer, jumps on her neck and pins her to earth but that wasn’t what the man in the saloon meant. He meant he would get Hail Columbia when he got home and Dick hardly ever did get Hail Columbia. Doctor Reefy said he should get it more often. Maybe he gave it to Dick himself. He might have given Mary Moorehead a stiff talking to. Tar never heard any of it. He might have said, “Look here woman, that husband of yours needs to have the gaff put to him now and then.”

In the Moorehead house things changed, got better. Not that Dick became good. No one expected that.

Dick stayed more at home, brought more of his money home. Neighbors came in more. Dick could tell his war stories on the front porch in the presence of some neighbor man, a drayman, a man who was section boss on the Wheeling Railroad, and the children could sit and listen.

Tar’s mother had a way, she always kept, of knocking the props out from under people sometimes with little side remarks but she held herself back more and more. There are some people that, when they smile, make the whole [world] smile. When they freeze up everyone around freezes up. Robert Moorehead got to be a good deal like his mother when he grew older. John and Will were the steady ones. The youngest one of all, little Joe Moorehead, was to be the artist of the family. Later he was what people call a genius and had a hard time making a living.

After his childhood was over, and after she had died, Tar thought his mother must have been smart. He was in love with her all his life. This trick of thinking someone is perfect does not give them much chance. Tar always, after he grew up, let his father alone — just as he was. He enjoyed thinking of him as a lovable improvident fellow. It may even have been that he afterwards attributed to Dick a lot of sins he never committed.

 

Dick wouldn’t have objected. “Well, take some notice of me. If you can’t figure me out to be good, figure me out to be bad. Whatever you do, pay me some attention.” Something of that sort Dick would have felt. Tar was always a good deal like Dick. He liked the notion of being always in the limelight and hated it too.

It may be that you are most likely to love someone you can’t possibly be like. After Doctor Reefy began coming to the Moorehead house Mary Moorehead changed but not so much. She went to the children’s room after they had gone to bed and kissed them all. She was like a young girl about it, did not seem able to caress them in the daylight. None of her children ever saw her kiss Dick and the sight would have startled them — shocked them a little.

If you have a mother like Mary Moorehead and she is lovely to look at — or you think she is, which is the same thing — and she dies when you are young, what you do all your life afterwards is to use her as material for dreams. It is unfair to her but you do it.

Very likely you make her sweeter than she was, kinder than she was, wiser than she was. What’s the harm?

You are always wanting someone almost perfect to think about because you know you can’t be that way yourself. If you ever do try you give up after a time.

Little Fern Moorehead died when she was three weeks old. Tar was sick in bed that time too. After that night when Joe was born he had a fever. Then he wasn’t much good for another year. That was what brought Doctor Reefy to the house. He was the only man Tar ever knew who talked up to his mother. He made her cry. The doctor had big funny-looking hands. He looked like pictures of Abraham Lincoln.

When Fern died Tar did not even have a chance to go to the funeral but he did not mind, was in fact glad. “If you have to die it’s too bad but the fuss people make is awful. It makes everything so public and kind of terrible.”

Tar escaped it all. It would be the kind of time when Dick would be at his worst and Dick at his worst would be pretty bad.

By being sick Tar missed everything and his sister Margaret had to stay at home with him and she missed it too. A boy always gets the best side of girls and women when he is sick. “It’s their chief time,” Tar thought. He thought about it sometimes in bed. “That may be why men and boys are always getting sick.”

When Tar was sick and had a fever he was out of his head a part of the time and all he ever knew of his sister Fern was a sound sometimes at night in the next room, a sound something like a tree toad. It got into the dreams of his fever time and stayed in his dreams. Afterwards he thought Fern was more real to him than any of the others.

Even when he grew to be a man Tar used to walk along the street sometimes thinking of her. He would be walking and talking with some other man and there she would be, just ahead of him. He saw her in every lovely gesture other women made. If, when he was a young man and very susceptible to women’s charms, he said to some woman, “You make me think of my sister Fern who died,” it was the finest compliment he could pay but the woman did not seem to appreciate it. Pretty women want to stand on their own feet. They do not want to remind you of anyone.

If a child in the family dies and you knew the child alive you always think of him as he was when he died. A child dies in spasms. It is terrible to think about.

But if you have never seen the child.

Tar could think of Fern as fourteen when he was fourteen. He could think of her as forty when he was forty.

Imagine Tar as a grown man. He has had a quarrel with his wife and goes out of the house in a huff. Time now to think of Fern. She is a grown woman. A little now he has got her confused in his mind with the figure of his dead mother.

When he grew older — up around forty — Tar always fancied Fern as about eighteen. Older men like the notion of some woman about eighteen with the wisdom of forty and the physical beauty and sweetness of girlhood. They like to think of such a one as attached to them with iron bands. It’s the way older men are.


CHAPTER IX

[image: img39.jpg]

OHIO [IN THE spring or summer,] race horses trotting on a race track, corn growing in fields, little streams in narrow valleys, men going out in the spring to plow, in the fall, the nuts getting ripe in the woods about an Ohio town. Over in Europe they clean everything up. They have a lot of people and not too much land. When he grew to be a man Tar saw Europe and liked it, but all the time he was there he had an American hunger and it wasn’t a “Star Spangled Banner” hunger either.

What he hungered for was waste places, roominess. He wanted to see weeds growing, neglected old orchards, empty haunted houses.

An old worm fence where the elders and berries grow wild wastes a lot of land a barbed wire fence saves but it is nice. It’s a place for a boy to crawl under and hide for a while. A man, if he is any good, never gets over being a boy.

In the woods about Middle-western towns in Tar’s time a world of waste places. From the top of the hill where the Mooreheads lived, after Tar got well and began to go to school, you only had to walk across a corn field and a meadow where the Shepards kept their cow to get to the woods along Squirrel Creek. John was selling papers and was pretty busy so maybe he couldn’t go along and Robert was too young.

Jim Moore lived down the road in a white, freshly-painted house and could nearly always get away. The other boys at school called him “Pee-Wee Moore” but Tar didn’t. Jim was a year older and was pretty strong but that wasn’t the only reason. Tar and Jim went through the standing corn, they went across the meadow.

If Jim could not go it was all right.

What Tar did when he went alone was to imagine things. His imagination made him afraid sometimes, it made him glad and happy sometimes.

The corn, when it grew high, was like a forest down under which there was always a strange soft light. It was hot down under the corn and made Tar sweat. At night his mother made him wash his feet and hands before he went to bed so he got as dirty as he wanted to. There was nothing saved [by] keeping clean.

Sometimes he sprawled on the ground and lay for a long time sweating and watching the ants and bugs on the ground under the corn.

Ants, grasshoppers and bugs in general had a world of their own, birds had their world, wild animals and tame animals had their worlds. What does a pig think? Tame ducks in someone’s yard are the funniest things in the world. They are scattered around and one of them makes a honking sound and they all begin to run. The Back part of a duck wobbles up and down when he runs. Their flat feet go pitter-patter, pitter-patter, the funniest sound. And then they all get together and there isn’t anything special going on. They stand looking at each other. “Well, what were you honking for? What’d you call us for, you fool?”

In the woods along a creek in a wasteful country logs lie about rotting. There is first a cleared place and then a place so filled with brush and berry bushes you can’t see into it. It makes a good kind of place for rabbits — or snakes.

In a woods like that there are paths everywhere, leading just nowhere. You sit on a log. If there is a rabbit in the pile of brush in front, what do you suppose he is thinking about? He sees you and you can’t see him. If there is a man and a woman rabbit what are they saying to each other? Do you suppose a man rabbit ever gets a little lit-up and comes home to sit around bragging to the neighbors about when he was in the army, the neighbors having been only privates while he was a captain? If the man rabbit does that he certainly talks pretty low. You can’t hear a word he says.


CHAPTER X
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TAB HAD GOT, through Doctor Reefy, who came to the house when he was ill, a man friend. His name was Tom Whitehead and he was fat and forty-two and owned race horses and a farm and had a fat wife and no children.

He was a friend of Doctor Reefy who also had no children. The doctor had married, when he was past forty, a young woman of twenty, but she only lived for a year. After his wife’s death and when he was not at work the doctor went around with Tom Whitehead, with an old tree nurseryman named John Spaniard, with Judge Blair and with a young dudish fellow who got drunk a lot but who said funny, sarcastic things [when he was drunk]. The young man was the son of a United States Senator, now dead, and had been left some money, everyone said he was fooling away as fast as he could.

All of the men who were the doctor’s friends had taken a sudden fancy for the Moorehead children and the race horse man seemed to have picked out Tar.

The others helped John make money and gave presents to Margaret and Robert. The doctor did it all. He managed everything without any fuss.

What happened to Tar was that in the late afternoons or on Saturdays or sometimes on Sundays Tom Whitehead drove along the road past the Moorehead place and stopped for him.

He was in a jogging cart and Tar sat on his knees.

First they went along a dusty road past waterworks pond, then up a little hill and in at the fair ground gate. Tom Whitehead had a stable over near the fair ground and a house near it but it was more fun to go to the race track itself.

Not many boys had such chances Tar thought. John didn’t because he had to work so much and Jim Moore didn’t. Jim lived alone with his mother who was a widow and she fussed over him a lot. When he went anywhere with Tar his mother gave a lot of directions. “Now it’s early in the spring and the ground is damp. Don’t sit on the ground.

“No, you can’t go in swimming, not yet. I don’t want you little fellows to be going in swimming when there are no older people about. You might get cramps. Don’t go into the woods. There are always hunters around shooting off guns. I read in the paper only last week where a boy got killed.”

Better to get killed right out than to fussed at all the time. If you’ve got such a mother, the loving fussy kind, you’ve got to stand for it but it’s tough luck. A good thing Mary Moorehead had so many children. It kept her busy. She could not be thinking up a lot of things for a boy not to do.

Jim and Tar had talked it over. The Moores had some money. Mrs. Moore owned a farm. In some ways it is fine to be the only child a woman has but on the whole you lose by it. “It’s the same way with a hen and chicks,” Tar said to Jim and Jim agreed. Jim did not know how it hurts sometimes — when you want your mother to fuss over you and she is so busy with one of the other kids she can’t pay you any attention.

Not many boys had the chance Tar had after Tom Whitehead took him up. After Tom called for him a few times he did not wait to be asked but went almost every day. If he went to the stables there were always men sitting around. Tom had a farm in the country where he raised some colts and others he bought as yearlings at the Cleveland sale in the spring. At such a sale other men who raise racing colts bring them in and they are sold at auction. You stand around and bid. That’s where a good horse eye comes in.

You buy a colt that hasn’t had any training, or two or four or maybe a dozen colts. Some will turn out corkers and some will be dubs. As good an eye as Tom Whitehead had, and he was known to horsemen all over the state, he made a lot of mistakes. When a colt turned out no good he said to the men sitting around, “I’m slipping. I thought that bay was all right. He has good blood in him but he won’t ever go fast. He hasn’t got that little extra something. It ain’t in him. I guess I better go to an eye doctor and get my eyes fixed up. Maybe I’m getting old and a little blind.”

It was good fun over at the Whitehead stables but better fun at the fair ground tracks where Tom trained his colts. At the stables Doctor Reefy came and sat around, Will Truesdale, the young swell who was good to Margaret and gave her presents, came, Judge Blair came.

A lot of men sitting and talking — always of horses. There was a bench along the front. Neighbor women told Mary Moorehead she shouldn’t let her boy keep such company but she went right on. Many times Tar couldn’t understand the talk. The men were always making little sarcastic cracks at each other, like his mother did sometimes to people.

The men talked of religion and politics and whether or not a man has a soul and a horse hasn’t. Some of the men held to one set of opinions, some to another. The best thing, Tar thought, was to go back into the stable itself.

There was a board floor and a long row of box stalls on each side and in the front of each stall there was an opening with iron bars so he could look through but the horse inside could not get out. A good thing, too. Tar walked along slow, looking in.

“Fassig’s Irish Maid; Old Hundred; Tipton Ten; Willing-to-Please; Saul The First; Passenger Boy; Holy Mackerel.”

The names were on little tickets fastened on the front of the stalls.

Passenger Boy was as black as a black cat and went like a cat when he was going fast. One of the stablemen, Henry Bardshare, said he could kick the crown off a king’s head if he got a chance. “Say, he’d kick the stars out of the flag, he’d kick the beard off your face. When he gets through racing I’m going to set him up for a barber.”

On the bench in front of the stable, on summer afternoons when there weren’t any horses being worked at the track, the men talked — sometimes of women, sometimes of why God lets certain things happen, sometimes of why is a farmer always growling. Tar soon grew tired of the talk. There was too much talk in his head already, he thought.


CHAPTER XI
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AT THE TRACK in the morning what a difference. Now the horses held the stage. Passenger Boy was out and Old Hundred and Holy Mackerel. Tom was tooling Passenger Boy himself. He and Holy Mackerel, a gelding, and a three year old Tom reckoned was the fastest thing he had, were going to do a mile together after they got warmed up.

Passenger Boy was old, fourteen years old, but you would never have guessed it. He had a funny cat-like way of going — smooth and low and fast when it did not look fast.

Tar went over to where there were some trees in the center of the track. Sometimes, when Tom didn’t come for him and paid [him] no attention, he went alone afoot and got there early in the morning. If he had to go without breakfast it was all right. You wait around for breakfast and what happens? Your sister Margaret says, “Get some wood in Tar, get some water, mind the house while I go to the store.”

Old horses like Passenger Boy are like some old men, Tar knew long afterwards, when he was a man. You’ve got to warm the old ones up a lot — prod ’em — but when they get going the right kinds — boy, look out. What you’ve got to do is heat them up. At the stables Tar once heard young Bill Truesdale say that a lot of men, of what he called antiquity, were the same way. “Look at King David, now. They had a lot of trouble trying to heat him up at the last.” Men and horses don’t change much.

Will Truesdale was always talking of antiquity. People said he was a born scholar but he got soused about three times a week. He claimed there was plenty of precedent for it. “A lot of the smartest men the world ever knew could have put me under the table. I haven’t got the stomach they had.”

That kind of talk, half in fun, half serious, at the stables where the men sat around, but over at the track mostly silence. When a good horse is going fast even a talky man can’t talk much. Out in the very center, inside the oval track, there was a big tree, an oak, and when you sat under it and edged slowly around you could see a horse every step of the mile.

Tar went over there once in the early morning and sat down. It was a Sunday morning and that, he thought, was a good time to go. If he stayed at home Margaret would say, “You might as well go to Sunday school.” Margaret wanted Tar to learn everything. She was ambitious for him but you learn things at the tracks too.

On Sunday, when you dress up, your mother has to wash your shirt afterwards. You can’t help getting it dirty. She has enough to do as it is.

When Tar got to the tracks early Tom and his men and the horses were already there. One by one they brought the horses out. Some they worked fast, others they just jogged for miles and miles. That was to harden up their legs.

Then Passenger Boy came, a little stiff at first, but, after they had jogged him a long time, getting more and more into that easy cat-like way of going. Holy Mackerel went high and proud. The trouble with him was that when he was in his speed he would, if you weren’t mighty careful and pressed him a little too much, break and spoil everything.

Now Tar had got it all down fine, the words of racing, the slang. He loved to say over horses’ names, racing words, horse words.

When he sat that way, alone over under the tree, he kept talking to the horses in a low voice. “Easy boy now, now... get along there now... hi boy... hi boy... [“hi, boy... hi, boy]”... pretending he was driving.

The “hi boy” came when you wanted a horse to flatten himself out into his stride.

If you aren’t a man yet and can’t do what men do you can have almost as much fun pretending you are doing it... if there isn’t anyone around looking and listening.

Tar watched the horses, he indulged in dreams of someday being a horseman. On the Sunday when he went to the tracks something happened.

When he got there, in the early morning light, it began [being] a grey day, as so many Sundays are, and it rained a little. At first he thought the rain might spoil the fun but it didn’t last long. The rain only laid the dust on the track.

Tar had come away from home without his breakfast but, as it was getting late summer and soon Tom would be sending some of his horses to the races, some of his men were living at the tracks, keeping the horses over there and eating there themselves.

They cooked out of doors and had a little fire. After the rain the day half cleared, making a soft light.

On the Sunday morning Tom saw Tar coming in at the fair ground gate and calling to him gave him some fried bacon and bread. How good it tasted, better out of doors that way — than anything Tar could ever get at home. Maybe his mother had told Tom Whitehead how he was so crazy about being at the tracks that he often left home without his breakfast.

After he gave Tar the bacon and bread — Tar made into a sandwich — Tom did not pay any more attention to him. It was just as well. Tar did not want attention [not that day]. There are certain days when, if everyone leaves you alone, it just suits. They don’t come often in a life. For some the best day is when they marry, for some when they get rich, have a lot of money left them or something like that.

Anyway there are days that just seem to go high and fine, like Holy Mackerel when he don’t break in the stretch, or like old Passenger Boy when he finally gets into that soft cat-like stride of his. Such days are as rare as ripe apples on a tree in the winter.

As soon as he had bolted the bacon and bread Tar went over to the tree where he could look all around the track. The grass was wet going over but it was dry under the tree.

He was glad Jim Moore wasn’t along, glad his brother John, or Robert, wasn’t there.

Well, he wanted to be alone, that was all.

He made up his mind early in the morning he wasn’t going home all day, not ‘till night.

He lay on the ground under the oak tree and watched the horses work. When Holy Mackerel and Passenger Boy got down to business, Tom Whitehead standing over by the judges’ stand with a stop watch in his hand and letting a lighter man drive, it was exciting of course. A lot of people think it’s great when one horse nips the other right at the wire but if you are any horseman you ought to know pretty well which horse is likely to do the nipping. It isn’t settled at the wire but probably over on the back stretch where there isn’t anyone to see. Tar knew that was true because he had heard Tom Whitehead say so. It was a shame Tom was so fat and heavy. He would have been as good a driver as Pop Geers or Walter Cox if he hadn’t been so fat.

It is settled on the back stretch which horse is which because back there one horse says to another, “Come on you big mutt, let’s see what you’ve got.” Races are won by the little extra something that you’ve got or you haven’t.

What happens is that these wire-nippers always get in the papers and stories. A newspaper writer likes that stuff, “nipped at the wire, the wind sobbing through the mighty lungs,” you know. Newspaper men like it and the crowd at the races likes it. [Some drivers and riders are always working for that grandstand stuff.] Tar reckoned sometimes that, had he been a driver, his dad would have been that kind and maybe he would himself but the thought made him ashamed.

And then sometimes a man like Tom Whitehead says to one of his drivers, “You let Holy Mackerel get down in front. Take old Passenger Boy back a little up there at the head of the stretch. Then let him come on.”

You get the idea. It doesn’t mean Passenger Boy couldn’t have won. It means he couldn’t win, given the handicap he had, being taken back that way. It was to give Holy Mackerel the habit of landing in front. Old Passenger Boy maybe didn’t care quite so much. He knew he’d get his oats all right anyway. If you’ve been down in front a lot of times and heard the cheering and all that, what do you care?

If you know a lot about racing or anything it takes something out of it but you gain something too. It’s all bunk winning anything if you don’t win it right. “There’s about three people in Ohio know that and four of them are dead,” Tar once heard Will Truesdale say. Tar [did not quite] know what it meant and yet he did know, in a way.

The point is that the way a horse moves is something in itself.

Anyway, on the Sunday morning, Holy Mackerel won, after Passenger Boy had been taken back at the head of the stretch, and Tar saw the taking back and then the way Passenger Boy ate up the space between and almost made Holy Mackerel break at the critical moment. He might have broken had Charlie Friedly, driving Passenger Boy, given a certain kind of a whoop at the right moment as he would have done in a race.

He saw that and the movements of the horses all around the track.

Then some other horses, colts mostly, worked out and noon came and afternoon and Tar did not move.

He felt all right. It was just a day when he did not want to see anyone.

After the horsemen got through their work he did not go back over to where the men were. Some of them went away. They were Irish and Catholics and could maybe get to a mass.

Tar was lying on his back under the oak. Anyone in the world any good has had such a day. Such days make a person wonder when they come why they are so scarce.

It may have been just a feeling of peace. Tar was lying on his back under the tree looking up at the sky. Birds flew overhead. Now and then a bird landed in the tree. For a time he could hear the voices of the men at work with the horses but could not make out any words.

“Well, a big tree is something in itself. A tree can laugh sometimes, smile sometimes, frown sometimes. Suppose you are a big tree and a long dry time comes. A big tree must need a lot to drink. There isn’t any worse feeling than being thirsty and knowing you can’t get anything to drink.

“A tree is something, and grass is something else. Some days you aren’t hungry at all. Put food before you and you don’t even want it. If a mother sees you just sitting around and sitting around and not saying anything [she’s likely, if she hasn’t a lot of other kids to keep her busy, to begin fussing. It’s] likely as not the first thing she thinks of is food. ‘You’d better eat something.’ Jim Moore’s mother is like that. She’s stuffed him until he [is] so fat he [can’t] hardly climb a fence.”

Tar stayed for a long time under the tree and then he heard a sound far off, a low humming sound that occasionally grew louder and then died down again.

What a funny sound for Sunday!

Tar thought he knew what it was and presently got up and walked slowly across the field, climbed a fence, crossed the tracks and then climbed another fence. When he crossed the tracks he looked up and down. When he stood on the tracks he always wished he was a horse, young like Holy Mackerel and full of wisdom and speed and meanness like Passenger Boy.

Tar had got outside the race track now. He crossed a stumpy field and climbed a wire fence and got into a road.

It wasn’t a big road but a little back country road. Such roads have deep ruts in them and often rocks sticking up.

And now he had got quite out of town. The sound he had heard grew a little louder. He passed farm houses, went through a wood, climbed a hill.

Presently he saw it. It was what he had thought. Some men were threshing grain in a field.

“What the deuce! On Sunday!

“They must be some foreigners, like Germans or something. They can’t be very civilized.”

It wasn’t anywhere Tar had ever been and he knew none of the men but he climbed a fence and went toward them.

The stacks of wheat were on a hill near a wood. As he got nearer he went more slowly.

Well, there were a lot of country boys, about his own age, standing around. Some were all dressed up, for Sunday, some were in their everyday clothes. They were all strangers. The men were strangers. Tar went past the machine and the engine and sat down under a tree by a fence. There was a large old man with a grey beard sitting there smoking a pipe.

Tar sat near him, staring at him, staring at the men at work, staring at the country boys of his own age, standing about.

What a queer feeling he had. You’ve had such a feeling. You are walking in a street you’ve been in a thousand times, and suddenly it’s all different [and new]. Wherever you go people are doing something. On certain days whatever they are doing is full of interest. If they aren’t working out colts on a race track they are threshing wheat.

You would be surprised how the wheat runs out of a threshing machine, like a river. Wheat is ground up into flour and made into bread. A field that isn’t very big and that you can walk across in no time will produce bushels [and bushels] of wheat.

When men are at work threshing wheat they are like they are when they train colts for the races. They make funny remarks. They work like the very deuce for a while and then lay off and maybe wrestle around.

Tar saw one young man, at work on the top of a stack of wheat, push another to the ground. Then he crawled back up and the two put down their forks and began to wrestle. There was a man on an elevated platform feeding the wheat into the separator and he began to dance. He took a bundle of the wheat in his hands, shook it in the air, made a motion like a bird trying to fly that can’t fly, and then began to dance again.

The two men on the stack wrestled as hard as they could, laughing all the time, and the old man by the fence near Tar growled at them but you could tell he did not mean what he said.

The whole job of threshing came to a stop. All were intent on watching the struggle on the stack until one fellow had thrown the other to the ground.

Some women came along a lane bearing baskets and all the men went away from the machine to sit by the fence. It was in the middle of the afternoon but in the country, when threshing is going on, people do like that. They eat and eat, just anytime. Tar had heard his father talk of it. Dick liked to be painting a house in the country when the threshers came. Lots of people served wine then — some they had made themselves. A good German farmer was best. “It takes the Germans to eat and drink,” Dick often said. It was funny Dick wasn’t fat the way he could eat when he was away from home and could get it.

 

When the people of the farm, the visiting threshers and the neighbors who had come to help, were all sitting by the fence eating and drinking they kept offering Tar some but he would not take it. Why he did not know. It wasn’t because it was Sunday and it seemed strange to see people at work. It was a queer day for him, a dumb day. One of the farm boys, of about his own age, came to sit near him, holding a large sandwich in his hand. Tar had taken nothing to eat since breakfast at the track and that was early, about six o’clock. They always work the horses as early as they can. It was now well past four in the afternoon.

Tar and the strange boy sat by an old stump that was hollow and a spider had built his web in it. A large ant crawled up the farm boy’s leg and when he knocked it off it fell in the web. It struggled furiously. If you looked close at the web you could see, away back in a kind of cone-like place, the old fat spider looking out.

Tar and the strange boy looked at the spider, they looked at the struggling ant, they looked at each other. It’s queer that on some days you can’t talk to save you. “He’s a goner,” the farm boy said, pointing at the struggling ant. “You bet,” Tar said.

The men went back to work and the boy disappeared. The old man who had been sitting by the fence smoking his pipe went to work. He had left his matches lying on the ground.

Tar went and got them. He gathered up some loose straw and shoved it into the front of his shirt. Why he wanted the matches and the straw he did not know. On some days a boy just likes to touch things. He picks up stones and carries them when he doesn’t want them at all.

“There are days when you like everything and days you don’t. Other people hardly ever know just how you feel.”

Tar went away from the threshers, drifted down along the fence and got into a meadow below. He could see the farm house now. At a farm house, when there are threshers, a lot of neighbor women come in. More come than need to come. They cook a lot of food but they fool around a lot too. What they like to do is talk. You never heard such chatter.

It was funny though, their doing it on Sunday.

Tar walked across a meadow and then crossed a creek on a fallen log. He knew in a general way the direction in which lay the town and the Moorehead house. What would his mother think of his being gone all day? Suppose it should turn out like Rip Van Winkle and he had gone for years. Usually when he went off to the race tracks alone in the early morning he was back at home by ten. If it was Saturday there were always a lot of things to do. Saturday was John’s big paper day and Tar was expected to get busy.

He had to split and bring in wood, get water, go to the store.

Sunday was, after all, a lot better. This one was a queer day for him, an exceptional day. When an exceptional day comes you’ve got to do just what comes into your head. If you don’t everything is spoiled. If you want to eat you eat, if you don’t want to eat you don’t. Other people and what they want don’t count, not for that day.

Tar went up a slight hill and sat by another fence in a wood. When he came out of the wood he could see the fair ground fence and knew that in ten or fifteen minutes he could get home — if he wanted to go. He didn’t.

What did he want? It was growing late now. He must have been in the woods at least two hours. How quickly the time went — sometimes.

He went down a hill and came to the creek that led to waterworks pond. At the pond they had built a dam and backed the water up. There was an engine house near the pond that put on full steam when there was a fire in town and that also furnished the town with electric lights. When it was moonlight they did not turn on the lights. Dick Moorehead was always grumbling about it. He did not pay any taxes and a man who doesn’t pay any taxes is always the best grumbler. Dick was always saying the tax payers ought to furnish the school books, too. “A soldier serves his country and that makes up for not paying taxes,” Dick said. Tar sometimes wondered what Dick would have done if he hadn’t got the chance to be a soldier. It had given him so much to grumble about, brag about, talk about. He had enjoyed being a soldier, too. “It was a life just made for me. If I had been to West Point I’d have stayed in the army. If you aren’t a West Point man the others look down on you,” Dick said.

At the waterworks engine house they had an engine with a wheel twice as high as your head. It whirled round and round, so fast you could hardly see the spokes. The engineer never said anything. If you went to the door and stood looking in he never looked at you. You never saw a man with so much grease on one pair of pants.

Up the creek, at the place to which Tar had now come, there had been a house once but it had burned down. There was an old apple orchard, the trees all let go, so many little shoots growing out of the limbs you could hardly climb up. The orchard was on the side of a hill that led right down to the creek. Beside it was a corn field.

Tar sat down by the creek at the edge of the corn field and the orchard. When he had been sitting there a long time a ground hog on the opposite bank of the creek came out of his hole, stood on his hind legs and looked at Tar.

Tar did not move. It was a queer notion carrying that straw around inside his shirt. It tickled.

He took it out and the ground hog disappeared into his hole. It was growing dusk now. Pretty soon he would have to go home. Sunday was a funny kind of a day, some people going to church, others staying at home.

The ones that stayed at home dressed up anyway.

Tar had been told it was God’s day. He gathered some dry leaves along the fence by the orchard and then went a little way into the corn. When corn is almost ripe there are always some outer leaves that have dried and withered.

“Barren com makes bitter bread.” Tar heard Will Truesdale say that one day as he sat with the other men on the bench before Tom Whitehead’s stable. He wondered what it meant. It was poetry Will was quoting. It would be nice to be educated like Will but not a souse and to know all the words there are and what they mean. If you put words together in just a certain way they sound nice even though you don’t know what they mean. They go well together like some people. Afterwards you are walking along alone and you say the words to yourself, liking the sound they make.

Nice sounds at night by an old orchard and a com field too, about the best sound you can hear. The crickets are going it and the frogs and the grasshoppers.

Tar lit the little pile of leaves, dry corn leaves and straw. Then he put some sticks on. The leaves weren’t very dry. There wasn’t a big quick fire just a gentle one with white smoke. The smoke curled up through the branches of one of the old apple trees in the orchard, some man had planted, thinking he would make a home there by the creek. He had got tired or discouraged, Tar thought, and after his house burned had moved away. People were always leaving one place and moving to another.

The smoke went lazily up, into the branches of the trees. When a little breeze came some of it was blown through the standing corn.

People talked about God. There wasn’t anything very definite in Tar’s mind. Lots of times you do something — like carrying that straw from the threshing inside your shirt all afternoon (it tickling you) — and you don’t know why you do it.

There is a lot to think about you never can really think about. If you talk about God to a boy he gets all mixed up. Once some of the kids were talking about death and Jim Moore said that when he died he wanted them to sing at his funeral a song called “Let’s Go to the Fair in an Automobile” and a big boy that was standing near laughed fit to kill.

He didn’t have sense enough to know that Jim did not mean what he said. He meant he liked the sound. Maybe he heard someone sing that song who had a nice voice.

A preacher who came to the Mooreheads’ house once and talked a lot about God and hell scared Tar and made Mary Moorehead mad. What’s the use getting all worked up?

If you sit at the edge of a corn field and an orchard and you have a little fire and it is almost night and there is a corn field and the smoke goes up lazy and slow toward the sky and you look up....

Tar waited until the fire had all burned out and then went home.

It was dark when he got there. If your mother has any sense she knows enough to know that certain days are certain days. If you do what she doesn’t expect on such a day she never says a word.

Tar’s mother said nothing. When he got home his father had gone away and so had John. Supper was over but his mother got him some. Margaret was talking with a neighbor girl in the back yard and Robert was just sitting around. The baby was asleep.

What Tar did, after he had his supper, was just to sit on the front porch with his mother. She was sitting near and now and then touched him with her fingers. [He felt as though he had been going through some kind of a ceremony. It’s just because things in general are so good and all right, for the time being. They liked to make a fire and watch the smoke go up in Bible times. That was a long time ago. When you have a fire like that, all by yourself, and the smoke is going up, lazy that way, through the branches of old apple trees and in among corn that has grown up higher than your head and when you look up it is late evening and almost dark it’s a long ways up to the sky where the stars are, all right.]


PART III
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CHAPTER XII
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SHE WAS AN old woman and lived on a farm near the town in which the Mooreheads lived. All country and small town people have seen such old women but no one knows much about them. Such an old woman comes into town driving an old worn-out horse or she comes afoot, carrying a basket. She may own a few hens and have eggs to sell. She brings them in a basket and takes them to a grocer. There she trades them in. She gets some salt pork and some beans. Then she gets a pound or two of sugar and some flour.

Afterward she goes to the butcher and asks for some dog meat. She might spend ten or fifteen cents but when she does she asks for something. In Tar’s day the butchers gave liver to anyone who wanted to carry it away. In the Moorehead family they were always having it. [Once] one of Tar’s brothers got a whole cow’s liver out at the slaughter house near the fan-grounds. He came staggering home with it and afterwards the Mooreheads had it until they were sick of it. It never cost a cent. Tar hated the thought of it all the rest of his life.

The old farm woman got her some liver and a soup bone. She never visited with anyone and as soon as she had got what she wanted lit out for home. It made quite a load for such an old body. No one gave her a lift. People drive right down a road and never notice such an old woman.

The old woman used to come into town past the Moorehead house during the summer and fall when Tar was sick. She went home later carrying a heavy pack on her back. Two or three large gaunt-looking dogs followed at her heels.

Well, she was nothing special. She was one of the sort hardly anyone knows but she got into Tar’s thoughts. Her name was Grimes and she lived, with her husband and son, in a small unpainted house on the bank of a small creek four miles from town.

The husband and son were a tough pair. Although the son was but twenty-one he had already served a term in jail. It was whispered about that the woman’s husband stole horses and ran them off to some other county. Now and then, when a horse turned up missing, the man had also disappeared. No one ever caught him.

Once later when Tar was loafing at Tom Whitehead’s barn the man came there and sat on the bench in front. Judge Blair and two or three other men were there but not one spoke to him. He sat for a few minutes and then got up and went away. When he was leaving he turned and stared at the men. There was a look of defiance in his eyes. “Well, I have tried to be friendly. You do not want to talk to me. It has always been so wherever I have gone in this town. If, someday, one of your fine horses turns up missing, well, then what?”

He did not say anything actually. “I’d like to bust one of you on the jaw” was about what his eyes said. Tar remembered afterwards how the look in his eyes made the shivers run down his back.

The man belonged to a family that had had money once. His father John Grimes had owned a sawmill when the country was new and had made money. Then he got to drinking and running after women. When he died there wasn’t much left.

Jake Grimes blew in the rest. Pretty soon there wasn’t any more lumber to cut and his land was nearly all gone.

He had got his wife off a German farmer, where he went to work one June day in the wheat harvest. She was a young thing then and scared to death.

You see the farmer was up to something with the girl who was what is called “a bound girl” — and his wife had her suspicions. She took it out on the girl when the man wasn’t around. Then, when the wife had to go off to town for supplies, the farmer got after her. She told young Jake that nothing really ever happened but he did not know whether to believe her or not.

He got her pretty easy himself, the first time he was out with her. Well, he wouldn’t have married her if the German farmer hadn’t tried to tell him where to get off. Jake got her to go riding with him in his buggy one night, when he was threshing on the place, and then he came for her the next Sunday night.

She managed to get out of the house without her employer’s seeing her and then, when she was getting into the buggy, he showed up. It was almost dark and he just popped up suddenly at the horse’s head. He grabbed the horse by the bridle and Jake got out his buggy whip.

They had it out right there. The German was a tough one. Maybe he didn’t care whether his wife knew or not. Jake hit him over the face and shoulders with the buggy whip but the horse got to acting up and he had to climb out.

Then the two men went for it. The girl didn’t see it. The horse started to run away and went nearly a mile down the road before the girl got him stopped. Then she [managed] to tie him to a tree beside the road. Tar later knew all about it. It must have stuck in his mind from small town tales, heard when he loitered about where men talked. Jake found her after he got through with the German. She was huddled up in the buggy seat, crying, scared to death. She told Jake a lot of stuff, how the German had tried to get her, how he chased her once in the barn, how another time, when they happened to be alone in the house together, he tore her dress open clear down the front. The German, she said, might have got her that time if he hadn’t heard his old woman drive in at the gate. The wife had been off to town for supplies. Well, she would be putting the horse in the barn. The German managed to sneak off to the fields without her seeing. He told the girl he would kill her if she told. What could she do? She told a lie about ripping her dress in the bam when she was feeding the stock. She was a bound girl and didn’t know who or where her father and mother were. Maybe she did not have any father. The reader will understand.

She married Jake and had a son and a daughter by him but the daughter died young.

Then the woman settled down to feed stock. That was her job. At the German’s place she had cooked the food for the German and his wife. The German’s wife was a strong woman with big hips and worked most of the time in the fields with her husband. [The girl] fed them and fed the cows in the barn, fed the pigs, the horses and the chickens. Every moment of every day as a young girl was spent feeding something.

Then she married Jake Grimes and he had to be fed. She was a slight thing and when she had been married for three or four years, and after the two children were born, her slender shoulders became stooped.

Jake always had a lot’ of big dogs around the house that stood near the unused old sawmill near the creek. He was always trading horses when he wasn’t stealing something and had a lot of poor bony ones about. Also he kept three or four pigs and a cow. They were all pastured in the few acres left of the Grimes place and Jake did little or nothing.

He went into debt for a threshing outfit and ran that for several years but it did not pay. People would not trust him. They were afraid he would steal the grain at night. He had to go a long way off to get work and it cost too much to get there. In the winter he hunted and cut a little firewood, to be sold in some nearby town. When his boy grew up he was just like his father. They got drunk together. If there wasn’t anything to eat in the house when they came home the old man gave his old woman a [clip] over the head. She had a few chickens of her own and had to kill one of them in a hurry. When they were all killed she would not have any eggs to sell when she went to town and then what would she do?

She had to scheme all her life about getting things fed, getting the pigs fed so they would grow fat and could be butchered in the fall. When they were butchered her husband took most of the meat off to town and sold it. If he did not do it first the boy did it. They fought sometimes and when they fought the old woman stood aside trembling.

She had got the habit of silence anyway — that was fixed.

Sometimes, when she began to look old — she wasn’t forty yet — and when the husband and son were both gone off, trading horses, or drinking or hunting or stealing, she went around the house and the bam yard muttering to herself.

How was she going to get everything fed — that was her problem. The dogs had to be fed. There wasn’t enough hay in the barn for the horses and the cow. If she did not feed the chickens how could they lay eggs? Without eggs to sell how could she get things in town, things she had to have to keep the place going? Thank Heavens she did not have to feed her husband — in a certain way. That hadn’t lasted long after their marriage and after the babies came. Where he went on his long trips she did not know. Sometimes he was gone from home for weeks at a time and after the boy grew up they went off together.

They left everything at home for her to manage and she had no money. She knew no one. No one ever talked to her. When it was winter she had to gather sticks of wood for her fire, had to try to manage to keep the stock fed with very little grain, very little hay.

The stock in the barn cried to her hungrily, the dogs followed her about. In the winter the hens laid few enough eggs. They huddled in corners of the barn and she kept watching them. If a hen lays an egg in the barn in the winter and you do not find it, it freezes and breaks.

One day in the winter the old woman went off to town with a few eggs and the dogs followed her. She didn’t get started until nearly three o’clock and the snow was heavy. She hadn’t been feeling very well for several days and so she went muttering along, scantily clad, her shoulders stooped. She had an old grain bag in which she carried her eggs, tucked away down in the bottom. There weren’t many of them but in the winter the price of eggs is up. She would get a little meat [in exchange for the eggs], some salt pork, a little sugar, and coffee perhaps. It might be the butcher would give her a piece of liver.

When she had got to town and was trading in the eggs the dogs lay by the door outside. She did pretty well, got the things she needed, more than she had hoped. Then she went to the butcher and he gave her some liver and some dog meat.

It was the first time anyone had spoken to her in a friendly way for a long time. The butcher was alone in his shop when she went in and was annoyed by the thought of such a sick-looking old woman out on such a day. It was bitter cold and the snow, that had let up during the afternoon, was falling again. The butcher said something about her husband and her son, swore at them, and the old woman stared at him, a look of mild surprise in her eyes. He said that if either the husband or the son was going to get any of the liver or the heavy bones with scraps of meat hanging to them, he had put into the grain bag, he’d see [him] starve first.

Starve, eh? Well, things had to be fed. Men had to be fed, and horses that aren’t any good but maybe can be traded off, and a poor thin cow that hadn’t given any milk for three months.

Horses, cows, pigs, dogs, men.

The old woman had to get back home before darkness came if she could. The dogs followed at her heels, sniffing at the heavy grain bag she had fastened on her back. When she got to the edge of town she stopped by a fence and tied the bag [on]to her back with a piece of rope she had carried in her dress pocket for just that purpose. That was an easier way to carry it. Her arms ached. It was hard when she had to crawl over fences and once she fell over and landed in the snow. The dogs went frisking about. She had to struggle to get to her feet again but she made it. The point of climbing over the fences was that there was a short cut over a hill and through a wood. She might have gone around by the road but it was a mile farther that way. She was afraid she couldn’t make it. And then besides the stock had to be fed. There was a little hay left, a little corn. Perhaps her husband and son would bring some home when they came. They had driven off in the only buggy the Grimes family had, a rickety thing, a rickety horse hitched to the buggy, two other rickety horses led by halters. They were going to trade horses, get a little money if they could. They might come home drunk. It would be well to have something in the house when they got back.

The son had an affair on with a woman at the county seat, fifteen miles away. She was a bad woman, a tough one. Once, in the summer, the son had brought her to the house. Both she and the son had been drinking. Jake Grimes was away and the son and his woman ordered the old woman about like a servant. She did not mind much, was used to it. Whatever happened she never said anything. That was her way of getting along. She had managed that way when she was a young girl at the German’s and ever since she had married Jake. That time her son brought his woman to the house they stayed all night, sleeping together just as though they were married. It hadn’t shocked the old woman, not much. She had got past being shocked early in life.

With the pack on her back she went painfully along across an open field, wading in the deep snow, and got into the wood. She had to go up a little hill. There wasn’t so much snow in the woods.

There was a path but it was hard to follow. Just beyond the top of the hill, where the woods was thickest, there was a small clearing. Had someone once thought of building a house there? The clearing was as large as a building lot in town, large enough for a house and a garden. The path ran along the side of the clearing and when she got there the old woman sat down to rest at the foot of a tree.

It was a foolish thing to do. When she got herself placed, the pack against the tree’s trunk, it was nice but what about getting up again? She worried about that for a moment and then closed her eyes.

She must have slept for a time. When you are about so cold you can’t get any colder. The afternoon grew a little warmer and the snow came thicker than ever. Then after a time the weather cleared. The moon even came out.

There were four Grimes dogs that had followed Mrs. Grimes into town, all tall gaunt fellows. Such men as Jake Grimes and his son always keep just such dogs. They kick and abuse them but they stay. The Grimes dogs, in order to keep from starving, had to do a lot of foraging for themselves and they had been at it while the old woman slept with her back to the tree at the side of the clearing. They had been chasing rabbits in the woods and in adjoining fields and in their ranging had picked up three other farm dogs.

All the dogs came back to the clearing after a time. They were excited about something. Such nights, cold and clear and with a moon, do things to dogs. It may be that some old instinct, come down from the time when they were wolves and ranged the woods in packs on winter nights, comes back into them.

The dogs in the clearing, before the old woman, had caught two or three rabbits and their immediate hunger had been satisfied. They began to play, running in circles in the clearing. Round and round they ran, each dog’s nose at the tail of the next dog. In the clearing, under the snowladen trees and under the wintry moon, they made a strange picture, running thus silently in a circle their running had beaten in the soft snow. The dogs made no sound. They ran and ran in the circle.

It may have been that the old woman saw them doing that before she died. She may have awakened once or twice and looked at the strange sight with dim old eyes.

She would not be very cold now, just drowsy. Life hangs on a long time. Perhaps the old woman was out of her head. She may have dreamed of her girlhood at the German’s, and before that when she was a child and before her mother lit out and left her.

Her dreams couldn’t have been very pleasant. Not many pleasant things had happened to her. Now and then one of the Grimes dogs left the running circle and came to stand before her. The dog thrust his face close to hers. His red tongue was hanging out.

The running of the dogs may have been a kind of death ceremony. It may have been that the primitive instinct of the wolf, having been aroused in the dogs by the night and the running, they were afraid.

“Now we are no longer wolves. We are dogs, the servants of men. Keep alive man. When man dies we become wolves again.”

When one of the dogs came to where the old woman sat with her back against the tree and had thrust his nose close to her face he seemed satisfied and [went] back to run with the pack. All the Grimes dogs did it at some time, during the evening, before she died. Tar Moorehead knew all about it afterwards, when he grew to be a man, because once in a wood on another winter night he saw a pack of dogs act [just] that way. The dogs were waiting for him to die as they had waited for the old woman that night when he was a child [but] when it happened to him he was a young man and had no intention of dying.

The old woman died softly and quietly. When she was dead and when one of the Grimes dogs had come to her and had found her dead all the dogs stopped running.

They gathered about her.

Well, she was dead now. She had fed the Grimes dogs when she was alive, what about now?

There was the pack on her back, the grain bag containing the piece of salt pork, the liver the butcher had given her, the dog meat, the soup bones. The butcher in town, having been suddenly overcome with a feeling of pity, had loaded her grain bag heavily. It had been a big haul for the old woman.

A big haul for the dogs now.

One of the Grimes dogs sprang suddenly out from among the others and began worrying the pack on the old woman’s back. Had the dogs really been wolves that one would have been the leader of the pack. What he did all the others did.

All of them sank their teeth into the grain bag the old woman had fastened with ropes to her back.

They dragged the old woman’s body out into the open clearing. The worn-out old dress was quickly torn from her shoulders. When she was found, a day or two later, the dress had been torn from her body clear to the hips but the dogs had not touched the body. They had got the meat out of the grain bag, that was all. Her body was frozen stiff when it was found and the shoulders were so narrow and the body so slight that in death it looked like the body of a young girl.

Such things happening in towns of the Middle West, on farms near town, when Tar Moorehead was a child. A hunter out after rabbits found the old woman’s body and did not touch it. Something, the beaten [round] path in the little snow covered clearing, the silence of the place, the place where the dogs had worried the body trying to pull the grain bag away or tear it open — something startled the man and he hurried off to town.

Tar was on Main Street with his brother John who was taking the afternoon papers to the stores. It was almost night.

The hunter came into a grocery and told his story. Then he went to a hardware shop and into a drug store. Men began to gather on the sidewalks. Then they started out along the road to the place in the wood.

Of course John Moorehead should have gone on about his business of distributing papers but he didn’t. Everyone was going to the woods. The undertaker went and the town marshal. Several men got on a dray and rode out to where the path left the road but the horses weren’t very sharply shod and slid about on the slippery roads. They made no better time than those who walked.

The town marshal was a large man whose leg had been injured in the Civil War. He carried a heavy cane and limped rapidly along the road. John and Tar Moorehead followed at his heels and as they went other boys and men joined the crowd.

It had grown dark by the time they got to where the old woman had turned out of the road but the moon had come out. The marshal was thinking there might have been a murder. He kept asking the hunter questions. The hunter went along with his gun across his shoulder, a dog following at his heels. It isn’t often a rabbit hunter has a chance to be so conspicuous. He was taking full advantage of it, leading the procession with the town marshal. “I did not see any wounds. She was a young girl. Her face was buried in the snow. No, I didn’t know her.” As a matter of fact the hunter had not looked closely at the body. He had been frightened. She might have been murdered and someone might spring out from behind a tree and murder him. In a woods, in the late afternoon, when the trees are all bare and there is white snow on the ground, when all is silent, something creepy steals over the body. If something strange or uncanny has happened in the neighborhood jail you think about is getting away from there as fast as you can.

The crowd of men and boys had got to where the old woman had crossed the field and went, following the marshal and the hunter, up the slight incline and into the woods.

Tar and John Moorehead were both silent. John had his bundle of papers in a bag slung across his shoulder. When he got back to town he would have to go on distributing his papers before he went home to supper. If Tar went with him, as John had no doubt already determined he should, they would both be late. Either Tar’s mother or his sister would have to warm their supper.

Well, they would have something to tell. A boy did not get such a chance often. It was lucky they just happened to be in the grocery when the hunter came in. The hunter was a country fellow. Neither of the boys had ever seen him before.

Now the crowd of men and boys had got to the clearing. Darkness comes quickly on such winter nights but the full moon made everything clear. The two Moorehead boys stood near the tree, beneath which the old woman had died.

She did not look old, lying there frozen, [not] in that light. One of the men turned her over in the snow and Tar saw everything. His body trembled and so did his brother’s. It might have been the cold.

Neither of them had ever before seen a woman’s body. It may have been the snow, clinging to the frozen flesh, that made it look so white, so like marble. No woman had come with the party from town but one of the men, he was the town blacksmith, took off his overcoat and spread it over her. Then he gathered her into his arms and started off to town, all the others following silently. At that time no one knew who she was.

Tar had seen everything, had seen the round [track] in the snow, like a miniature race track, where the dogs had rim, had seen how the men were mystified, had seen the white bare young-looking shoulders, had heard the whispered comments of the men.

The men were simply mystified. They took the body to the undertaker’s and when the blacksmith, the hunter, the marshal and several others had got inside they closed the door. If Dick Moorehead had been there perhaps he could have got in and could have seen and heard everything, but the [two] Moorehead boys couldn’t.

Tar went with his brother John to distribute the [rest of his] papers and when they got home it was John who told the story.

Tar kept silent and went to bed early. It may have been he was not satisfied with the way John told the story.

Later, in the town, he must have heard other fragments of the old woman’s story. He remembered her going past the Moorehead house when he was ill. She was recognized the next day and there was an investigation. The husband and son were found somewhere and brought to town and there was an attempt to connect them with the woman’s death but it did not work. They had perfect enough alibis.

The town was however against them. They had to get out. Where they went Tar never heard.

He remembered only the picture there in the forest, the men standing about, the naked, girlish-looking figure, face down in the snow, the [circle] made by the running dogs and the clear cold winter sky above. White fragments of clouds were drifting across the sky. They went racing across the little open space among the trees.

The scene in the forest had become for Tar, without his knowing it, the foundation for a story a child could not understand and it needed understanding. The fragments had to be picked up slowly long afterwards.

Things happened. When Tar was a young man he went to work on the farm of a German. There was a hired girl and she was afraid of her employer. The farmer’s wife hated her.

Tar saw things at that place. Once later, on a winter night, he had a half uncanny, mystical sort of adventure with dogs in a forest on a clear moonlit night. When he was a school boy, and on a summer day, he went with a boy friend out along a creek some miles from town and came to the house where the old woman had lived. No one had lived in the house since her death. The doors were broken from the hinges, the window lights were all broken. As the boy and Tar stood in the road outside two dogs, just roving farm dogs no doubt, came running around a corner of the house. The dogs were tall gaunt fellows and came to the fence and glared through at the boys standing in the road.

The whole thing, the story of the old woman’s death, was to Tar as he grew older like music heard from far off. The notes had to be picked up slowly one at a time. Something had to be understood.

The woman who died was one of those who feed [animals]. From childhood she had been feeding animal life, in men, in cows, in chickens, in pigs, in horses, in dogs. She spent her life feeding all sorts of [animals]. The experience with her husband was a purely animal experience. Her having children was an animal experience. Her daughter had died in childhood and with her one son she had apparently no human relations. She fed him as she fed her husband. When her son grew up he brought a woman to the house and the old woman fed them, saying nothing. On the night when she died she was hurrying homeward, bearing on her body food for animals.

She died in the clearing in the woods and even after her death continued feeding the animal life in the dogs that had trotted out of the town at her heels.


CHAPTER XIII
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SOMETHING HAD BEEN bothering Tar for a long time. It got worse during the summer of his thirteenth year. His mother had not been very well for a long time but that summer she seemed to get better. [Now Tar, rather than John, sold the papers] but that did not take much time. As his mother wasn’t very well and had other younger children to take her time she couldn’t pay much attention to [Tar].

He and Jim Moore went off to the woods on afternoons. Sometimes they just lazied around and sometimes they went fishing or swimming. Up along the creek farmers were working in the fields. When they went swimming, in a place called “Mama Culver’s Hole,” other boys from town came. Young men sometimes came down across the fields to the creek. There was one young man who was subject to fits. His father was the town blacksmith [who had carried the dead woman out of the woods]. He went in swimming, just as the others did, but someone had to watch him [all the time]. Once he had a fit in the water and had to be pulled out so he wouldn’t drown. Tar saw that, saw the man lying naked on the bank of the creek, saw the queer look in his eyes, the queer jerky movements of his legs, arms and body.

The man muttered words Tar couldn’t understand. It might have been like a bad dream you have sometimes at night. [He] only looked for a moment. Pretty soon the man got up and dressed. He walked slowly about in a field, his head hanging down, went to sit with his back against a tree. How pale he was.

When the older boys and young men came to the swimming hole Tar and Jim Moore lit out. Older boys in such a place like to take it out on the youngsters. They throw mud on small boys’ bodies after they come out from swimming and are partly dressed. When it hits you you have to go in and wash yourself off again. Sometimes they do it a dozen times.

Then they hide your clothes or dip them in the water and tie knots in the sleeve of your shirt. When you want to dress and go away you can’t.

[A gentle lot — small-town boys — sometimes.]

They take a shirt sleeve and dip it in the water. Then they tie a hard knot and pull as hard as they can and a boy has a hard time getting it untied. If he has to take his teeth to it the older boys in the water laugh and shout. There is a song about it full of words worse than you could hear in any livery stable. “Chaw beef,” the older boys yell. Then they shout out the song. The whole place rings with it. It isn’t any fancy singing.

The thing that troubled Tar troubled Jim Moore too. Sometimes when they were alone together, in the woods away up the creek beyond the regular swimming hole, they went in together. Then they came out and lay naked on the bank of the creek on the grass in the sun. It felt good.

[Then] they began to talk about things they had heard, at school, among the young men at the swimming hole.

“Suppose you ever got a chance with a girl, what then?” Maybe little girls going home together from school, no boys about, talk the same way.

“Oh, I won’t get any such chance. I’d be afraid, I guess, wouldn’t you?”

“I guess you get over being afraid. Let’s go.”

You can talk and think about a lot of things and then, when you come home where your mother and sister are, it doesn’t seem to count much against you. If you had a chance and did something it might be different.

Sometimes when Tar and Jim were lying like that, on the creek bank, one of them touched the other’s body. It was a queer feeling. When it happened they both sprang up and began to run about. Some young trees grew by the creek bank up that way and they climbed the trees. The trees were small, smooth and slender and the boys pretended they were monkeys or some other kind of wild young animals. They kept on doing it for a long time, both acting rather crazy.

Once when they were doing it a man came along and they had to run and hide in some bushes. They were in a close place and had to he close together. After the man passed they went at once to get their clothes, both feeling strange.

Strange about what? Well, how are you going to tell? All boys are that way sometimes.

There was a boy Jim and Tar both knew, who had the nerve to do anything. Once he was with a girl and they went into a barn. The girl’s mother saw them go in and followed. The girl got a whipping. Neither Tar nor Jim thought anything really happened but the boy said it did. He bragged about it. “It isn’t the first time.”

Such talk. Tar and Jim thought the boy lied. “He wouldn’t have the nerve — do you think?”

They talked about such things more than they wanted to. They couldn’t help it. When they had talked a lot they both felt uncomfortable. Well, how are you going to find out anything? When men are talking you listen all you can. If the men see you hanging around they tell you to get out.

Tar saw things, taking papers to houses in the evening. There was a man used to come with a horse and buggy and wait in a certain place in a dark street and after a while he was joined by a woman. The woman was married and so was the man. Before the woman came the man had put on the side curtains to his buggy. They drove away together.

Tar knew who they were and after a time the man knew he knew. One day he met Tar on the street. The man stopped. He bought a paper. Then he stood looking at Tar with his hands thrust into his pockets. The man owned a large farm, several miles from town, and his wife and children lived out there but he was in town nearly all the time. He was a buyer of farm products, shipping them off to nearby cities. The woman Tar had seen get into the buggy was the wife of a merchant.

The man put a five dollar bill into Tar’s hand. “I guess you know enough to keep your mouth shut,” he said. That was all.

After he said it the man tamed and went away. Tar had never had so much money, had never before had any money he did not expect to account for. It was an easy way to get it. When any of the Moorehead children made any money they gave it to their mother. She never asked anything of the sort. It just seemed the natural thing to do.

Tar bought himself a quarter’s worth of candy, he bought a package of Sweet Caporal cigarettes. He and Jim Moore would try smoking them sometime when they were off in the woods. Then he bought a swell necktie that cost fifty cents.

That was all right. He had a little more than four dollars in his pocket. He had got the change in silver dollars. Ernest Wright, who kept a small hotel in town, was always standing in front of his hotel with a pile of silver dollars in his hands, playing with them. At the fair, in the fall, when there were a lot of fakers from out of town come for the fair, they set up little booths for gambling. You could get a cane by throwing a ring over it or a gold watch or a revolver by picking out the right number on a wheel. There were lots of such places. One year Dick Moorehead, being out of work, got a job in one of them.

At all such places little piles of silver dollars were stacked about up where everyone could see them. Dick Moorehead said a farmer or a hired man had about as much chance to win any of the money as a snowball had in hell.

It was nice though to see the silver dollars piled up, nice to see Ernest Wright jingling silver dollars in his hands as he stood on the sidewalk before his hotel.

Nice for Tar to have four big silver dollars he did not feel he had to account for. They had just come down into his hand, out of the sky, as it were. The candy he could eat, the cigarettes he and Jim Moore would try smoking someday soon. The new necktie would be a little difficult. Where would he tell the others at home he had got it? Most boys of his age in town never got any fifty cent neckties. Dick didn’t get but about two new ones a year — when there was a G.A.R. convention or something. Tar might say he had found it and found the four silver dollars, too. Then he could give the money to his mother and forget it. It was fine to feel the heavy silver dollars in his pocket but he had got them in a strange way. Silver is much better to have than bills. It feels like more.

When a man is married you see him with his wife and you do not think anything [about it] but a man like that, waiting in a buggy in a side street, and then a woman coming along, trying to act as though she is going to call on some neighbor — it being night and supper over and her husband gone back to his store. Then the woman looking around and getting, quick, into the buggy. They driving off with the curtains drawn, that way.

Plenty Madame Bovaries in American small towns — what!

Tar wanted to tell Jim Moore but didn’t dare. There was a kind of agreement between himself and the man from whom he had taken the five dollars.

The woman knew he knew as well as the man. He had come out of an alleyway bare-footed, making no sound, with a bundle of papers under his arm, had popped right out on them.

Maybe he did it purposely.

The woman’s husband took a morning paper at his store and had an afternoon paper delivered at his house. It was a funny feeling to go into his store afterwards and see him there, talking to some man, knowing nothing, Tar, just a kid, knowing such a lot.

Well, what did he know?

The trouble is that such things set a boy thinking. You want to see a lot and when you see something it stirs you up and makes you almost wish you hadn’t. The woman, when Tar took the paper to her house, never let on. She had a nerve all right.

Why did they go sneaking out that way? A boy knows but doesn’t know. If Tar could only have talked it over with John or Jim Moore it would have been a relief. You can’t talk about such things to someone in your own family. You have to go outside.

Tar saw other things. Win Connell, who worked in Cary’s drug store, married Mrs. Grey, after her first husband died.

She was taller than he was. They took a house and furnished it with her first husband’s furniture. One evening, when it was raining and dark, only about seven o’clock, Tar went along back of their house on his paper route and they had forgot to close the window blinds. They didn’t have a thing on, either of them, and he was chasing her around. You would never think grown people could act like that.

Tar was in the alleyway, just as he was that time he saw the people in the buggy. By cutting through alleyways you save time [delivering papers] when a train is late. There he stood, holding his papers under his coat so they wouldn’t get wet, and there were the two grown people acting like that.

There was a kind of living room and a stairway going upstairs and then some other rooms on the ground floor, without any lights in them.

What Tar saw first was the woman running like that, without any clothes on, across the room and her husband after her. It made Tar laugh. They were like monkeys. The woman ran upstairs and he after her. Then down she came again. They dodged into the dark rooms and then out again. He caught her sometimes but she must have been slippery. She got away every time. They kept it up and kept it up. Such a crazy thing to see. There was a couch in the room Tar was looking into and once she got behind it and he was in front. He put his hands on the top of the couch and sprang clear over. You wouldn’t have thought [a drug clerk] could do it.

Then he chased her into one of the dark rooms. Tar waited and waited but they did not come out.

A fellow like Win Connell had to work, after supper, at the store. He would get dressed and go down there. People coming in to get prescriptions put up, to buy a cigar maybe. Win standing back of the counter smiling. “Is there anything else? Certainly, if it is not satisfactory bring it back. We aim to please.”

Tar going away out of his way, being later than ever to supper, to go past Cary’s drug store and look in, to see Win in there, just like any other man, doing what he did all the time every day. And less than an hour ago....

Win wasn’t so very old but he was already baldheaded.

The world of older people opening out gradually to a boy going around with his papers. Some older ones seemed to have a lot of dignity. Others hadn’t. Boys, Tar’s own age, had secret vices. Some of the boys at the swimming hole did things, said things. When men get older they grow sentimental about the old swimming hole. They remember only the pleasant things that happened. There is a trick of the mind that makes you forget [the] unpleasant [things]. It’s just as well. If you could see life clear and straight maybe you couldn’t live.

A boy goes around town filled with curiosity. He knows where the vicious dogs are, what people speak kindly to him. There are soreheads everywhere. You can’t get a thing out of them. If the paper is an hour late they growl and fuss at you. What the deuce. You don’t run the railroad. If the train is late it isn’t your fault.

That Win Connell doing that. Tar laughed about it sometimes at night in bed. How many other people cutting up all kinds of capers behind the blinds of houses? In some houses men and women were always quarreling. Tar came along the street and opening a gate went into a yard. He was going to put the paper under the back door. Some wanted it put there. As he went around the house the sound of quarreling inside. “I didn’t either. You’re a liar. I’ll knock your damn head off. Try it once.” The low growling voice of a man, the sharp cutting voice of an angry woman.

Tar tapped on the back door. It might be his collection night. Both the man and woman came to the door. They both thought it might be some neighbor and that they had been caught quarreling. [“Well, it’s only a boy.”] When they saw it was only [Tar] a look of relief on the two faces. The man paid Tar with a growl. “You’ve been late twice this week. I want my paper to be here when I get home.”

The door was slammed and Tar hung about for a moment. Would they start quarreling again? They did. Maybe they liked it.

At night streets of houses with closed blinds. Men coming out at the front door to go uptown. They went into saloons, into the drug store, into the barber shop or the cigar store. There they sat bragging, sometimes, sometimes just being quiet. Dick Moorehead did not quarrel with his wife but just the same he was one thing at home and another when he was out in the evening among men. Tar had slid in among groups of men when his father was holding forth. He slid out pretty fast. Dick had to sing pretty low at home. Tar wondered why. It wasn’t because Mary Moorehead scolded him.

In nearly every house he visited either the man or woman ruled the roost. Downtown, among the other men, [a man was] always trying to create the impression [he was] boss. “I said to my old woman — look here, I said — you do so and so. You bet she did it.”

 

Did it eh? In most of the houses Tar visited it was as at the Moorehead house — the women were the strong ones. Sometimes they ruled by bitter words, sometimes by tears, sometimes by silence. Silence was Mary Moorehead’s way.


PART IV
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CHAPTER XIV
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THERE WAS A girl, Tar’s age, came to visit Colonel Farley’s house on Maumee Street. The street went out past the Farley place and ended at the town cemetery. The Farley Place was the last one on the street but one, an old [rickety] house where the Thompsons lived.

The Farley house was large and had a cupola on top. There was a low hedge in front facing the road and an apple orchard at the side. At the back of the apple orchard was a large red barn. It was one of the swellest places in town.

The Farleys were people who were always nice to Tar after he began selling papers but he did not see them often. Colonel Farley had been in the war like Tar’s father and was a married man when he went in. He had two sons, both of whom had gone to college. Then they went away to live in some city and they must have got rich. Some said they had married rich women. They sent money home to the Colonel and his wife, plenty of it. The Colonel was a lawyer but hadn’t much practise — just fooled around getting pensions for old soldiers and that sort of thing. Sometimes he did not go to his office all day. Tar saw him sitting on the front porch of the house reading a book. His wife sat sewing. She was small and fat. When he collected for the paper the Colonel always gave Tar an extra nickel. Such people, Tar thought, [were] all right.

They had another old couple living with them. The man took care of their carriage and drove the Colonel and his wife out on fine afternoons and the woman cooked and did the housework. Everyone had it pretty soft at that house, Tar thought.

They weren’t much like the Thompsons who lived beyond them out that street, right by the cemetery gate.

The Thompsons were a tough lot. There were three grown sons and a girl Tar’s age. Tar hardly ever saw old Boss Thompson or the boys. They went every summer with a circus or a street fair. One year they had a stuffed whale on a box car.

They had canvas all around it and went around to towns and charged ten cents to look at it.

When they were at home the Thompsons, father and sons, hung around the saloons and bragged. Old Boss Thompson always seemed to have plenty of money but he made his women folks live like dogs. His old woman never had a new dress and looked all worn out while the old man and the boys were always strutting in Main Street. That year they had the whale old Thompson wore a plug hat and always had on a fancy vest. He liked to go into a saloon or a store and take out a big roll of bills. If he had a nickel in his pocket when he wanted some beer he never showed it. He took out a ten dollar bill, peeled it off a big roll and threw it on the bar. Some men said most of the roll was made up of one dollar bills. The boys were the same sort but they did not have so much money to strut with. The old man kept everything for himself.

The girl that came to visit the Farleys in the summer was their son’s daughter. Her father and mother had gone to Europe so she was going to stay until they came back. Tar heard about it before she came — such things get about town pretty fast — and [there he] was on hand at the railroad station to get his bundle of papers, when she came in.

She was pretty all right. Well, she had blue eyes and yellow hair and wore a white dress and white stockings. The Colonel and his wife and the old man who drove their carriage met her at the station.

Tar had got his papers — the baggage man always threw them off on the station platform at his feet — and he hustled to see if he could sell some to people getting off and on the train. When the girl got off — she had been put in charge of the conductor and he [handed] her off himself — the Colonel came over to where Tar stood and asked for his paper. “I can just as well save you coming clear out our way,” he said. He was holding the girl’s hand. “This is my [granddaughter], Miss Ester Farley,” [he said]. Tar went all red. It was the first time anyone had ever introduced him to a lady. He did not know what to do so he took off his cap but did not say a word.

The girl didn’t even blush. What she did was just to stare at him.

“Lordy,” Tar thought. He didn’t want to wait to see her again until he had to take the paper to the Farleys’ the next day, [so] he went out that way in the afternoon, but never saw a thing. The worst was that when he went out past the Farleys’ he had to do one of two things. The street did not go anywhere, just went to the cemetery gate and stopped and he had to go on into the cemetery, through it and out over a fence [and] into another street, or come back again past the Farleys’. Well, he did not want the Colonel, his wife or the girl to think he was hanging around.

The girl had got him all stirred up, right off. It was the first time that had happened. He dreamed of her at night and did[n’t] even dare speak of her to Jim Moore. One day Jim said something about her. Tar got red. He had to begin talking of something else [quick]. He couldn’t think what to say.

[Tar] began going off by himself. It he went out the railroad tracks a mile — toward the little town of Greenville — then turned off through the fields, he came to a creek that did not run through [his] town at all.

He could go that way clear to Greenville if he wanted to. He did once. It was only five miles. It was nice to be in a town where he did not know a soul. The main street was only half as long as the one in his own town. People he had never seen were standing in the store doors, strange people walking in the streets. They looked at him with curiosity in their eyes. In his own town he had now become a familiar figure, running around with the papers mornings and evenings.

The reason he liked to go off by himself that summer was that, when he was alone, he could fancy the new girl was with him. Sometimes when he took the paper he saw her at the Farley house. She even came out sometimes to take the paper from him and did it with a self-possessed smile on her face. If he was disconcerted in her presence she wasn’t.

 

She said “good morning” to him and all he could do was to mutter something she could not hear. Often when he was going around with the papers in the afternoon he saw her riding with her grandfather and grandmother. They all spoke to him and he took off his cap, awkwardly.

After all, she was only a girl like his sister Margaret.

When he went out of town alone, in the summer afternoons, he could imagine she was with him. He took hold of her hand as they walked along. He wasn’t afraid then.

The best place to go was to a beech woods about a half mile back from the tracks.

The beech trees grew in a little grassy gully that led down to the creek and on the hill above. There was a branch of the creek in the gully in the early spring but during the summer it dried up.

There isn’t any woods like a beech woods, Tar thought. Under the trees the ground was clear, no small bushes growing, and there were places among the big roots that stuck up out of the ground where he could lie as in a bed. Everywhere squirrels and chipmunks darted about. When he had been still a long time they came [pretty] close. Tar could have shot any number of squirrels that summer and perhaps if he had and had taken them home to be cooked it would have helped the Mooreheads a good deal, but he never took a gun [with him].

John had one. He had got it cheap second-handed. Tar could have borrowed it easy enough. He did not want to.

He wanted to go to the beech woods because he wanted to dream of the new girl in town, wanted to pretend she was with him. When he got to the place he settled his body down in a good comfortable place among the roots and closed his eyes.

There was the girl, close beside him, in fancy[of course]. He did not talk [to her] much. What was to be said? He took her hand in his, held her hand against his cheek. Her fingers were so soft and small that when he held her hand his own looked big like the hand of a man.

He was going to marry the Farley girl when he grew up. That he had decided. He did not know just what marriage meant. Yes he did. The reason he was so ashamed and blushed so when he went near her was because he was always having such thoughts when she wasn’t [near]. First he would have to grow up and go to the city. He would have to get as rich as she was. That would take time but not so long. Tar made four dollars a week selling papers. He was in a town where there weren’t many people. If the town were twice as large he would make twice as much — if four times as [large] four times as much. Four times four is sixteen. In a year there are fifty-two weeks. Four times fifty-two is two hundred and eight dollars. Lordy, that’s a lot.

And he wouldn’t be selling just papers. Maybe he’d get him a store. Then he would have him a carriage or an automobile. He would ride up in front of her house.

Tar tried to imagine what the city house the girl lived in when she was at home could be like. The Farley house on Maumee Street was about the grandest place in town but the wealth of Colonel Farley didn’t amount to anything against that of his sons in the city. Everyone in town said that.

In the beech woods, during the summer afternoons, Tar closed his eyes and dreamed the hours away. Sometimes he went to sleep. Nowdays he was always lying awake in bed at night. In the woods he could hardly tell the difference between sleeping and waking. All that summer no one in his own family seemed to pay any attention to him. He just came and went at the Moorehead house, mostly in silence. Sometimes John or Margaret spoke to him. “What’s the matter with you?”

“Ah, nothing.” It may have been that his mother was a little puzzled by his state. She however said nothing. Tar was glad of that.

In the beech woods he lay on his back and closed his eyes. Then he opened them slowly. The beech trees near the foot of the ravine were heavy-bodied great fellows. Their coats were patched with color, the white bark alternating with torn brown places. Up the side of the hill, in one spot, there was a group of young beech trees. Tar could imagine the forest above going on and on indefinitely.

In books things were always happening in forests. A young girl got lost in such a place. She was very beautiful, like the new girl in town. Well, there she was in the forest alone and night came on. She had to sleep in a hollow tree, or in a place among tree roots. As she lay there and just as darkness was coming she saw something. Some men rode into the forest and stopped near her. She kept very still. One of the men got off his horse and said strange words— “Open Sesame” — and the ground opened at his feet. There was a great door, so cleverly covered with leaves sticks [stones] and earth that you would never guess it was there.

The men went down a stairway and stayed a long time. When they came out they got on their horses and the leader — a strangely handsome man — just such a man as Tar felt he would be when he grew up — said some more strange words. “Close Sesame,” he said and the door closed and all was as before.

Then the girl tried it. She went to the place and said the words and the door opened. Many strange adventures followed. Tar remembered them dimly from a book Dick Moorehead read aloud to the children on winter evenings.

There were other stories, other things always happening in forests. Sometimes boys or girls got changed into birds or trees or animals. The young beech trees that grew on the side of the ravine had bodies like the bodies of young girls. When a little wind blew they swayed slightly. Tar, when he kept his eyes closed, could fancy the trees were beckoning to him. There was one young [beech] — he never knew why he singled out just that one — that might just have been Colonel Farley’s granddaughter.

Once Tar went to where it stood and touched it with his finger. The feeling he had was at the moment so real that he blushed when he did it.

He became obsessed with the notion of going out to the beech grove at night and one night he did it.

He had picked out a moonlit night. Well, a neighbor was at the Mooreheads’ and Dick was talking on the front porch. Mary Moorehead was there but not saying much as usual. Tar’s papers were all sold. If he stayed away for a time his mother would not [care]. She was sitting silently in a rocking chair. Everyone was listening to Dick. He usually managed to make them do that.

Tar lit out the back way and hurried around through back streets to the railroad tracks. When he had got out of town a freight train came along. A lot of tramps were in an empty coal car. Tar saw them as plain as day. One of them was singing.

He got to the place where he had to turn off the tracks and without [any] trouble found his way to the beech grove.

[It was all different than in the daytime.] [It was all strange.] Everything was still and spooky. He found a place where he could lie comfortably, and waited.

[For what?] What did he expect? He did not know. Perhaps he thought the girl might come to him, that she might have got lost and would be somewhere in the woods when he got there. In the darkness he wouldn’t be so embarrassed when she was near.

She wasn’t there of course. [He didn’t really expect it.] No one was there. No robbers came on horseback, nothing happened. He kept perfectly still for a long time and there wasn’t a sound.

Then little sounds began. He could see things more clearly as his eyes grew accustomed to the dim light. A squirrel or a rabbit ran down along the bottom of the ravine. He saw a flash of something white. There was a sound back of him, one of the little soft sounds made by tiny animals when they move about at night. His body trembled. It was as though something was running over his body, under his clothes.

It might have been an ant. He wondered whether or not ants went out at night.

The wind blew a little stronger and a little stronger — not a gale, just blowing steadily, up the ravine from the creek. He could hear the creek chattering. There was a place near where it had to run over stones.

Tar closed his eyes and held them closed a long time. Afterwards he wondered if he slept. If he did it couldn’t have been long.

When he opened his eyes again he was looking right at the place where the young beeches grew. He could see the one young beech tree he had gone across the ravine to touch that time, standing out from all the others.

That time when he was sick things — trees houses and people — were always leaving the ground and floating away from him. He had to hold onto something inside himself. If he hadn’t he might have died. No one else understood about that but he did.

Now the white young beech tree was coming toward him. It might have had something to do with the light and the wind blowing and the young beech trees swaying in the wind.

He did not know. The one tree just seemed to leave the others and come toward him. He was as scared as when Colonel Farley’s granddaughter spoke to him when he took the paper to their house but in a different way.

He was so scared that he jumped up and ran and when he ran he got more scared. How he got out of the woods and back to the railroad track without being hurt he never knew. He kept running after he got up onto the tracks. He was in his bare feet and the cinders hurt and once he stubbed his toe so that it bled but he never stopped running or being afraid until he got back into town, and to his own house.

He couldn’t have been gone long. When he got back Dick was still going it on the front porch and the others were still listening. Tar stood out back by the woodshed a long time to get his breath and let his heart stop pounding. Then he had to wash his feet and get the dried blood off his hurt toe before he went sneaking off upstairs and to bed. He did not want to get blood on the sheets.

And after he got upstairs and into bed and after the neighbors went home and his mother came upstairs to see if he and the others were all right he could not sleep.

There were a lot of nights that summer when Tar could not sleep much.


CHAPTER XV
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ANOTHER ADVENTURE OF quite another sort one afternoon later during that same summer. Tar could not keep off Maumee Street. In the morning he got through selling his papers by nine o’clock. Sometimes he had a job, mowing someone’s lawn. There were plenty of other boys after such jobs. They didn’t come any too thick.

No good fooling around home. When Tar was with his friend Jim Moore during that summer he was likely to be silent. Jim didn’t like it and found someone else [with whom to go adventuring] to the woods or to the swimming hole.

Tar went to the fair ground and watched the men work the race horses, he hung around the Whitehead barn.

There were always some old newspapers that hadn’t been sold, in the woodshed at home. Tar took several under his arm and went out along Maumee Street just to be going past the Farley house. Sometimes he saw the girl, sometimes he did not. When he did, when she was on the porch with her grandmother or in the yard or the orchard, he did not dare look.

The papers under his arm were to create the impression he had business out that way.

It was pretty thin. Who was there to take a paper out that way? No one but the Thompsons.

They take a paper — huh!

Now old Boss Thompson and the boys were out somewhere with a circus. It would be fun to do that when [Tar] grew up but circuses certainly carried a tough lot of men with them. When a circus came to the town where Tar lived he got up early and went down to the ground and saw everything, right from the start, saw the tent go up, the animals fed, everything. He saw the men get ready for the parade on Main Street. They put the bright red and purple coats on right over their old horsey, manurey clothes. The men didn’t even bother to wash their hands and faces. Some of them looked at though they had never washed.

The women in the circus and the child actors were pretty near the same way. They looked grand in the parade but you ought to see how they live. The Thompson [women] never were with a circus that came to their own town but [they were like that].

Tar thought that since the Farley girl had come to town he knew something of what a real swell looked like. She was always dressed in clean clothes, no matter what time of day Tar saw her. He would have wagered anything she was all washed up fresh every day. Maybe she took a bath, all over, every day. The Farleys had a bathtub, one of the few in town.

The Mooreheads were pretty clean, especially Margaret, but you can’t expect too much. Ill the winter it’s a lot of trouble to be always washing.

It’s nice though when you see someone else do it — a girl you’re crazy about especially.

It was a wonder Mame Thompson, old Boss Thompson’s one daughter, didn’t go off to the circus with her father and brothers. She might have learned to ride a horse standing up or perform on a trapeze. The young girls who did such things in circuses weren’t so much. Well they rode a horse standing up. What of it? It was an old steady horse usually, anyone could ride that way. Hal Brown whose father had a grocery, and cows in the barn, had to go to a field for the cows every night. He was a friend of Tar’s and sometimes Tar went with him and then later he went around with Tar delivering the papers. Hal could ride a horse standing up. He could ride a cow that way. He did it lots of times.

Tar began thinking about Mame Thompson, at about the same time she began paying attention to him. [He] may have been to her what the Farley girl was to him, someone to think about. The Thompsons, in spite of old Boss Thompson’s splurging around and showing his money, didn’t stand so well in town. The old woman didn’t go anywhere hardly. She stayed at home like Tar’s mother but not for the same reason. Mary Moorehead had a lot to do — so many children — but what did old Mrs. Thompson have to do? No one at home all summer but the girl Mame and she was big enough to help with the work. The old Thompson woman looked all fagged out. She always had on dirty clothes and so did Mame, when she was at home.

Tar began seeing a good deal of her. Two or three times a week, sometimes every day, he sneaked out that way and he couldn’t help going on past the Farleys’ and to their house.

When he got past the Farleys’ there was a drop in the road and a bridge across a ditch that was dry all summer. Then he came to the Thompsons’ barn. It stood close beside the road and the house was on the opposite side [of the road], a little farther along, right near the cemetery gate.

They had a general buried in the cemetery and a stone monument. He was standing with one foot on a cannon and with a finger pointed right at the Thompsons’ [house].

You’d have thought the town, if it was so blamed proud of its dead general, would have set up something fancier for him to point at.

The house was one of the small unpainted kind with a lot of the shingles gone out of the roof. It looked like the Old Harry. There had been a front porch but most of the floor was all rotted away.

The Thompsons had a barn but there wasn’t a horse, not even a cow. There was just a little old half rotten hay upstairs and some chickens scratching around downstairs. The hay must have been in the barn a long time. Some of it stuck out through an open door. It was all black and mouldy looking.

Mame Thompson was a year or two older than Tar. She had had more experience. At first, when he began going out that way, Tar did not think about her at all and then he did. She began to notice him.

She had begun to wonder what he was up to, always coming out that way. He didn’t blame her but what was he to do? He might have turned back at the bridge but if he did his going along the street wouldn’t have had any sense to it. He always carried a few papers, for a bluff. Well, he [thought he] had to keep up the bluff if he could.

Mame got so, when she saw him coming, she would cross the road and stand in the open barn door. Tar hardly ever saw old Mrs. Thompson. He had to walk right past the barn or turn back. There was Mame standing inside the barn door and pretending not to see him just as he was always pretending not to see her.

It got worse and worse.

Mame wasn’t slender like the Farley girl. She was a little fat and had big legs. Nearly always she had on a dirty dress and sometimes her face was dirty. Her hair was red and she had freckles on her face.

Another boy in town, named Pete Welsh, had gone right into a barn with a girl. He had told Tar and Jim Moore about it, had bragged about it.

In spite of himself Tar began thinking about Mame Thompson. That was a fine how-de-do but how could he help it? Some of the boys at school had girls. They gave them things and when they were walking home from school some of the bold[er] ones even walked with their girls a little ways. It took nerve. When a boy did it the others came along behind shouting and making fun.

Tar might have done that with the Farley girl if he ever had the chance. He never would have. In the first place she would be going away before school began and, even if she stayed, she maybe wouldn’t want him.

He wouldn’t dare ever let it be known if it happened that Mame Thompson had become his girl. What an ideal That would be just nuts for Pete Welsh and Hal Brown and Jim Moore. They would never let up.

O, Lord. Tar had begun to think of Mame Thompson at night now, had got her all mixed up with his thoughts of the Farley girl, but his thoughts about her didn’t get mixed up with any beech trees or clouds in the sky or anything like that.

His thoughts got pretty definite, sometimes. Would he ever have the nerve? O, Lord. What a question to ask himself. Of course he wouldn’t.

After all she wasn’t so bad. He got to looking at her when he went past. Sometimes she put her hands over her face and giggled and sometimes she pretended not to see him.

One day it happened. Well, he hadn’t ever intended it should. He had got clear up to the barn and hadn’t seen her [at all]. She might have gone away. The Thompsons’ house, across the way, looked as it always did, all closed up and dark, no wash hanging out in the yard, no cats or dogs around, no smoke going up out of a kitchen chimney. You might have thought that, when the old man and the boys were away, old Mrs. Thompson and Mame didn’t ever eat — or wash either.

Tar had not seen Mame as he came along the road and over the bridge. She was always standing in the barn, pretending to do something in there. What was she pretending to do?

He stopped by the barn door and looked in. Then, hearing and seeing nothing, he went in. What made him do it he did not know. He walked half way into the barn and then, when he turned to go out [again], there she was. She had been hiding behind a door [or something].

She didn’t say anything and neither did Tar. They stood looking at each other and then she went to where there was a rickety old ladder leading up to the loft.

It was up to Tar whether or not he would follow. That was what she meant all right, all right. When she had got almost up she turned and looked at him but she didn’t say anything. There was something in her eyes. O, Lordy.

Tar never dreamed he could be so bold. Well, he wasn’t bold. With trembling legs he went across the barn floor to the foot of the ladder. There didn’t seem enough strength in his arms and legs to climb [up. In such a situation a boy is terribly frightened.] There may be boys who are naturally bold, as Pete Welsh said he was, who do not care. All they want is a chance. Tar wasn’t like that.

He felt as though he had died. It couldn’t be himself, Tar Moorehead, doing what he was doing. It was too bold and terrible — wonderful too.

When Tar got up into the barn loft there was Mame sitting on the little pile of black old hay near the door. The loft door was open. You could see a long ways. Tar could see along the road right into the yard of the Farley place. His legs were so weak that he sat down at once, right near the girl, but he didn’t look at her, didn’t dare. He looked out through the barn door. A grocery boy came with things for the Farleys. He went around the house to the back door with a basket in his hand. When he came back around the house he turned the horse [around] and drove away. It was Cal Sleshinger, who drove the delivery wagon for Wagner’s store. He had red hair.

So did Mame. Well, her hair wasn’t exactly red. It was sandy. Her eyebrows were sandy [too].

Now Tar wasn’t thinking of the fact that her dress was dirty, her fingers dirty, her face perhaps dirty. He didn’t dare look at her [face]. He was thinking. What was he thinking?

“If you saw me on Main Street I bet you wouldn’t speak to me. You’re too stuck up.”

Mame wanted to be reassured. Tar wanted to answer but couldn’t. He was right near her, could have put out his hand and touched her.

She said one or two things. “Why do you keep coming out this way if you’re so stuck on yourself?” Her voice was a little harsh [now].

It was evident she did not know about Tar and the Farley girl, had not connected them in her mind. She thought his coming out that way had been to see her.

That time Pete Welsh went into a barn with a girl her mother came. Pete ran and the girl got a whipping. Tar wondered if they had gone up into [a] bam loft. He looked down through the loft door to see how far he would have to jump. Pete hadn’t said anything about jumping. He had just bragged. Jim Moore had kept saying, “I bet you never did. I bet you never did,” and Pete had answered sharply, “We did too. I tell you we did.”

Tar could, maybe, if he had the nerve. If you have had the nerve once then maybe you have it naturally the next time. Some boys are born with nerve [others aren’t]. Everything is easy for them.

[Now] Tar’s silence and fear had infected Mame. They sat staring out through the barn door.

Something [else] happened. Old Mrs. Thompson came into the barn and called Mame. Had she seen Tar go in? Both children sat in silence. The old woman stood downstairs. The Thompsons kept a few hens. Mame reassured Tar. “She’s looking for eggs,” she whispered softly. Tar could scarcely hear her voice [now].

They were [both] [again] silent and when the old woman went out of the barn Mame got up and began crawling down the ladder.

It may have been she had become contemptuous of Tar. She did not look at him as she went down and when she had gone and when Tar heard her go out of the bam he sat for several minutes staring out through the loft door.

He wanted to cry.

The worst was that the Farley girl came out of the Farley house and stood looking along the road [toward the barn]. She [might] have been looking through a window and might have seen him and Mame go [into the barn]. Now, if Tar got the chance, he wouldn’t ever speak to her, wouldn’t dare be where she was.

He wouldn’t ever get either girl. It was the way things turn out if you haven’t any nerve. He would have liked to beat himself, hurt himself in some way.

When the Farley girl had gone back into the house he went to the loft door and let himself down, as far as he could hang, and then dropped. He had brought a few old newspapers with him, for the sake of his bluff, and had left them in the loft.

Good Gracious. There wasn’t any way to get out of the hole he was in [now] except to cut across lots. Along where the little dry ditch ran there was some low ground where you sank in almost to your knee. It was the only way [he] could go now without going past either the Thompsons’ or the Farleys’.

Tar went that way, sinking into the soft mud. Then he had to go through a tangled berry patch where the briers tore his legs.

He was rather glad of that. The hurt places felt almost good.

O, Lord! [No one knows how a boy feels sometimes, ashamed of everything.] If he had only had the nerve. [If he had only had the nerve.]

Tar couldn’t help wondering how [it] would have been if....

O, Lord!

To go home after that and to see Margaret and his mother and everyone. When he was alone with Jim Moore [perhaps] he could ask questions, but the answers he would get [likely] wouldn’t be much. “If you had a chance.... If you were in a barn with a girl like Pete was that time....”

What was the use asking questions? Jim Moore would only laugh. “Ah, I won’t ever have no such a chance. I bet Pete didn’t. I bet he’s just a liar.”

The worst for Tar wasn’t at home. No one knew anything. Maybe the strange girl in town, the Farley girl, knew. Tar couldn’t tell. It might be she thought a lot of things that weren’t true. [Nothing had happened.] You could never tell what a girl like that, a good girl, would be thinking.

The worst for Tar would be when he saw the Farleys on the street, driving in the carriage, the girl sitting with them. If it was on Main Street he [could] dodge into a store [and] if on a residence street go right into someone’s yard. [He would go right into any yard] dog or no dog. Better be bit by a dog than meet her face to face now, he thought.

He would not take the paper out to the Farleys’ until after dark and he [would] let the Colonel pay him when they met on Main Street.

Well, the Colonel might complain. “You used to be so prompt. The train can’t be late every day.”

Tar would keep right on being late with the paper, and sneaking in at odd times, until fall came and the strange girl went back to the city. Then he would be all right. [He figured] he could dodge Mame Thompson all right. She didn’t come uptown very often and when school started she would be in another grade.

It would be all right about her because maybe she was ashamed too.

It might be that sometimes when they did meet, when they were both older, she would laugh at him. That was an almost unbearable thought [to Tar but he put it aside. It might come back at night — for a while] [but it didn’t come often. When it came was mostly at night when he was in bed.]

[Perhaps the feeling of shame wouldn’t last very long. When it came at night he would soon go to sleep or get to thinking of something else.

[Now he was thinking of what might have happened if he had had the nerve. When that thought came at night he would be a good deal longer time getting to sleep.]


PART V
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CHAPTER XVI
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DAYS OF SNOW followed by rain, with deep mud in the unpaved streets of Tar’s Ohio town. In March always a few warm days. Tar, with Jim Moore, Hal Brown and a few others, lit out for the swimming hole. The water was high. Along the bank of the creek the pussy-willows were blossoming. To the boys it seemed that all nature was shouting, “Spring has come, spring has come.” What fun to take off heavy coats, heavy boots. The Moorehead boys had to wear cheap boots that by March were full of holes. On cold days the snow worked its way through broken soles.

The boys stood on the creek bank looking at each other. A few insects were out. A bee flew past Tar’s face. “Lordy! I dare you! You go in and I will.”

The boys took off their clothes and plunged in. What a disappointment! How icy cold the swift-running water! They got out quickly and dressed shivering.

Fun though to go wandering along creek banks, through leafless strips of forest, the clear sun shining. A grand day to play hookey from school. Suppose a boy gets a hiding from the superintendent. What’s the difs?

During the cold winter months Tar’s father managed to stay away from home a good deal. The slender girl he had married had been the mother of seven children. You know what that does to a woman. When she isn’t very well she looks like the devil. Gaunt cheeks, stooped shoulders, hands always trembling.

Men like Tar’s father take life as it comes. Life rolls off them like water off a duck’s back. What’s the use hanging around where there is sadness in the air, trouble you can’t remedy, being what you are?

Dick Moorehead liked people and people liked him. He told stories, drank hard cider at farm houses. All his life afterwards Tar remembered a few trips he took with Dick to the country.

There was one house where he saw two great German women, one married, the other single and living with her sister. The German woman’s husband was also large. They had a whole keg of beer on tap, oceans of food on the table. Dick seemed more at home there than in town, in the Moorehead house. In the evening some neighbors came in and they all danced. Dick was like a kid, swinging the big girls around. He could crack such jokes that all the men whooped with laughter and the women giggled and blushed. Tar couldn’t understand the jokes. He sat in a corner staring.

At another time in the country in the summer a lot of men camped in the woods at the edge of a creek. They were ex-soldiers, making a night of it.

And again, with the coming of darkness, women came. That was when Dick began to shine. People liked to have him because he made everything lively. That night by the camp fire, when everyone thought Tar was asleep, both the men and women got a little lit up. Dick went with a woman back into the darkness. You couldn’t tell who the women were, who the men were. Dick knew all kinds of people. He had one kind of life at home in town and another when he was abroad. Why did he take his son on such expeditions? It may have been that Mary Moorehead asked him to take the boy and he did not know how to get out of it. Tar couldn’t stay away long. He had to get back to town and tend up to his papers. Both times they left town in the evening and Dick brought him back the next day. Then Dick cut out again, alone. Two kinds of lives led by the man who was Tar’s father, two kinds of lives led by a lot of quiet-seeming men of the town.

Tar got onto a lot of things, slowly. When you are a boy you don’t go around selling papers with your eyes shut. The more you can see the better you like it.

Maybe, later, you lead several kinds of fives yourself. You are one thing today and another tomorrow, changing like the weather.

There are solid people and people not so solid. It’s more fun on the whole not to be too solid. Solid good people miss a lot.

It might have been that Tar’s mother knew things she never let on to know. What she knew or didn’t know left something for Tar to think about and wonder about all the rest of his life. Hatred of his father came and then, a long time afterwards, understanding [began to come]. A lot of women are like mothers with their husbands. They have to be. Some men can’t grow up. A woman has a lot of kids and she gets so and so. What she wanted from a man, at first, she doesn’t want any more. Better let him go and have his fling. Life isn’t so gay for any of us, when we are poor anyway. There comes a time when a woman wants her children to have their chance and that is about all she asks. She would like to live long enough to see that happen, and then....

Tar’s mother must have been glad most of her children were boys. The cards are stacked better for boys. No denying that.

The Moorehead house, with Tar’s mother nowdays always half ill and growing constantly weaker, was no place for such a one as Dick. Now the woman of the house was living on her nerve. She was living because she did not want to die, not yet.

Such a woman grows very determined and silent. The husband, more than the children, feels her silence as a kind of reproach. God, what can a man do?

Some obscure disease eating at Mary Moorehead’s body. She did her work in the house, with Margaret’s assistance, and still took in family washings but she grew constantly paler and her hands trembled more and more. John worked every day in a factory. He too was growing habitually silent. The work may have been too heavy for his young body. In Tar’s childhood no one spoke of laws about children in factories.

The slender long work-roughened fingers of Tar’s mother fascinated him. He remembered them clearly long afterward when her figure began to grow dim in his mind. It may have been the memory of his mother’s hands that made him think so much about other people’s hands. With their hands young lovers touched each other tenderly, painters spent a long lifetime training the hands to follow the dictates of their fancies, men in workshops grasped tools with their hands. Hands young and strong, boneless soft hands at the ends of the arms of boneless soft men, hands of fighters, knocking other men down, the steady quiet hands of railroad engineers at the throttles of huge engines, soft hands creeping toward bodies in the night, hands beginning to age, to tremble, the hands of a mother that touches the babe, the hands of a mother remembered clearly, the hands of a father forgotten. A father remembered as a half rebellious man, telling tales, grabbing huge German women boldly, grabbing what he could get his hands on, going along. Well, what’s a man to do anyway?

During the winter after the summer of his adventure in the bam with Mame Thompson, Tar got to hating a lot of things and people he had never before thought much about.

Sometimes he hated his father, sometimes a man called [Hog] Hawkins. Sometimes it was a traveling man who lived in town but only came back home about once a month. Sometimes it was a man named Whaley who was a lawyer but, Tar thought, not much good.

Tar’s hatreds were nearly all concerned with money. He had got a money hunger that ate at him night and day. The feeling had grown in him because of his mother’s illness. If the Mooreheads had money, if they had a big warm house, if his mother had warm clothes, lots of them, like some women to whose houses he went delivering papers....

Well, Tar’s father might have been another sort of man. The gay kind are all right when you don’t need them for anything special, just want to be entertained. They can make you laugh all right.

Suppose you don’t feel much like laughing.

In the winter after John went to the factory he came home after dark at night. Tar was out in the dark delivering papers. Margaret hurried home from school and helped her mother. Margaret was o. K.

Tar thought much about money. He thought of food and clothes. There was a man came from the city and went skating on waterworks pond. He was the father of the girl who came to visit Colonel Farley. Tar had a lot of nerve thinking maybe he might get in with such a girl, from such a family. Mr. Farley was skating on the pond and he asked Tar to hold his overcoat. When he came to get it he gave Tar fifty cents. He did not know who Tar was, no more than if he had been a post on which he had hung his coat.

The coat, Tar held for perhaps twenty minutes, was lined with fur. It was made of such cloth as Tar had never seen before. Such a man, although he might be as old as Tar’s father, was like a boy. All the clothes he wore were such as it made you glad and sad to feel. A king might have worn such a coat. “If you have money enough you’re as good as a king and don’t have all the bother,” Tar thought.

If Tar’s mother had such a coat. What was the use thinking? You get to thinking and you get bluer and bluer. What good does it do? If you keep it up you’ll maybe get to acting the baby. Another kid comes along and says, “What’s the matter, Tar?” What are you going to answer?

Tar spent hours going about trying to think of new ways to make money. There are jobs to be had in a town but there are a lot of boys after them. He saw traveling men get off trains wearing fine warm clothes, women warmly clad. The traveling man who lived in town came home to see his wife. He stood in Shooter’s bar drinking with two other men and when Tar tackled him for the money he owed for his paper he took a large roll of bills out of his pocket.

“Oh, hell, boy, I ain’t got the change. Let it go ‘till the next time.”

Let it go indeed! A man like that doesn’t know what forty cents means. Such fellows, strutting around with someone else’s money in their pockets! If you get sore and insist they’ll stop the paper. You can’t afford to lose customers.

One evening Tar waited two hours in Lawyer Whaley’s office, trying to collect some money. It was getting near Christmas. Lawyer Whaley owed him fifty cents. He saw a man going up the stairway to the lawyer’s office and figured out maybe the man was a client. He had to watch such fellows [as Lawyer Whaley] pretty close. [He] owed money all over town. Such a man, when he has any money, will shovel it out but he doesn’t get any very often. You’ve got to be on the spot.

On that particular evening, a week before Christmas, Tar saw the man, a farmer, go up to the office and as his paper train was late he went right up after him. There was a small dark outer office and an inner one with a fire where the lawyer sat.

If you had to wait outside you got cold all right. Two or three cheap chairs, a rickety kind of a cheap table. Not even a magazine to look at. If there had been one it was so dark you couldn’t see.

Tar sat in the office waiting, filled with contempt. He thought about other lawyers in town. There was Lawyer King who had a big fine neat office. People said he fooled around with other men’s wives. Well, he was sharp, had about all the good practise in town. If such a man owed you money you didn’t spend any time being worried. Someday you met him on the street and he paid you up without your saying a word, thought of it himself and like as not gave you a quarter extra. At Christmas time such a man was good for a dollar. If it was two weeks after Christmas before he thought of it he forked it right over when he saw you.

Such a man might be free with other men’s wives, he might be up to sharp practise. Maybe other lawyers only said he was because they were jealous and anyway his wife was pretty sloppy. Sometimes when Tar went around with the afternoon paper she didn’t even have her hair put up. The grass wasn’t ever cut in the yard, nothing was tended up to but Lawyer King made up for it the way he fixed his office. It might be his liking to stay in his office rather than in his house was what made him such a good lawyer.

Tar sat a long time in Lawyer Whaley’s office. Inside he could hear the voices. When at last the farmer started to come out the two men stood a moment by the outer door and then the farmer took some money out of his pocket and gave it to the lawyer. When he went away he almost fell over Tar who was thinking that if he had any law business he would take it to Lawyer King, not to such a man as Whaley.

He got up and went into Lawyer Whaley’s office. “No chance now his telling me to wait ‘till some other day.” The man was standing by the front window, still holding the money in his hand.

He knew what Tar wanted. “How much do I owe you?” he asked. It was fifty cents. He shoved out a two dollar bill and Tar had to think fast. If a boy had the luck to catch him flush such a man might give a dollar for Christmas or he might not give anything at all. Tar decided to say he hadn’t any change. The man might think of Christmas coming and give him an extra fifty cents or he might say, “Well, come around next week,” and Tar would have all his waiting for nothing. He would have to do it again.

“I haven’t got any change,” Tar said. Anyway he had taken the plunge. The man hesitated for a moment. There was a wavering uncertain light in his eyes. When a boy needs money as Tar did he learns to watch people’s eyes. After all Lawyer Whaley had three or four kids and he didn’t get a client very often. He was thinking about Christmas for his own kids, maybe.

When such a man can’t make up his mind he is likely to do something foolish. That’s what makes him what he is. Tar stood with the two dollar bill in his hand waiting, not offering to give it back, and the man did not know what to do. At first he made a little motion with his hand, not very strong, and then he made it stronger.

He had taken the plunge. Tar felt a little ashamed and a little proud. He had worked the man just right. “Ah, keep the change. It’s for Christmas,” the man said. Tar was so surprised getting the whole dollar and a half extra that way he could not answer. When he had got down into the street he realized he hadn’t even thanked Lawyer Whaley. He felt a little like going back and putting the [extra] dollar on the lawyer’s table. “Fifty cents is enough at Christmas from such a man as you.” Likely as not, when Christmas time came, he wouldn’t have a cent to get presents for his own kids. The lawyer had on a black coat all worn shiny and a little black tie, also shiny. Tar did not want to go back and he did want to keep the money. He did not know what to do. He had worked a game on the man, saying he had no change when he did have it, and the game had worked too well. If he had got but fifty cents, as he had planned, it would have been all right.

He kept the dollar and a half, took it home to his mother, but for several days every time he thought of the incident he was ashamed.

It’s the way things work out. You think up a slick scheme to get something for nothing and you get it [and] then, when you do get it, it isn’t half as nice as you hoped.


CHAPTER XVII
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EVERYONE EATING FOOD. [Tar Moorehead thought a lot about foods.] Dick Moorehead, when he went off to the country, fared pretty well. Lots of people came out all right about food. Some women were naturally good cooks, others weren’t. A groceryman sold food in his store and could bring things home. John, working in the factory, had to have something substantial. He had grown tall now and looked almost a man. When he was at home, nights and on Sundays, he was silent like the mother. It may have been because he was worried, maybe he had to work too hard. He worked in a place where they made bicycles but he did not have one. Tar often went past the long brick factory. In the winter all the windows were closed and there were iron bars across the windows. That was to prevent thieves breaking in at night but it made the building look like the town jail, only much larger. After a time Tar would [have to] go there to work and Robert would take care of the paper selling. It was almost time.

Tar dreaded the thought of the time coming when he would be a factory hand. He went around having queer dreams. Suppose it should turn out he wasn’t a Moorehead at all. He might have been the son of a rich man who was leaving for foreign parts. The man had come to his mother and had said, “Here is my child. Its mother is dead and I must leave for foreign parts. If I do not return you may keep him as your own child. Do not ever let him know. Someday I may return and then we shall see what we shall see.”

When he had been having some such dream Tar looked at his mother closely. He looked at his father, at John, Robert and Margaret. Well, he tried to imagine he did not look like the others. The dream made him feel a little disloyal. He felt his nose with his fingers. It wasn’t the same shape as John or Margaret’s nose.

When the fact that he was of different stock was finally made known he would never take advantage of the others. He would have money, oodles of it, and all the Mooreheads would be treated exactly as though they were his equals. Perhaps he would go to his mother and say— “Do not let the others know. The secret is buried in my breast. It shall stay there sealed forever. John shall go to college, Margaret shall have fine clothes, Robert a bicycle.”

Having such thoughts made Tar feel very tender about all the other Mooreheads. What fine things he would buy for his mother. He had to smile to think of how Dick Moorehead would go about town cutting a swath. He could have fancy vests, a fur-fined overcoat, He wouldn’t have to work, could just put in his time being leader of the town band or something like that.

Of course John and Margaret would laugh if they knew what was going on in Tar’s head but no one need know. It wasn’t true of course, just something to think about nights after he got into bed and when he was going through dark side streets on winter evenings with his papers.

Sometimes when a well-dressed man got off a train it almost seemed to Tar that his dream was about to come true. If the man had walked right up to him and had said, “My son, my son. I am your father. I have been in foreign parts and have accumulated a huge fortune. Now I have come to make you rich. You shall have everything your heart desires.” If something of that sort should happen Tar thought he would not be too much surprised. He was ready for it to happen anyway, had thought it all out.

Tar’s mother and his sister Margaret always had to be figuring on food. Three meals every day for hungry boys. Things to clean up. Sometimes when Dick had been away in the country a long time, he came home bringing a lot of country sausage or pork.

At other times, in the winter specially, the Mooreheads got pretty low. They only had meat about once a week, no butter, no pie, even on Sundays. They had corn meal baked into cakes and cabbage soup with pieces of fat pork floating in it. You can soak your bread in that.

Mary Moorehead got pieces of salt pork and fried the grease out of it. Then she made gravy. That was good on bread. Beans go a long way. You make a stew with some salt pork in it. It isn’t half bad and fills you up, anyway.

Hal Brown and Jim Moore sometimes urged Tar to go home with them to their houses to eat. Small town people are always doing that. Perhaps Tar had helped Hal do his chores and Hal had gone with him on his paper route. It’s all right to go to someone else’s house, now and then, but if you do it often you ought to be able to ask them to your house. Corn meal mush or cabbage soup will do at a pinch but you don’t want to ask a guest to sit down to it. If you’re poor and hard up you don’t want the whole town to know and be talking.

Beans or cabbage stew, eaten maybe at the table in the kitchen by the kitchen stove, huh! Some winters the Mooreheads couldn’t afford to have more than one fire. They had to eat, get their lessons, undress for bed, do everything in the kitchen. When they were eating Tar’s mother got Margaret to dish things up. It was so the children couldn’t see how much her hands trembled after a day’s washing.

At the Browns’, when Tar went there, such an abundance. You wouldn’t think there was so much in the world. If you took all you could stuff, no one ever noticed. Just to look around the table made your eyes ache.

They had big dishes of mashed potatoes, fried chicken with good gravy — maybe little pieces of good meat floating in it — not thin either — a dozen kinds of jams and jellies in glasses — it looked pretty that way, so pretty you couldn’t bear hardly to take a spoonful and spoil the way it looked — sweet potatoes baked in brown sugar — the sugar melting and making a thick kind of candy over it — big bowls full of apples bananas and oranges, beans baked in a big dish — all brown over the top — turkey sometimes when it wasn’t Christmas, Thanksgiving or anything, three or four kinds of pie, cakes with layers and brown sweet stuff between the layers — white frosting on top with sometimes red candies stuck in it — apple dumplings.

Every time when Tar went there different kinds of stuff on the table — plenty of it and always good. It was a wonder Hal Brown wasn’t fatter. He was as skinny as Tar.

If Ma Brown didn’t do the cooking one of the big Brown girls did. They were all good cooks. Tar would have bet that Margaret, if she had the chance, could do some swell cooking too. You have to have the stuff to cook with, plenty of it.

No matter how cold it is, after a feed like that you feel all warm. You can go around outdoors with your coat all unbuttoned. You almost sweat, even outdoors and when it’s zero weather.

Hal Brown was Tar’s age in a family where all the others were grown up. The Brown girls, Kate and Sue and Sally and Jane and Mary, were all big strapping girls — five of them — and there was an older brother who worked downtown in the Browns’ store. He was called Shorty Brown because he was so long and big. Well, he was six feet three. The Brown kind of eating had built him up, all right. He could take hold of the collar of Hal’s coat with one hand and of Tar’s collar with the other and he could lift them both off the floor, do it without half trying.

Ma Brown wasn’t so big. She wasn’t as tall as Tar’s mother. You could never guess how she could have had such a son as Shorty or such daughters as she had. Tar and Jim Moore used to talk about it sometimes. “Gee, it doesn’t seem as though it could be done,” Jim said.

Shorty Brown had shoulders like a horse. Maybe it was the food. Maybe Hal would be that way sometime. Still the Moores fed pretty well and Jim wasn’t as tall as Tar, if he was a little fatter. Ma Brown ate the same food the rest did. Look at her.

Pa Brown and the girls were big. When he was at home Pa Brown — he was known as “Cal” — hardly ever said a word. In the house the girls made a racket and so did Shorty, Hal and the mother. The mother was always scolding but she didn’t mean a thing and no one paid any attention. The children laughed and cracked jokes and after supper some nights all of the girls got at Shorty and tried to put him on the floor. If they broke a dish or two Ma Brown scolded but no one cared much. When they were at it Hal tried to help his bigger brother but he didn’t count. It was a sight to see. If the girls got their dresses torn it made no difference. No one got mad.

Cal Brown, when he got through supper, went into the front room and sat down to read a book. He was always reading books like Ben Hur and Romola and Dickens’ Works and if one of the girls came and banged on the piano he went right on.

Such a man to always have a book in his hand when he was at home! He owned the biggest gents’ clothing store in town. There must have been a thousand suits of clothes all laid out on long tables. You could have a suit for five dollars down and a dollar a week. Tar and John and Robert got theirs that way.

When there was hell going on in the Browns’ house, after supper on a winter evening, Ma Brown kept screaming and saying, “Now behave yourselves. Don’t you see your Pa’s reading?” but no one paid any attention. Cal Brown didn’t seem to care a lick. “Ah let ’em alone,” he said when he said anything. Mostly he never even noticed.

Tar stood a little to one side, trying to hide himself. It was good to come to the Browns’ [house] to eat but he couldn’t do it too often. Having a father like Dick Moorehead, a mother like Mary Moorehead was not like belonging to such a family as the Browns.

He couldn’t invite Hal Brown or Jim Moore to come to the Moorehead’s and eat cabbage soup.

Well, food isn’t the only thing. Jim or Hal might not care. Mary Moorehead would though, Tar’s older brother John would, Margaret would. The Mooreheads were proud. In Tar’s home everything was concealed. You are in bed and your brother John is lying beside you in the same bed. In the next room Margaret is sleeping. She has to have a room by herself. That is because she is a girl.

You are in bed and you lie thinking. John may be doing the same thing, Margaret may be doing it. A Moorehead said nothing at such a time.

Concealed in his corner of the big dining room [at the Browns’], Tar watched Hal Brown’s father. The man was getting old and grey. He had little wrinkles about his eyes. When he read a book he put on spectacles. The clothing store man was the son of a large farmer who had been prosperous. He had married the daughter of another [prosperous] farmer. Then he had come to town and had started a store. When his father died he got the farm and later his wife also got money.

Such people had lived in one place always. There had always been plenty of food, clothes, warm houses. They did not drift about, living in little mean houses, leaving suddenly because the rent was due and they could not pay it.

They were not proud, did not have to be proud.

In the Browns’ house the feeling of warm safety. Great strong girls wrestling with their tall brother on the floor. Dresses being torn. — 

The Brown girls could milk cows, could cook, do anything. They went off with young men to dances. In the house sometimes, in the presence of Tar and their own younger brother, they said things about men and women and animals that made Tar blush. If, when the girls were cutting up like that, their father was there he never even spoke.

He and Tar were the only silent ones in the Browns’ house.

Was it because Tar did not want any of the Browns to know how glad he was to be in their house, to be so warm, to see all the fun going on and be so filled with food?

At the table when someone asked him to have a second helping he always shook his head and said, “No,” in a faint voice, but Cal Brown, who was serving, paid no attention. “You pass his plate,” he said to one of the girls and it came back to Tar heaping full. More fried chicken, gravy, another great heap of mashed potatoes, another wedge of pie. The big Brown girls and Shorty [Brown] looked at each other and smiled.

Sometimes one of the Brown girls would begin to hug and kiss Tar right in front of the others. It was after they all got up from the table and when Tar was trying to hide himself by getting into a corner. When he could do that he kept quiet and watched, saw the little wrinkles about Cal Brown’s eyes as he read his book. There was always something laughing in [the merchant’s] eyes but he never laughed out loud.

Tar hoped a wrestling match would start between Shorty and the girls. Then they would all get absorbed, and leave him alone.

He couldn’t go to the Browns’ or to Jim Moore’s too often because he didn’t feel like asking them to come to his house to eat just one dish off the kitchen table, the baby maybe crying.

When one of the girls took it into her head to kiss him he couldn’t help blushing and that made the others laugh. The big girl, almost a woman, did it to tease him. The Brown girls all had strong arms and great motherly breasts. The one who was teasing him held him tight and then turning his face up kissed him while he struggled. Hal Brown whooped with laughter. They never tried to kiss Hal because he didn’t blush. Tar wished he didn’t. He couldn’t help it.

Dick Moorehead, during the winter always going around visiting farm houses, pretending he was looking for painting and paper-hanging jobs. Maybe he was. If a big girl at some farm house, some girl like one of the Brown girls, tried to kiss him, he wouldn’t ever have blushed. He would have liked it. Dick wasn’t the blushing kind. Tar had seen enough to know that.

The Brown girls and Shorty Brown weren’t the blushing kind but they weren’t like Dick.

Dick, off in the country that way, always got plenty to eat. People liked him around because he was entertaining. Tar got invited to the Moores’ and the Browns’. John and Margaret had their friends. They got invited too. Mary Moorehead stayed at home.

A woman, when she has kids, when her man isn’t a very good provider, gets the worst of it, all right. Tar’s mother was the blushing kind just like Tar. When Tar got a little older he would get over it maybe. Women like his mother never did.


CHAPTER XVIII
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THERE WAS A man in town — Hog Hawkins. People called him the name right to his face. He had given the Moorehead boys a lot of trouble.

The morning Cleveland papers were two cents each but if you had your paper delivered to your house or to a store you got it for ten cents the six days. Sunday papers were special and sold for five cents. People, at their houses, usually took the evening papers but the stores, a few lawyers and others, wanted the morning paper. The morning paper came in at eight o’clock. Just time to run around with the papers and make it to school. Lots of people came down to the train to get their paper [there].

Hog Hawkins always did. He had to have a paper because he dealt in hogs, buying them from farmers and shipping to the city markets. He had to know the city market prices.

When John was selling papers Hog Hawkins got to owing him, at one time forty cents, and he said he had paid it when he hadn’t. There was a quarrel and he wrote to the office of the paper in the city and tried to have John’s agency taken away. In the letter he said John was dishonest and impertinent.

It caused a lot of trouble. John had to get Lawyer King and three or four merchants to write saying he was o. K. It isn’t a very nice thing to have to ask. John hated it.

Then John wanted to get even with Hog Hawkins and did. The man might have saved two cents a week by being all right, and everyone knew that two cents means a lot to such a man, but John made him pay up cash every day [after that]. If he had paid by the week in advance John would have made it apply on the old debt. Hog Hawkins would never have trusted him with the ten cents. He knew better than that.

At first Hog tried to get out of buying any paper at all. They took it at the barber shop and at the hotel and it was lying around and he went into one of the two places and sat looking at it for a few mornings but that couldn’t last. The old hog buyer had a little dirty white beard, he never had trimmed, and he was bald.

No money in such a man for a barber. In the barber shop they began hiding the paper when they saw him coming and the clerk at the hotel did the same thing. No one wanted him around. He smelled something awful.

When John Moorehead got his dander up you couldn’t move him any more than a brick wall. He did not say much but he could [sure] stand pat. If Hog Hawkins wanted a paper he had to trot down to the station with the two cents in his hand. If he was across the street and shouted John did not pay any attention. People had to smile when they saw it. The old man always reached for the paper before he gave John the two cents but John put the paper behind his back. Sometimes they just stood like that, glaring at each other, and then the old man caved in. When it happened at the station the baggage man, the express agent and the railroad crew all laughed. They used to whisper to John when Hog had his back turned. “Don’t you give in,” they said. Little [enough] chance of that.

It wasn’t long before [almost] everyone had it in for Hog. He had cheated a lot of people and was so stingy he hardly ever spent a cent. He lived alone in a small brick house on a street back of the cemetery and almost always had pigs turned loose in the yard. In hot weather you could smell the place a half mile. People tried to have him arrested for keeping the place so dirty but he got out of it some way. If they made a law no one could keep pigs in town it shut out a lot of other people from keeping [pretty clean] pigs and they didn’t want that. A hog can be kept clean the same as a dog or a cat but such a man would never keep anything clean. He had been married to a farmer’s daughter when he was young but she never had any children and died after three or four years. Some people said that when his wife was alive he wasn’t so bad.

When Tar began to sell the papers the feud between Hog Hawkins and the Mooreheads kept up.

Tar wasn’t as foxy as John. He let Hog get into him for ten cents right off and that gave the old man a lot of satisfaction. It was a victory. John’s method had always been never to say a word. He stood with the paper held behind his back and waited. “No cash, no paper.” That was his line.

Tar tried scolding [Hog], trying to get his ten cents back, and that gave the old man a chance to laugh [at him]. In John’s day the laugh had been on the other side of the fence.

[And] then something happened. Spring came and there was a long rainy time. One night a bridge got washed out east of town and the morning train did not come. At the station it was marked first three hours late and then five. The afternoon train was due at four thirty and on a late March afternoon in Ohio, when it is raining and the clouds hang low, it is pretty near dark by five.

Tar went down to see about the trains at six and then went home to supper. He went again at seven and at nine. No trains all day. The telegraph operator told him he had better go [on] home and forget it and he did go home thinking he would go to bed but Margaret got on her ear.

What was the matter with her Tar didn’t know. She didn’t usually act as she did that night. John had come home from work tired and had gone to bed. Mary Moorehead, pale and sick-looking, went to bed early. It wasn’t very cold but the rain fell steadily and it was dark as pitch outside. Maybe the calendar said it should have been a moonlight night. The electric lights were turned off all over town.

It wasn’t that Margaret was trying to tell Tar what he should do about his job. She was just nervous and excited, without any reason, and said she knew that if she went to bed she couldn’t sleep. Girls get that way sometimes. It might have been the spring coming on. “Ah, let’s sit up until a train does come and then let’s take the papers around,” she kept saying. They were in the kitchen and the mother must have gone to sleep in her room. She never said a word. Margaret put on John’s raincoat and his rubber boots. Tar had on a ponchoon. He could put his papers under it and keep them pretty dry.

They went to the station that night at ten and again at eleven.

There wasn’t a soul on Main Street. Even the night watchman had hid himself away. [It was a night when even a thief wouldn’t be out.] The telegraph operator had to stay but he had a grouch. After Tar asked him about the train three or four times he wouldn’t answer. Well, he wanted to be at home in bed. Everyone did but Margaret. She had infected Tar with her nervousness [and excitement].

When they went to the station at eleven they decided to stay. “If we go home again like as not we’ll wake mother up,” Margaret said. In the station there was a fat country woman sitting on a bench asleep with her mouth open. They had left a light burning [in there] but it was pretty dim. A woman like that would be going to see her daughter in another town, a daughter who was sick or going to have a baby or something. Country people don’t travel much. When they make up their minds they’ll stand anything. Start them and you can’t stop them. There was a woman in Tar’s town went clear out to Kansas to see her daughter and she took along all her own food and sat up in the day coach all the way. Tar heard her tell about it once in a store when she got back home.

The train got in at half past one. The baggage master and the ticket man had gone home and the telegraph operator did their work. He had to stay up anyway. He thought Tar and his sister had gone crazy. “Hey, you crazy kids. What does anyone in the world care whether or not they get a paper this time a night? You ought to be spanked and sent off to bed, the both of you.” The telegraph operator had a grouch that night [all right].

Margaret was all right and so was Tar. Now that he had got into it Tar enjoyed staying up as much as his sister. On a night like that you are sleepy and sleepy, so you think you can’t stand it another minute, and then suddenly you aren’t sleepy at all. It’s like getting your second wind when you are running a race.

A town at night, away after midnight and when it’s raining, is different from a town in the day or in the early evening when it’s dark but the people in the houses are all awake. When Tar went around with his papers on ordinary evenings he had a lot of short-cuts he always took. Well, he knew where they had dogs, knew how to save a lot of ground. He went through alley-ways, climbed fences. Most people did not care. When a boy went around that way he saw a lot of things going on. Tar had seen other things besides that time when be saw Win Connell and his new wife cutting up.

That night, with Margaret along, he wondered whether he would go his regular way or keep to the sidewalks. As though sensing what was going on in his mind Margaret wanted to go the shortest and darkest way.

It was fun, puddling about in the rain and darkness, going up to dark houses, slipping the paper under a door or back of a blind. Old Mrs. Stevens lived alone and was afraid of disease. She had some money and had another old woman working for her. She was always afraid of taking cold and when it was winter or cold weather she paid Tar an extra five cents a week and he took the paper in the kitchen and held it over the kitchen stove. When it was warm and dry the old woman who worked in the kitchen ran with it into the front room. There was a box on the front door of the house to keep the paper dry in wet weather. Tar told Margaret about it and she laughed.

All kinds of people in a town, having all kinds of notions, and now they were all asleep. When they came to a house Margaret stood outside while Tar crept up and put the paper in the dryest place he could find. He knew most of the dogs [and anyway,] that night the ugly ones were inside out of the rain.

Everyone inside out of the rain but Tar and Margaret, all asleep, cuddled up in beds. If you let yourself go you could imagine just how they looked. When Tar was going around alone he often spent his time trying to imagine what was going on in houses. He could pretend the houses had no walls. It was a good way to put in the time.

Walls of houses could not hide things from [him] more than a dark night like that. When Tar came back from taking a paper into a house and when Margaret was waiting outside he could not see her. Sometimes she hid behind a tree. He called to her in a loud whisper. Then she came out and they laughed.

They came to a short-cut that Tar hardly ever took at night except when it was warm and clear. It was right through the cemetery, not on the Farley-Thompson side but the other way.

You got over a fence and went between the graves. Then you crawled over another fence and through an orchard and you were out in another street.

Tar told Margaret about the cemetery short-cut just to tease her. She had been so bold, had wanted to do everything. He just thought he would try her out and was surprised and a little upset when she took him up.

“Oh, come on. Let’s do it,” she said. After that there wasn’t anything else Tar could do.

They found the place and got over the fence and there they were right in among the graves. They kept stumbling over stones but they didn’t laugh now. Margaret was sorry she had been so bold. She crept close to Tar and took hold of his hand. It had got darker and darker. They couldn’t see even the white gravestones.

That was where it happened. Hog Hawkins lived out that way. His hog yard backed right up against the orchard they had to cross after they got out of the cemetery.

They had got almost through and Tar was going ahead, hanging onto Margaret’s hand and trying to find his way, when they almost fell over Hog kneeling over a grave.

They didn’t know who it was, not at first. When they were almost on top of him he groaned and they stopped. At first they thought it was a ghost. Why they didn’t both cut and run they never knew. They were too scared[, maybe].

They both stood trembling and clinging to each other and there came a stroke of lightning and Tar saw who it was. It was the only stroke of lightning that night and after it passed there wasn’t hardly any thunder at all, just a low rumbling sound.

A low rumbling sound far off in the darkness somewhere and a groan from the man kneeling by the grave, almost at Tar’s feet. The old hog buyer had been unable to sleep that night and had come out to the graveyard, to his wife’s grave, to pray. Perhaps he did it every night when he could not sleep. That might have been the reason he lived in a house so near the graveyard.

A man like that, never having liked but one person, never having been liked by but one person. They had married and then she had died. Nothing after that but [lonesomeness]. He had got so he hated people and wanted to die. Well, he was pretty sure his wife had gone to Heaven. He wanted to get in there [too] if he could. If she was in Heaven she might say a word for him. He was pretty sure she would.

Suppose he died some night in his house, not a living thing about but some hogs. In the town there was a story. Everyone told it. A farmer came to town looking for the hog buyer. He met Charlie Durlam, the postmaster, who pointed out the house. “You will find him down there. You can tell him from the hogs because he wears a hat.”

The graveyard had become the hog buyer’s church to which he went at night. To belong to a regular church would imply some kind of understanding with other people. He would have to give money now and then. It cost nothing to go at night into a graveyard.

Tar and Margaret went softly out of the presence of the kneeling man. After the one flash of lightning it was black dark but Tar managed to find the way to the fence and got Margaret over and into the orchard. Soon they were out on another street, both shaken and afraid. From the street they could hear the moaning voice of the hog buyer coming out of the darkness.

They hurried over the rest of Tar’s route, keeping to the streets and sidewalks. Now Margaret wasn’t so frisky. When they got to the Moorehead house [she] tried to fight a lamp in the kitchen and her hands trembled. Tar had to take the match and do the job. Margaret was pale. Tar might have laughed at her but wasn’t so sure how he looked himself. When they had gone upstairs and to bed Tar was awake for a long time. It was good to get into bed with John, who had the bed all warm and who never woke up.

Tar had made up his mind to something but thought it just as well not to tell John. The battle the Mooreheads had been having with Hog Hawkins was John’s battle, not his. He was out ten cents but what is ten cents?

He did not want the baggage man to know, did not want the express man or any of the people who habitually hung around the railroad station when the train came in to know that he had surrendered.

He had made up his mind to have it out with Hog Hawkins the very next day and did. He waited until there wasn’t anyone looking and then went to where the man stood waiting.

Tar thrust out the paper and Hog Hawkins grabbed it. He made a bluff at fishing in his pockets for the pennies but of course he didn’t find [any]. He wasn’t going to miss a chance like that. “Well, well, I forgot the change. You’ll have to wait.” When he said it he chuckled. He was sorry none of the men around the station had seen what had happened, how he had caught one of the Moorehead boys off guard.

Well, a victory was a victory.

He went off along the street clutching the paper and chuckling. Tar stood watching.

If Tar lost two cents a day three or four times a week it wouldn’t amount to much. Now and then some traveling man got off a train and gave him a nickel, saying, “Keep the change.” Two cents a day wasn’t so much. Tar thought he could stand it. He thought of Hog Hawkins getting his little moments of satisfaction, beating him out of papers, and made up his mind he would let him.

[That is,] he would, [he thought,] when there weren’t too many people about.


CHAPTER XIX
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[HOW IS A boy to figure things out? Happenings in Tar’s town as in all town’s.] Now [Tar] was growing large of body — tall and leggy. People were less conscious of him as a child. He went to ball games, to shows at the opera house.

There was a life going on outside his town. The train that brought the papers from the east went on west.

Life in the town was simple. There were no rich people. In the evening, in the summer, he saw couples walking under the trees. They were young men and women almost grown. Sometimes they kissed. When Tar saw it he became excited.

There weren’t any bad women in town, except maybe....

To the east Cleveland, Pittsburgh, Boston, New York. To the west Chicago.

A negro, son of the only negro in town, came to visit his father. He talked in the barber shop — in the livery barn. It was spring and all winter he had lived at Springfield, Ohio.

During the Civil War Springfield had been one of the stations on the underground railroad — abolitionists running off niggers. Tar’s father knew all about that. Zanesville was another — and Oberlin, near Cleveland.

All such places had niggers yet — lots of them.

In Springfield there was a place called “the levee.” Nigger prostitutes mostly. The nigger who came to town to visit his father told about it in the livery stable. He was a strong young fellow who wore loud flashy clothes. All winter he had been in Springfield and two nigger women had kept him. They went out into the streets, made money and brought it to him.

“They better had. I wouldn’t stand for no foolishness.

“Knock ’em down. Treat ’em rough. That’s my way.”

The young negro’s father was such a respectable old man. Even Dick Moorehead, who kept all his life the Southerner’s attitude toward niggers, said, “Old Pete’s all right — if he is a nigger.”

The old negro man worked hard and so did his little dried-up wife. All their children had cut out, gone adventuring where there were other negroes. They rarely came home to visit the old couple and when one did he did not stay long.

The flashy nigger wouldn’t stay long either. He said as much. “Nothing in this town for a nigger like me. Is a sport, I is.”

Odd thing — that kind of relationship between men and women — even for niggers — women supporting a man that way. One of the men working at the livery barn said white men and women sometimes did the same thing, The men at the barn and some at the barber shop were envious. “A man doesn’t have to work. Money rolls in.”

All kinds of things going on in towns and cities where the trains came from, in cities to which the trains go when they go on west.

Old Pete, the father of the young negro sport, did whitewashing, he worked in people’s gardens, his wife did washing just like Mary Moorehead. On almost any day you could see the old man going through Main Street with his whitewash pail and brushes. He never swore, drank, stole. He was always cheerful, smiling, taking his hat off to white people. On Sundays he and his old wife put on their best clothes and went to the Methodist Church. They both had white kinky hair. Now and then, when there was a prayer going on, you heard the old man’s voice. “Oh, Lord, save me,” he groaned. “Yes, Lord, save me,” echoed the wife.

Not much like his son, that old black. When he was in town that time [you bet] the flashy young black never went near any church.

At the Methodist Church, Sunday evenings — girls coming out, young fellows waiting to see them home.

“May I see you home tonight, Miss Smith?” Trying to be extra polite — speaking soft and low.

Sometimes a young fellow got the girl he wanted, sometimes he didn’t. When he failed small boys standing about called to him. “Yi! Yi! She wouldn’t let you! Yi! Yi!”

Children John’s age, Margaret’s age, were betwixt and between. They couldn’t wait in the darkness to yell at [the] older boys nor could they, as yet, stand up before all the others and ask some girl to let them see her home, be asked by some young man.

To Margaret that might be happening soon now. It wouldn’t be long before John would stand up in the line before the church door with other young men.

Better to be a [kid] than a betwixt and between.

Sometimes when a boy yelled “Yi! Yi!” he got caught. An older boy chased and caught him in the dark road — all the others laughing — gave him a clip side the head. Well, what of it? The thing was to take it without crying.

Then wait.

When the [older boy] got far enough away — so you felt pretty sure he couldn’t catch you again — you paid him out. “Yi! Yi! She wouldn’t let you. Got left, didn’t you. Yi! Yi!”

Tar did not want to be a betwixt and between. When he grew up he wanted to grow suddenly — go to bed a boy and wake up a man, big and strong. Sometimes he dreamed of that.

He could play ball pretty well, if he only had more time for practise, could hold down second base. The trouble was that the regular team — his age — always played on Saturdays. On Saturday afternoon he was busy selling Sunday papers. A Sunday paper was five cents. You made more than on other days.

Bill McCarthy came to work at McGovern’s livery stable. He had been a prize fighter, a regular one, but now he was down and out.

Too much wine and women. He said that himself.

Well he knew things. He could teach boys how to box, teach them ring generalship. Once he had been sparring partner for Kid McAllister — the Nonpareil. A boy doesn’t get a chance to be around with a man like that — not very often in life.

Bill got up a class. It was three dollars for five lessons and Tar took. Bill made all the boys pay their money down, in advance. Ten boys went in. They were to be private lessons, one boy at a time, upstairs in the barn.

They all got what Tar got. It was a dirty trick. Bill sparred a moment with each boy and then — he pretended to let his hand slip — accidentally.

A boy got a black eye or something like that the first lesson. No one came back for more. Tar didn’t. It was an easy way for Bill. You clip a boy over the head, knock him across a barn floor, and get three dollars — don’t have to bother with the other [four] lessons.

The ex-prize fighter doing that and the young sporty nigger getting his living that way, on the levee in Springfield, came to about the same thing for Tar.


CHAPTER XX
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[THINGS ALL MIXED up in a boy’s mind. What is sin? You hear people talking. Some who talk the most about God cheat the most in stores and horse trading.] [In Tar’s town many] men like Lawyer King and Judge Blair did not go to church. Doctor Reefy never went. They were on the square. You could trust them.

There was a “bad” woman came to town in Tar’s time. Everyone said she was bad. No good woman in town would have anything to do with her.

She was living with a man and wasn’t married [to him]. He may have had another wife — somewhere. No one knew.

They came to town on a Saturday and Tar was at the station selling papers. Then they went to the hotel and later to the livery barn where they got a horse and buggy.

They drove around town and then rented the Woodhouse place. It was a big old place and had been empty a long time. The Woodhouses were all dead or had moved away. Lawyer King was agent. He let them have it — of course.

They had furniture to buy, stuff for the kitchen, everything.

How everyone knew the woman was bad Tar did not know. They just did.

Of course all the merchants sold them [fast] stuff, fast enough. The man threw his money around. Old Mrs. Crowley worked for them in their kitchen. She didn’t care. When a woman is old like that and poor she doesn’t have to be [so] particular.

Tar didn’t either — a boy doesn’t. He heard the men talking — at the station, the livery bam, the barber shop, the hotel.

The man bought everything the woman wanted and then went away. After that he [only] came weekends, about twice a month. They took the morning and afternoon papers and a Sunday paper too.

What did Tar care? It made him tired the way people talked.

Even the children, girls and boys coming home from school, made a kind of shrine of the place. They went around that way purposely and when they came to the house — it was surrounded by a high hedge — they all became suddenly silent.

It was as though someone had been murdered there. Tar went right in — with the papers.

People said she had come to town to have a baby. She wasn’t married to the man, who was older than she was. He was a city man and rich. He spent money like a rich man. So did she.

At home — in the city where the man lived — he had a respectable wife and children. Everyone said so. It might be he belonged to a church, but now and then — weekends — he sneaked off to Tar’s little town. He was keeping a woman.

Anyway she was pretty and lonesome.

Old Mrs. Crowley, who worked for her, wasn’t much. Her husband had been a drayman and was dead. She was one of the muttering kind of cross old women but she could cook pretty good.

The woman — the “bad” woman — began to take notice of Tar. When he brought the paper she began to talk to him. It wasn’t because he was anything special. It was the only chance she had.

She asked him questions about his mother and father, about John and Robert and the babies. She was lonesome. Tar sat on the back porch of the Woodhouse place talking with her. There was a man named Smoky Pete working in the yard. Before she came he never had any regular job, was always hanging about saloons and cleaning out spittoons for a drink — jobs like that.

She paid him as much as though he had been any good. At the end of the week, when she settled with Tar, suppose she owed him twenty-five cents.

She gave him a half dollar. Well, she would have given him a dollar but was afraid it would be too much. She was afraid he would be ashamed or have his pride hurt and wouldn’t take it.

They sat on the back porch of the house and talked. Not a woman in town had been to see her. Everyone said she had come to town just to have the baby by a man she wasn’t married to but, although he watched closely, Tar saw no signs.

“I don’t believe it. She’s regular size — slim if anything,” he said to Hal Brown.

Then she got to having a horse and buggy from the livery barn afternoons and taking Tar with her. “Do you think your mother will care?” she asked. Tar said, “No.”

They went into the country and got flowers, oceans of them. Mostly she sat in the buggy and Tar gathered the flowers, crawling up hillsides, going down into gullies.

When they got home she gave him a quarter. Sometimes he helped her carry the flowers into the house. Once he went into her bedroom. Such dresses, fine flimsy things. He stood looking, wanting to go and touch, as he had always been wanting to touch the bits of lace his mother wore on her one good black Sunday dress when he was small. His mother had the same one good dress yet. The woman — the bad one — saw the look in his eyes and, getting all the dresses out of a big truck, spread them on the bed. There must have been twenty. Tar had never dreamed there could be such beautiful [splendid] things in the world.

That afternoon, when Tar was leaving, the woman kissed him. It was the only time she ever did.

The bad woman left Tar’s town as suddenly as she came. No one knew where she went. She got a telegram in the afternoon and left on the night train. Everyone wanted to know what was in the telegram but of course the telegraph operator, Wash Williams, wouldn’t tell. What is in a telegram is a secret. You don’t dast tell. An operator isn’t allowed, but Wash Williams was a grouch anyway. He might have leaked a little but he enjoyed having everyone hint around and then not saying a word.

As for Tar, he got a note from the woman. It had been left with Mrs. Crowley and had five dollars in it.

Tar was a good deal upset, having her leave that way. All her things were to be sent to an address in Cleveland. The note said, “Good-bye, you’re a good boy,” nothing more.

Then later — about two weeks later — a bundle came from the city. It had in it some clothes for Margaret and Robert and Will and a new sweater for himself. Nothing else. The express was pre-paid.

[It was a month later when one day a neighbor woman came to visit Tar’s mother when he was at home. There was more “bad” woman talk and Tar heard it. He was in the next room. The neighbor woman said how bad the strange woman was and blamed Mary Moorehead for letting Tar be around with her. She said how she would never have let a son of her’s go near such a person.

[Mary Moorehead said nothing of course.

[There might have been that kind of talk going on all summer. Two or three men had tried to question Tar. “What does she say to you? What do you talk about?”

[“None of your business.”

[When they had questioned him he had said nothing and had hurried away.

[His mother merely changed the subject, switched the conversation to something else. That would be her way.

[Tar listened a moment and then tiptoed out of the house.

[He was glad about something but did not know just what it was. It might have been he was glad he had a chance to know a bad woman.

[Perhaps he was simply glad his mother had the good sense to let him alone.]


CHAPTER XXI

[image: img39.jpg]

THE COMING OF death to Tar Moorehead’s mother was without special dramatic intensity. She died in the night and only Doctor Reefy was in the room with her. There was no deathbed scene, the husband and children gathered about, a few last courageous words, weeping children, a struggle and then the soul taking flight. For a long time Doctor Reefy had been expecting her death and was not surprised. Having been summoned to the house and the children having been sent upstairs to bed he sat down to talk with the mother.

There were words said that Tar, lying awake in a room above, could not hear. As he afterwards became a writer he often reconstructed in his imagination the scene in the room below. There was a scene in a story by Chekhov, the Russian. Readers will remember it — the scene in the Russian farm house, the anxious country doctor, the woman dying — wanting love before she died. Well, there had always been some kind of understanding between Doctor Reefy and his mother. The man never became his own friend, never talked intimately to him as Judge Blair did later, but he liked to think that the last talk of the man and woman in the little frame house in the Ohio town was full of significance to them both. Tar later found out, it is in their close relationships people live. He wanted such relationships for his mother. She had seemed, in life, such an isolated figure. Perhaps he underestimated his father. The figure of his mother, as she lived later in his fancy, seemed so delicately poised, capable of quick flashing rushes of feeling. If you do not make quick and intimate connections with the life that goes on in others about you you do not live at all. It is a difficult thing to do and causes most of the trouble in life but you must keep trying. That is your job and if you shirk it you shirk life [entirely].

Later thoughts of that sort in Tar, concerning himself, often transferred to the figure of his mother.

Voices in a room downstairs in a small frame house. Dick Moorehead, the husband, was away in the country on a painting job. What do two grown people talk about at such a time? The man and woman in the room below laughed softly. After the Doctor had been there for some time Mary Moorehead went to sleep. She died in her sleep.

When she was dead the doctor did not awaken the children but went out of the house and got a neighbor to drive off to the country for Dick and then coming back sat down. There were a few books about. At several times, during long winters when Dick had no money, he became a book agent — it enabled him to be abroad, going from house to house in the country, where he managed to make himself welcome though he sold but few books. As would be natural the books he tried to sell were concerned mostly with the Civil War.

There would be a book about a character called “Corporal Si Klegg,” who enlisted in the war as a green country boy and became a corporal. Si was full of the naïveté of the free-born American country lad, never having taken orders before. He was however brave enough. The book delighted Dick and he read it aloud to the children.

There were other books, more technical, also concerned with the war. Was General Grant drunk during the first day of the battle of Shiloh? Why did not General Meade pursue Lee after the victory at Gettysburg? Did McClellan really want the South licked? Grant’s Memoirs.

Mark Twain, the writer, became a publisher and published Grant’s Memoirs. All of Mark Twain’s books were sold by agents who went from house to house. There was a special agent’s copy with blank ruled pages at the front. That was where Dick set down the names of people who agreed to take one of the books when it came out. Dick might have sold more books if he had not taken so much time for each sale. Often he would stop at some farm house several days. In the evening the family gathered about and Dick read aloud. He talked. It was fun to hear him if you weren’t depending on him for a living.

Doctor Reefy sat in the Moorehead house, with the dead woman in the next room, reading one of Dick’s books. Doctors see much of death at first hand. They know all people must die. The book in his hand, in plain cloth binding so much, in leather, half Morocco, so much more. You do not sell many fancy bindings in a small town. Grant’s Memoirs was the easiest book to sell. Every family in the North thought they ought to have it. It was a moral duty, as Dick always pointed out.

Doctor Reefy sat reading one of the books and he had himself been in the war. Like Walt Whitman he had been a nurse. He never shot anyone, never shot at anyone. What did the doctor think[? Did he think of war,] of Dick, of Mary Moorehead? He had married a young girl when he was himself almost an old man. There are some people you get to know a little when you are a child that you puzzle about all your life and you can’t quite make them out. Writers have a little trick. People think writers take their characters from life. They do not. What they do is to find some man or woman who, for some obscure reason, arouses their interest. Such a man or woman is invaluable to a writer. He takes the few facts he knows and tries to build a whole life. People are starting places for him and when he gets through, often enough, what results has little or nothing to do with the person he started with.

Mary Moorehead died during a night in the fall. Tar was then selling papers and John had gone to the factory. When Tar got home in the early evening that day, his mother was not at the table and Margaret said she was not feeling well. It was raining outside. The children ate in silence, the depression that always came with one of the mother’s bad times hanging over the house. Depression is something on which the imagination feeds. When the meal was over Tar helped Margaret wash the dishes.

The children sat around. The mother had said she did not want anything to eat. John went off [early] to bed and so also did Robert, [Will and Joe]. In the factory John was on piece work. Just when you have got your speed up and can make pretty good wages they change things on you. Instead of getting forty cents for polishing a bicycle frame they cut you down to thirty-two. What are you going to do? You[‘ve] got to have a job.

Neither Tar nor Margaret was a bit sleepy. Margaret made the others go upstairs softly so as not to disturb mother — if she was asleep. The two children got their school lessons, then Margaret read a book. It was a new one the woman who worked in the post office had let her have. When you sit around like that it’s best to think of something outside the house. Only that afternoon Tar had been in a dispute with Jim Moore and another boy about baseball pitching. [Jim] said Ike Freer was the best pitcher in town because he had the most speed and the best curves and Tar said Harry Green was the best. Both being on the town team they did not of course pitch against each other so you couldn’t tell for sure. What you had to judge by was what you saw and felt. It was true Harry hadn’t as much speed but you felt, when he pitched, surer of something. Well, he had some brains. When he knew he wasn’t so good he said so and let Ike go in but if Ike wasn’t so good he got bull-headed and if you took him out he got sore.

Tar thought of a lot of arguments with which to lay out Jim Moore when he saw him next day and then he went and got the dominoes.

The dominoes were slid silently across the boards of the table. Margaret had put her book aside. The two children were in the kitchen, that also served as a dining room, and there was an oil lamp on the table.

You can play a game like dominoes a long time and not think about anything much.

When Mary Moorehead was having one of her bad times she breathed irregularly. Her bedroom was right next the kitchen and at the front of the house was the parlor where the funeral was afterwards held. When you wanted to go upstairs to bed you had to go right through the mother’s bedroom, but there was an offset in the wall and if you were careful you could go up without being seen. Mary Moorehead’s bad times were coming more and more regularly. The children had almost got used to them. When Margaret had got home from school the mother was in bed and looked very pale and weak and Margaret wanted to send Robert off for the doctor but the mother said, “Not yet.”

A grown person like that and your mother.... When they say “no” what are you going to do?

Tar kept pushing the dominoes across the table and now and then looked [up] at his sister. Thoughts kept coming. “Harry Green may not have as much speed as Ike Freer but he’s got a head. In the long run a good head will tell. I like a man to know what he’s doing. I guess there are ball players in the big league who are bone-heads all right but that makes no difference. You take a fellow who can do a lot with what little he’s got. There’s a fellow I like.”

Dick was in the country painting the inside of a new house Harry Fitzsimmons had built. He had taken the job on a contract. When Dick took a job on a contract he hardly ever made [any] money.

He couldn’t figure [much].

Anyway, it kept him busy.

You sit in a house, playing dominoes with your sister, on a night like that. Who cares who wins?

Now and then either Margaret or Tar went to put a stick of wood in the stove. Outside the house it rained and the wind came in through a crack under the door. There were always holes like that in the houses the Mooreheads lived in. You could throw a cat through the cracks. In the winter the mother, Tar and John went around and nailed strips of wood and pieces of cloth over the cracks. It kept out some of the cold.

Time passed, perhaps an hour. It seemed longer. The fears Tar had been having for a year John and Margaret also had. You go along thinking you are the only one who thinks and feels things but if you do you’re a fool. Others are thinking the same thoughts. In General Grant’s Memoirs it tells how, when a man asked him whether or not he was afraid when he was going into a battle he said, “Yes, but I know the other man is afraid too.” Tar hadn’t remembered many things about General Grant but he remembered that.

All of a sudden, that night when Mary Moorehead died, Margaret did something. As the two sat playing dominoes they could hear the mother breathing irregularly in the next room. The sound was soft and broken. Margaret got up in the middle of a game and tiptoed softly to the door. She stayed listening awhile, hidden so the mother couldn’t see, then she came back into the kitchen and made a sign to Tar.

She had got all worked up just sitting there. That was it.

It was raining outside and her coat and hat were upstairs but she did not try to get them. Tar wanted her to take his cap but she wouldn’t.

The two children got outside the house and Tar knew at once what was up. They went along the street to Doctor Reefy’s office, not saying a word to each other.

Doctor Reefy wasn’t there. There was a slate on the door and on it was written, “Back at 10 o’clock.” It might have been there for two or three days. A doctor like that, who hasn’t much practise and doesn’t want much, is pretty careless.

“He might be at Judge Blair’s,” Tar said, and they went there.

At a time like that, when you are afraid something is going to happen, what you do is to remember other times when you were scared and everything turned out all right. It is the best way.

Well, you are going for the doctor and your mother is going to die, although you don’t know it yet. Other people you meet in the street go along just as they always do. You can’t blame them.

Tar and Margaret walked to Judge Blair’s house, both getting sopping wet, Margaret without her coat and hat. There was a man buying something in Tiffany’s drug store. Another man went along with a shovel on his shoulder. What do you suppose he’s been digging, on a night like this? In the hallway of the City Hall two men were in an argument. They had got into the hallway to keep dry. “I said it was Easter when it happened. He denied it. He don’t read his Bible.”

What were they talking about?

“The reason Harry Green is a better baseball pitcher than Ike Freer is that he’s more of a man. Some men are just naturally born strong. There have been famous pitchers in the big leagues who didn’t have much speed or curves either. They just stood up there and used their noodles and they lasted a long time. They lasted twice as long as the ones who had nothing but strength.” — 

The best writers [to be found] in the newspapers Tar sold were the ones who wrote about ball players and sports. They had something to say. If you read them every day you learned something.

Margaret was getting soaking wet, through and through. If her mother knew she was out like that, without any coat or hat, she would be worried. People going along under umbrellas. It seemed long hours since Tar had come home from taking his papers. You get a feeling like that sometimes. Some days go by like a shot. Sometimes, in ten minutes, so many things happen it seems hours. It’s that way when two race horses are fighting it out down the stretch, at a ball game when someone is at bat, two men out, two men maybe on bases.

Margaret and Tar got to Judge Blair’s house and sure enough the doctor was there. It was warm and bright inside but they didn’t go in. The Judge came to the door and Margaret said, “Tell the doctor please that mother’s sick,” and she had hardly got the words said when out the doctor came. He went right along with the two children and when they were leaving the Judge’s house the Judge came and patted Tar on the back. “You’re soaked,” he said. He never spoke to Margaret at all.

The children took the doctor home with them and then went upstairs. They wanted to pretend to the mother that the doctor had just come by accident — to make a call.

They went up the stairs as softly as they could and when Tar got into the room where he slept with John and Robert he undressed and got into dry clothes. He put on his Sunday suit. It was the only one he had that was dry.

Downstairs he could hear his mother and the doctor talking. He did not know that the doctor was telling his mother about the trip in the rain. What happened was that Doctor Reefy came to the foot of the stairs and called him down. No doubt he intended to call both children. He made a little whistling sound and Margaret came out of her room dressed in dry clothes just as Tar was. She also had to put on her best clothes. None of the other children heard the doctor call.

They went down and stood by the bed and their mother talked, a little. “I’m all right. Nothing’s going to happen. Don’t worry,” she said. She meant it too. She must have thought she was all right, up to the last. It was a good thing, if she had to go, that she could go like that, just slip off during her sleep.

She said she would not die but she did. When she had spoken a few words to the children they went back upstairs but for a long time Tar did not sleep. Neither did Margaret. Tar never asked her afterwards but he knew she didn’t.

When you are like that you can’t sleep, what do you do? Some try one thing, some another. Tar had heard about the schemes of counting sheep and he tried it sometimes when he was too excited [or upset] to sleep but it wouldn’t work for him. He tried a lot of other things.

You can imagine you are grown up and that you have become something you would like to be. You can imagine you are a big league baseball pitcher or a railroad engineer or a race track driver. You are an engineer and it’s dark and rainy and your engine is swinging along the tracks. Best not to imagine yourself a hero in an accident or anything. Just fix your eyes on the rails in front. You are cutting right through a wall of darkness. Now you are among trees, now in an open country. Of course, when you are being an engineer like that, you are always driving a fast passenger train. You don’t want to fool around with a freight.

You think of that and other things. That night, now and then, Tar heard his mother and the doctor talking. Sometimes they seemed to be laughing. He couldn’t just tell. It might only have been the wind outside the house. Once he was quite sure he heard the doctor run across the kitchen floor. Then he thought he heard a door open and close softly.

It might have been he didn’t hear anything at all.

The worst of all for Tar and Margaret and John and all of them was the next day and the next and the next. A house full of people, a sermon to be preached, the man coming with the coffin, the trip to the graveyard. Margaret got out of it the best. She worked around the house. They couldn’t make her stop. A woman said, “No, let me do it,” but Margaret did not answer. She was white and kept her lips tightly closed together. She went and did it herself.

People came to the house Tar had never seen, worlds of people.


CHAPTER XXII

[image: img39.jpg]

THE QUEEREST THING was what happened on the day after the funeral. Tar was going along a street, coming from school. School was out at four and the train with the papers did not come until five. He was coming along the street and had got past the vacant lot by Wilder’s barn and there, in the lot, were some of the town [boys] playing ball. Clark Wilder was there and the Richmond kid and a lot of others. When your mother dies you do not play ball for a long time. It isn’t showing the proper respect. Tar knew that. The others knew [too].

Tar stopped. The strange thing was that he played ball that day just as though it hadn’t happened. Well, not quite like that. He never intended to play. What he did surprised him and the others. They all knew about the death of his mother.

The boys were playing three old cat and Bob Mann was pitching. He had a pretty good out-curve and an in-shoot and lots of speed for a twelve-year-old.

Tar climbed over the fence and walked across the field and right up to the batter and took the bat right out of his hand. At any other time there would have been a row. When you play three old cat you have to field first, then hold base, then pitch and catch before you can bat.

Tar didn’t care. He took the bat out of Clark Wilder’s hands and stood up at the plate. He began to taunt Bob Mann. “Let’s see you put her over. Let’s see what you got. Go on. Whiz ’em in.

Bob threw one and then another and Tar soaked the second one. It was a home run and when he got around the bases he took the bat right up and soaked another, although it wasn’t his turn. The others let him. They never said a word.

Tar yelled, he taunted the others, he acted crazy but nobody cared. When he had kept it up for maybe five minutes he left just as suddenly as he had come.

He went, after he had acted like that, on the very day after his mother’s funeral, down to the railroad station. Well, the train wasn’t in.

There were some empty box cars on a railroad siding over by Sid Grey’s elevator near the station and Tar crawled into one of the cars.

At first he thought he would like to be a car like that and be carried away, he didn’t care where. Then he thought of something else. The cars were to [be loaded with grain]. They stood right near the elevator and near a shed in which there was an old blind horse that went round and round in a circle, to keep the machinery going that lifted the grain up to the top of the building.

The grain was lifted up and then ran down into the cars through a chute. They could fill a car in no time. All they had to do was to pull a lever arid down the grain came.

It would be nice, Tar thought, to he still in the car and be buried under the grain. It wouldn’t be like being buried under the cold ground. Grain was nice stuff, it felt nice in the hand. It was golden yellow stuff and would run down like rain and would bury you deep down where you could not breathe and you would die.

For what seemed to him a long time Tar lay on the floor of the car thinking of such a death for himself and then, rolling over on his side, he saw the old horse in his shed. The horse was looking out at him with blind eyes.

Tar looked at the horse and the horse looked at him. He heard the train that had brought his papers come in, but he did not stir. Now he was crying so that he was himself almost blind. It was as well, he thought, to do his crying where none of the other Moorehead children or none of the boys around town could see. The Moorehead children all felt something like [that]. At such a time you can’t go making a show of yourself.

Tar lay in the car until the train came and went and then drying his eyes crawled out.

The people who had been down to meet the train were walking away up the street. Now, in the Moorehead house, Margaret would be home from school and would be doing the house work. John was at the factory. It was no special fun for John, but he stuck to his job just the same. Things had to go on.

Sometimes you just had to go on, not knowing why, like the blind old horse lifting the grain [up] into the building.

As for the people walking away up the street — it might be that some of them would be wanting a paper.

A boy if he is any good has to be tending up to his job. He has to get up and hustle. When they were waiting for the funeral Margaret didn’t want to make a show of herself so she closed her lips tight and worked. It was a good thing Tar couldn’t be blubbering away his time lying in an empty box car. What he had to do was to bring into the family all the money he could. Heaven knows they would need it all. He had got to tend up to his job.

These the thoughts in Tar Moorehead’s head as he grabbed his bundle of newspapers and wiping his eyes on the back of his hand raced away up the street.

Although he did not know it Tar was, at that very moment perhaps, racing away out of his childhood.

THE END


Beyond Desire
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Published in 1932, Beyond Desire draws attention to the plight of workers in America’s south, depicting the harsh conditions endured by men, women and children employed in a textile mill. The novel has drawn comparisons with the work of Henry Roth and John Steinbeck, who similarly highlighted the social and economic inequalities that led to intense hardships for America’s working class – and similarly advocated communism as a possible way out of that struggle, particularly in the light of the Great Depression that followed the stock market crash of 1929. 
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Eleanor Gladys Copenhaver, whom Anderson married in 1933. ‘Beyond Desire’ is dedicated to her.
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BOOK ONE. YOUTH


1
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NEIL BRADLEY WROTE letters to his friend Red Oliver. Neil said he was going to marry a woman in Kansas City. She was a revolutionist and Neil did not know when he first met her whether he was quite one or not. He said:

“It’s like this, Red. You remember the empty feeling we had when we were in school together. I don’t think you had it much when you were out here, but I did. I had it all the time I was in college and after I came home. I can’t talk to Father and Mother about it much. They wouldn’t understand. It would hurt them.

“I guess,” Neil said, “that all of us younger men and women with any life in us have it now.”

Neil spoke in his letter of God. That was a bit strange, Red thought, coming from Neil. He must have got that from his woman. “We can’t hear His voice or feel Him in the land,” he said. He thought perhaps the earlier men and women in America had something he and Red had missed. They had “God,” whatever that had meant to them. The early New Englanders, who had been so intellectually dominant and who had influenced so much the thought of the whole country must have thought they had God really.

If they had, what they had, it had come down to Neil and Red in some way pretty much weakened and washed out. Neil thought that. Religion, he said, was now an old gown, grown thin and with all the colors washed out of it. People still wore the old gown but it did not warm them any more. People needed warmth, Neil thought, they needed romance and, most of all, the romance of feeling, of thinking they were trying to go somewhere.

People, he said, needed to hear voices coming from outside themselves.

Science also had raised hell and the cheap sort of popular knowledge... or what was called knowledge... spread about everywhere now had raised even more hell.

There was, he said in one of his letters, too much emptiness in affairs, in the churches, in government.

The Bradley farm wasn’t far from Kansas City, and Neil went often to the city. He had met a woman he was going to marry. He tried to describe her to Red but didn’t succeed very well. He described her as full of energy. She was a school teacher and had begun reading books. She had become first a socialist and then a communist. She had ideas.

One was that she and Neil should live together for a time before they decided about marriage. She thought they ought to sleep together, get used to each other. So, Neil, a young farmer living on his father’s Kansas farm, began to live with her secretly. She was small and dark, Red gathered. “It seems a little unfair to her to be talking about her with you, another man... you may meet her some day and be thinking of my words,” he said in one of his letters. “But I feel I must,” he said. Neil was one of the outgoing kind. He could be more frank and outgoing in letters than Red and was less embarrassed about telling of his feelings.

He spoke of everything. The woman he had met boarded in a certain house belonging to very respectable people, fairly well-to-do people in the city. The man was the treasurer of a small manufacturing company. They had taken the school teacher in to live with them. She was staying there for the summer, while there was no school. She said, “The first two or three years ought to tell.” She wanted to go through them with Neil without marriage.

“We can’t sleep together there of course,” Neil said, meaning the house where she lived. When he came into town, into Kansas City — his father’s farm was close enough so that he could drive into the city in an hour — Neil went to the house of the treasurer. There was something like a laugh in Neil’s letters telling about such evenings.

There was the woman, small and dark, really a revolutionist, in that house. She was like Neil, the farmer’s son who had been East to college, and like Red Oliver. She came from a respectable church-going family of a little Kansas town. She had gone through high school and had then gone to a normal school. Most young women of that sort were dull enough, Neil said, but this one wasn’t. She had felt from the first that she had a social problem to face as well as an individual woman’s problem. Red gathered, from Neil’s letters, that she was alert and intense. “She has a beautiful little body,” he said, writing to Red. “I admit,” he said, “that when I write such words to another man they mean nothing.”

He said he supposed that any woman’s body became beautiful to the man who loved her. He began touching her body and she let him. Modern girls sometimes went pretty far with young men. It was a way of getting education. Hands on their bodies. It was everywhere almost an accepted fact, even among the older, more frightened fathers and mothers, that such things went on. A young man tried it out with a young woman and then quit her perhaps, and she also perhaps tried several.

Neil went to the house where the school teacher boarded in Kansas City. The house was out near the edge of the city, so that Neil, in driving in to see his woman, did not have to pass through the city. The four people, he and the school teacher with the treasurer and his wife, sat for a time on the porch of the house.

On rainy nights they sat and played cards or talked, the treasurer of his affairs and Neil of farming. The treasurer was rather an intellectual man... “of the old sort,” Neil said. That kind could even be liberal, very liberal... in their minds, not in fact. If they knew that, after they went to bed, sometimes... on the porch of the house or inside, on a couch. “She sits on the edge of the low porch and I kneel on the grass at the edge of the porch.... She is like a flower opening.”

She said to Neil, “I can’t begin to live and think and know what I want beyond a man until I have my man.” Red gathered that the little dark school teacher Neil had found was of some new world he himself wanted to get into. Neil’s letters about her... in spite of their being so very personal sometimes... Neil even tried to describe the feeling in his fingers when he touched her body, the warmth of her flesh, the sweetness of it to him. Red himself hungered with all his being to find such a woman for himself but never did. Neil’s letters made him also hungry for some relationship with life that was sensual and fleshly but beyond just flesh. Neil was trying to express that in the letters he wrote to his friend.

Red had had other men friends. Men had come to him, sometimes before, pouring themselves out to him. He thought, at the end, that he himself never did get a woman, not really.

There was Neil out there on the Kansas farm, or in the evening gone to town to see his woman. He seemed full of life, rich with life. He worked on his father’s farm. The father was getting old. He would die or retire presently and the farm would belong to Neil. It was a pleasant farm in a rich pleasant country. Farmers, such as Neil’s father had been and as Neil would be, didn’t make much money but they lived well. The father had managed to send Neil East to college where he had met Red Oliver. The two had played ball on the same college baseball team, Neil at second base and Red at short-stop. Oliver to Bradley to Smith. Zip! They had been a good double-play pair together.

Red had gone out to the Kansas farm and had stayed there for a few weeks. It was before Neil met the school teacher in the city.

Neil was a radical then. He had radical thoughts. Red had asked him once, “You are going to be a farmer, like your father?”

“Yes.”

“Would you give up ownership of this?” Red had asked. They were standing at the edge of a cornfield that day. Such magnificent corn they raised on that farm. Neil’s father kept cattle. He raised corn and put it in great cribs in the fall. Then he went West and bought steers which he brought to the farm to be fattened during the winter. The corn wasn’t hauled away from the farm to be sold but was fed to the cattle and the rich manure that accumulated all through the winter was then hauled out and spread over the land. “Would you give up ownership of all this?”

“Yes, I guess,” Neil had said. He laughed, “It’s true they might have to take it from me,” he said.

Even then Neil had got notions into his head. He wouldn’t, at that time, have called himself frankly a communist as he did afterwards in letters, under the influence of the woman.

It wasn’t that he would have been afraid.

But yes, he was afraid. Even after he met the school teacher and wrote the letters to Red, he was afraid of hurting his father and mother. Red did not blame him for that. He remembered Neil’s father and mother as good people, honest people, kind people. Neil had one sister, older than himself, who had married a young neighboring farmer. She was a big strong good woman like her mother and very fond of Neil and proud of him. When Red was in Kansas that summer she came once with her husband to spend the week-end at home and talked to Red of Neil. “I am glad he has been to college and is educated,” she said. She was also glad that her brother, in spite of his education, was willing to come back home and be a simple farmer like the rest of them. She thought Neil was smarter than all the rest of them, broader in his mind, she said.

Neil said, speaking of the farm he would some day inherit, “Yes, I guess I’d give it up that way,” he said. “I think I am going to be a good farmer. I like farming.” He said that he dreamed of his father’s fields at night sometimes. “I am always planning and planning,” he said. What he would do with every field was planned, he said, years in advance. “I’d give it up because I can’t give it up,” he said. “Men can never go away from the land.” He meant that he intended to make of himself a very capable farmer. “What difference will it make to such men as myself if the land finally belongs to the state? They will need such men as I intend to make of myself.”

There were other farmers in that neighborhood not so capable as he was. What difference did that make? “It would be glorious to spread myself out,” Neil said. “I wouldn’t ask any pay if they would let me do that. All I’d ask would be a living.”

“They wouldn’t let you do it, though,” Red said.

“And we’ll have to make them let us some day,” Neil answered. Neil was probably a communist then and didn’t quite know it.

Evidently the woman he had found had made him know something. They had got at something together. Neil, in his letters about her and his relations with her, told of things they did. Sometimes the woman told lies to the treasurer and his wife with whom she lived. She told Neil that she wanted to spend the night with him.

Then she got up a cock and bull story about going home for the night to her own Kansas town. She packed her bag and met Neil in the city, getting into his car, and they drove off to some town. They registered at the same little hotel as husband and wife. They had not married yet, Neil said, because they both wanted to be sure. “I don’t want it to make you feel like settling down and I don’t want to settle down myself,” she said to Neil. She was afraid he might become contented with being just a fairly prosperous Middle-Western farmer... no better than a merchant... no better than a banker or any money-hungry man, she said. She told Neil she had tried two other men before she came to him. “All the way?” he had asked her. “Sure,” she said. “If,” she said, “a man became absorbed just in the happiness of possessing a woman he loved, or she gave herself just to him and to having children...”

She had become a sincere Red. She thought there was something beyond desire, but that you had to satisfy desire and understand and appreciate the wonders of desire first. You had to see whether or not it could conquer you, make you forget everything else.

First, though, you had to find it sweet and know that it was sweet. If you could not bear the sweetness of it and go on, you were no good.

There had to be exceptional people. The woman kept telling Neil that. She thought a new time had come. The world was waiting for new people, a new kind of people. She did not want Neil and herself to be big people. The world, she told him, wanted now big little people, plenty of them. There always had been such people, she said, but they had to begin to speak out now, to assert themselves.

She gave herself to Neil and watched him and, Red gathered, he was doing something of the sort with her. Red got that out of Neil’s letters. They went off to little hotels to lie in each other’s arms. When their bodies were quiet they talked. “I guess we’ll marry,” Neil said in a letter to Red Oliver. “Why not?” he asked. He said people had to begin to prepare themselves. The revolution was coming. When it came it was going to demand strong and quiet people willing to work, not just noisy ill-prepared people. He thought that every woman ought to begin by finding her man, at any cost, and that every man ought to make the search for his woman.

It was to be done in a new way, Neil thought, more fearlessly than the old way. The new men and women who had to begin to appear, if the world were ever to be made sweet again, had first of all to learn to be fearless and even reckless. They had to be life lovers who would throw even life itself into the game.

*

THE machinery in the cotton mill at Langdon, Georgia, made a low singing sound. Young Red Oliver was working there. All week the sound never stopped, night or day. At night the mill was brightly lighted. There was the town of Langdon above the little plateau on which the mill stood and it was a rather shabby town. It wasn’t shabby as it had been once, before the mill came, when Red Oliver was a small boy, but a boy hardly knows when a town is shabby.

How is he to know? If he is a town boy, the town is his world. He has known no other world, has made no comparisons. Red Oliver had been a rather lonely lad. His father had been a doctor in Langdon and his grandfather before him had also been a doctor there, but Red’s father had not done very well. He had faded out, gone rather stale, when he was still a young man. At that time it wasn’t so difficult to become a doctor as it became later. Red’s father got through his studies and began his practice. He practiced with his father and lived with him. When the father died — doctors also die — he lived in the old doctor’s place, inherited it, a rather flamboyant old frame house with a wide porch in front. The porch was supported by tall wooden pillars made originally to look like stone. They did not look like stone in Red’s day. There were great cracks in the old wood and the house had long been unpainted. There was what in the South is called “a dog run” through the house and, standing in the street at front, you could, on a summer, spring or fall day, look directly through the house, and across hot still cotton fields to Georgia hills, seen in the distance.

The old doctor had a small frame office in a corner of the yard near the street but it had been discarded as an office by the young doctor. He had got an office upstairs in one of the buildings on Main Street. Now the old office was overgrown by vines and had fallen into decay. It was unused and the door had been taken off. An old chair, with the bottom out, stood in there. You could see it from the street, sitting in there in the dusky light behind the vines.

Red had come for the summer to Langdon from a school he had been attending in the North. He had known at school the young man Neil Bradley, who later wrote him the letters. He worked as a common laborer in the mill that summer.

His father was dead, had died during the winter while Red was a freshman in the Northern college.

At the time of his death Red’s father was no longer young. He had not married until he had reached middle life and then had married a nurse. It was said in the town, whispered about the town, that the woman the doctor had married, Red’s mother, was not from a very good family. She was from Atlanta and had come to Langdon, where she met Doctor Oliver, on an important case. At that time there were no trained nurses in Langdon. A man, the president of the local bank, the man who later became president of the Langdon Cotton Mill Company, at that time a young man, got seriously ill. The nurse was sent for and came. Doctor Oliver was on the case. It wasn’t his case but he had been called in consultation. There were only four doctors in the county then and they were all called.

Doctor Oliver met the nurse and they got married. People of the town raised their eyebrows. “Was it necessary?” they asked. Evidently it was not. Young Red Oliver was not born until three years later. It turned out that he was to be the only child of the marriage. There were, however, rumors in the town. “She must have made him think it was necessary.” Such tales are whispered about the streets and in the houses in Southern towns as well as in the towns of the East, the Middle West and the Far West.

There are always other whispers going about in streets and houses of Southern towns. A great deal is made of family. “What sort of family has she, or he?” There has never been much immigration into Southern States, into the old American slave States, as every one knows. Families have just gone on and on.

A good many families have decayed, gone to pieces. In a surprising number of old Southern communities, where no industry has come in, as it came to Langdon and has come to many other Southern towns in the last twenty-five or thirty years, there are no men left. Very likely you will find, in such a family, no one left but two or three queer fussy old women. A few years ago they would have been talking constantly of Civil War days or of the days before the Civil War, the good old days when the South really was something. They would have told you tales of Northern generals who carried away their silver spoons and were in other ways brutal and cruel to them. That kind of old Southern woman has pretty much died out now. Those who are left live somewhere in town or in the country in an old house. It has once been a grand house, or at any rate a house that in the South in the old days was thought grand. There are wooden pillars supporting a porch across the front as at the front of the Oliver house. Two or three old women live there. No doubt, after the Civil War, much the same thing happened to the South that happened to New England. The more energetic young men lit out. After the Civil War the men in power in the North, the men who came into power with the death of Lincoln and after Andrew Johnson was got out of the way, were afraid of losing their power. They passed laws giving the vote to Negroes, expecting to control them. For a time they did control. There was a so-called reconstruction period, that was in reality a time of destruction more bitter even than the war years.

But every one who has read about American history now knows about that. Nations have lives like people. It is perhaps best not to inquire too closely into most people’s lives. Even Andrew Johnson is now looked upon with favor by the historians. In Knoxville, Tennessee, where he was once hated and derided, there is now a big hotel named for him. He is no longer thought of as merely a drunken traitor, elected by accident and staggering through a few years as President until a real President could be named.

In the South also, in spite of the rather amusing idea of Greek culture, no doubt taken up because both the Greek and the Southern cultures were founded upon slavery, a culture that, in the South, never flamed into art as in old Greece but remained merely an empty claim on the lips of certain solemn long-coated Southerners, and the notion of a peculiar chivalry, inherent in the Southerner, got probably, as Mark Twain once declared, from reading too much Sir Walter Scott... in spite of these things tongues wagged and do wag in the South. Little knife thrusts are made. It is a civilization, as suggested, where much emphasis is placed upon family, so that is a vulnerable point. “In such and such a family there is a touch of the tar pot.” Heads wagging.

They had wagged over young Doctor Oliver and later over the middle-aged Doctor Oliver who suddenly married a nurse. There had been a certain colored woman, living alone in Langdon, who had insisted on having children. The younger Oliver was her doctor. He went often, over a period covering several years, to her house, a small cabin on a country road beyond the Oliver place. The Oliver house had once stood on the best street in Langdon. It was the last house before the cotton fields began, but later, after the cotton mill was built, after new people began to come in, after new buildings and new stores were put up on Main Street, the best people began building at another end of the town.

The colored woman, a tall straight yellow woman with fine shoulders and an erect head, did no work. She was a Negro’s Negro, not a white man’s Negro, people said. She had once been married to a young Negro man but he had disappeared. She may have driven him off.

The doctor went often to her little house. She did not work. She lived simply but she lived. The doctor’s car was occasionally seen standing in the road before her house even quite late at night.

Was she ill? People smiled. Southerners do not much fancy talking of such things, particularly when there are outsiders about. Among themselves... “Well, you know.” Words passed about. One of the yellow woman’s children was almost white. That was a boy who disappeared later, after the time of which we are now writing, when Red Oliver was also a young boy. Of all of these earlier head-waggings, both male and female head-waggings, whispers on summer nights, the doctor seen driving out that way, even after he got himself a wife and had a son... of all these innuendoes, knife-thrusts against his father in the town of Langdon, Red Oliver knew nothing.

Perhaps Doctor Oliver’s wife, Red’s mother, knew. She may have decided to say nothing. She had a brother in Atlanta who, in the year after she married Doctor Oliver, got into trouble. He was working in a bank and stole some money and lit out with a married woman. They got him later. His name and picture were in the Atlanta papers that circulated in Langdon. To be sure, the sister’s name was not mentioned. If Doctor Oliver saw the item he said nothing and she said nothing. She was by nature a rather silent woman and, after her marriage, became even more quiet and reserved.

Then suddenly she began going regularly to church. She got converted. One evening, when Red was a high school boy, she went off alone to church. There was a revivalist in town, a Methodist revivalist. Red always remembered that evening.

It was an evening in the late fall and Red was to graduate from the town high school the next spring. He was invited to a party that evening and was to escort a young woman. He dressed early and went for her. His relation with that particular young woman was a passing thing, never amounting to anything. His father was away from home. After his marriage, he had begun drinking.

He was one of the sort of men who drink alone. He did not get helplessly drunk but having drunk until he was a little incoherent and inclined to stumble when he walked, he carried a bottle with him, taking drinks in secret, and often stayed in that condition for a week at a time. He had been, when younger, on the whole, a rather talkative man, careless about his dress, liked as a person but not too much respected as a doctor, a man of science... who, to be really successful should always perhaps be a trifle solemn in appearance and a trifle dull.. doctors, to be really successful, should adopt early in life a certain attitude toward laymen... they should appear always a bit mysterious, not talk too much... people like to be bullied a bit by doctors.... Doctor Oliver had not done these things. Let us say there was a case about which he was a bit mystified. He went to see a sick man or woman. He went in to her.

When he came out there were the sick woman’s relatives. There was something wrong down inside. She was in pain and had a high fever. Her people were anxious and upset. Heaven knows what they hoped. They might have hoped she would get well and, on the other hand...

No use going into that. People are people. They gathered about the doctor. “What is it, doctor? Will she get well? Is she very bad?”

“Yes. Yes.” Doctor Oliver perhaps smiled. He was puzzled. “I don’t know what is wrong with the woman. How the devil am I to know?”

Sometimes he even laughed in the very faces of the anxious people standing about. That was because he was slightly embarrassed. He was always laughing or frowning at the wrong moment. After he married and began to drink, he even sometimes giggled in the very presence of the sick people. He did not want to. The doctor wasn’t a fool. For example, when talking to laymen, he did not call diseases by the names commonly used by outsiders. He managed to remember names, even for the most common sort of diseases, every one did not know. There are always long difficult names, derived usually from Latin. He remembered them. He had got them at school.

But even with Doctor Oliver there were certain people with whom he got along very well. He was understood by a few people in Langdon. After he grew more and more unsuccessful and was more often half drunk there were a few men and women who stuck to him. They were, however, likely to be very poor people and they were usually queer. There were even a few men and older women to whom he spoke of his own failure. “I’m no good. I don’t see why any one employs me,” he said. When he said it he tried to laugh but wasn’t successful. “Lord God Almighty, did you see that? I almost broke into tears. I am becoming sentimental about myself. I am getting full of self-pity,” he said to himself sometimes, when having been with some one with whom he felt sympathetic; he had in this way rather let go.

On the evening when young Red Oliver, then a high school boy, went to the party, escorting a young high school girl, a pretty girl with a long slender young body.. she had soft blond hair and breasts just beginning to bud, breasts just seen, pushing out the soft clinging summer dress she wore... her hips were very slender, like a boy’s hips... on that evening he had come down out of his room upstairs in the Oliver house and there was his mother dressed all in black. He had never before seen her dressed like that. It was a new dress.

There were sometimes days when Red’s mother, a tall strong-looking woman with a long sad face, scarcely spoke to her son or to her husband. She had a certain air. It was as though she had said aloud, “Well, I have got into this. I came to this town, not expecting to stay here and I met this doctor. He was much older than I am. I married him.

“My people may not be so much. I had a brother who got into trouble and went to prison. Now I have a son.

“I have got into this and now I will do my job as best I can. I will try to stand on my own feet. I ask nothing of any one.”

The yard of the Oliver house had a rather sandy soil and few things would grow in it, but after Doctor Oliver’s wife came there to live with him she was always trying to raise flowers. Every year she failed, but with the coming of a new year she tried again.

The old Doctor Oliver had always belonged to the Presbyterian church in Langdon and although the younger one, Red’s father, never went to church, he would have called himself, if asked regarding his church connections, a Presbyterian.

“Are you going out, Mother?” Red had asked her that evening, coming down from upstairs and seeing her dressed like that. “Yes,” she said, “I’m going to church.” She did not ask him to go with her, nor did she ask where he was going. She had seen him dressed as for an occasion. If she was curious she suppressed her curiosity.

That evening she went alone to the Methodist church where the revival was going on. Red walked down past the church with the young woman he was taking to the party. She was a daughter of one of the so-called “real families” of town, a slender young woman and rather enticing, as has already been suggested. Red was excited, just being with her. He wasn’t in love and, in fact, was never with that young woman after that evening. However, he felt something within himself, a matter of little fleeting thoughts, half desires, awakening hungers. Afterwards, when he came back from college to work in the cotton mill in Langdon as a common laborer, after his father died and the fortunes of the Oliver family were at a low ebb, then Red would hardly have expected to be asked to escort that particular young woman to a party. She was, by chance, the daughter of the same man whose illness had brought his mother to Langdon, the same man who was later president of the Langdon Mill, where Red became a workman. He walked along with her that night, going to the party, having waited for a half hour on the steps before her father’s house while she did certain last-minute feminine primpings, and they passed the Methodist church where the revival meeting was being held. There was a preacher in there, a stranger in town, brought to town for the revival, a rather vulgar-looking man with a bald head and a large black mustache, and he had already begun to preach. He really shouted. The Methodists in Langdon did that. They shouted. “Like Negroes,” the girl he was with said to Red that evening. She did not say that. “Like niggers,” was what she said. “Listen to them,” she said. There was scorn in her voice. She did not go to the high school in Langdon but attended a young ladies’ seminary somewhere near Atlanta. She was at home on a visit because her mother had been ill. Red did not know why he had been asked to escort her to the party. He thought, “I suppose I might have asked Father to let me have his car.” He never had asked for it. The doctor’s car was a cheap one and was pretty old.

White people in a little frame church on a side street listening to a preacher shout, “Get God, I tell you, you are lost unless you get God.

“It is your chance. Don’t put it off.

“You are miserable. If you haven’t got God you are lost. What are you getting out of life? Get God, I tell you.”

The voice rang in Red’s ears that night. He always afterwards, for some obscure reason, remembered the little street of the Southern town and the walk toward the house where a party was being held on that evening he took the young woman to the party and afterwards escorted her home. He later remembered passing with relief out of the little street in which the Methodist church stood. On that evening there were no services being held in any other church in town. His own mother must have gone in there.

Most of the Methodists, of that particular Methodist church in Langdon, were poor whites. People who worked in the cotton mill went to church there. There was no church in the cotton mill village itself, but the church stood on property belonging to the mill, although it lay outside the mill village and quite near the home of the mill president. The mill had contributed most of the money for the building of the church, but people of the town were quite free to go to it. The mill even paid half of the salary of the regular preacher. Red went past the church with the girl and through Main Street. People spoke to Red. Men he met bowed with rather over-elaborate ceremony to the young girl he was with.

Red, already a tall boy and still growing fast then, had on a new hat and a new suit. He felt awkward and a little ashamed of something. This he remembered afterwards as being mixed in him with a feeling of being ashamed that he was ashamed. He kept passing people he knew. There was a man riding a mule under the bright lights through Main Street. “Hello, Red,” he called. “How absurd,” Red thought. “I don’t even know the man. I suppose it is some smarty who has seen me playing baseball.”

He was shy and raised his hat to people shyly. His hair was fiery red and he had let it grow too long. “I should have got a hair cut,” he thought. There were large freckles on his nose and cheeks, such freckles as red-haired young men frequently have.

Really Red was popular in the town, more popular than he knew. He was then on the high school baseball team, the best player on the team. He liked playing baseball but hated, as he always afterwards did, the fuss made about baseball by people who did not play. When he was playing baseball and had made a long hit, perhaps reaching third base, there would be people, commonly quiet enough people who would be running up and down the base lines and shouting. He stood on third base and men even came and slapped him on the shoulder. “The damn fools,” he thought. He liked the fuss being made over him and hated it too.

Just as he liked being with that girl and at the same time would have liked not being with her. There was an uncomfortable feeling that really lasted all evening and until he had got her home from the party and safely in her own house. If a man could touch a girl like that. Red had at that time never done such a thing.

Why had his mother suddenly taken it into her head to go to that church? The girl he was with had contempt for people who went to the church. “They shout like niggers, don’t they,” she had said. They did too. He could hear that preacher’s voice clear into Main Street. A boy was put into an odd position. He couldn’t have contempt for his own mother. It was queer her suddenly making up her mind to go to that church. Perhaps, he thought, she had merely gone out of curiosity or because she had suddenly become lonely.

*

SHE hadn’t. Red knew it later that evening. He had at last got that young woman home from the party. It was held at the house of a minor official of the mill, who also had sons and daughters in the town’s high school. Red took the young woman home and they stood together for a moment by the front door of the house of the man who had once been a banker and was now a prosperous mill president. It was the most imposing house in Langdon.

There was a large yard, shaded by trees and planted with shrubs. The young woman he was with had really been pleased with him but he didn’t know that. She had thought he was the best-looking young man at the party. He was large and strong.

She, however, was not serious about him. She had practiced on him a little, as young women do; even his embarrassment, being with her, was nice, she thought. She had used her eyes. There are certain little subtle things a young woman can do with her body. It is permitted. She knows how. You do not have to teach her the art.

Red walked into the yard of her father’s house and stood with her for a moment trying to say good night. At last he got off an awkward speech. Her eyes were looking at him. They grew soft.

“That’s nonsense. She wouldn’t be interested in me,” he thought. She wasn’t particularly interested. There was a way she stood, on the lower step of her father’s house, her head a little thrown back, then the head being lowered, her glance meeting his. The little undeveloped breasts stood forth. Red rubbed his trousers legs with his fingers. His hands were large and strong, they could grasp a baseball. They could put a sharp curve on the ball. He would have liked... with her... just then...

No use of thinking that. “Good night. I had a hot time,” he said. What a word to have used! He hadn’t had a good time at all. He went home.

He got home and had got into bed, when something happened. Although he did not know it, his father had not yet come home.

Red had gone softly into the house and upstairs and had undressed, thinking of that girl. He never did think about her after that night. Afterwards other girls and women came to do to him what she had done. She hadn’t, at least not very consciously, intended to do anything to him.

He was lying in bed and suddenly drew the fingers of his rather large hands together, making a fist. He squirmed in bed. “Jesus, I’d like... Who wouldn’t...”

She was such a willowy, really undeveloped creature, that girl. A man could take such a one.

“Suppose a man could make a woman of her. How is that done?

“How absurd really. Who am I to call myself a man?” No doubt Red did not have any such definite thoughts as are here set down. He was lying in bed, rather tense, being male, being young, having been with the young female with the slim figure in the soft dress... the eyes that could suddenly become soft... the little hard breasts thrusting themselves forth.

Red heard his mother’s voice. There had never been such a sound in the Oliver house. She was praying, making a little sobbing sound. Red heard words.

Getting out of bed, he went softly to the stairs that led to the floor below, to the floor on which his father and mother slept. They had slept together down there ever since he could remember anything at all. Their doing so stopped after that night. Afterwards Red’s father slept, as he did, in a room upstairs. Whether or not his mother said to his father, after that night, “Go away. I do not want to sleep with you any more,” Red of course did not know.

He went part way down the stairs and listened to the voice from below. There was no doubt it was his mother’s voice. She was crying, even sobbing. She was praying. Words came from her. The words ran through the quiet house. “He’s right. Life is as he says. A woman gets nothing. I won’t go on.

“I don’t care what they say. I’ll join with them. They are my people.

“God, You help me. Help me God. Jesus, You help me.”

There was Red Oliver’s mother using such words. She had been to that church and had got religion.

She had been ashamed to let them know at the church how much she was moved. Now she was safely at home in her own house. She knew her husband had not come home and did not know of Red’s arrival, had not heard him come in. As people do, when they are excited and religion has gripped them, she used words remembered from her girlhood in Atlanta, where, with her brothers, she had gone to Sunday School. “Jesus,” she said, in a low strained voice, “I know about You. They say You sat down with publicans and sinners. Sit down with me.”

In reality there was something a little suggestive of niggers in the way Red’s mother talked so familiarly to God.

“Come and sit here with me. I want You, Jesus.” The sentences were broken by groans and sobs. She kept it up a long time and her son sat in the darkness on the stairs and listened. He wasn’t particularly touched by her words and was even ashamed thinking, “If she wanted to get like that, why didn’t she go to the Presbyterians?” But over and above that feeling there was another. He was filled with boyish sorrow and forgot the young woman who, but a few minutes before, had absorbed his thoughts. He thought only of his mother, suddenly loving her. He would have liked to go to her.

As Red sat bare-footed, in his pajamas, on the steps that night he heard his father’s car stop in the street before the house. He left the car like that every night, standing in the street. He came toward the house. Red could not see him in the darkness, but he could hear. The doctor was probably a little drunk. He stumbled on the steps that led up to the porch.

If Red’s mother was to get religion she would be as she was about raising flowers in the sandy soil of the Olivers’ front yard. She might not get Jesus to come and sit with her as she demanded, but she would keep on trying. She was a determined woman. That was really the way it turned out. The revivalist preacher afterwards came to the house and prayed with her but when that happened Red had got out of the way. He had seen the man coming.

That night he sat for long minutes in the darkness on the stairs, listening. Shivers ran through his body. His father opened the door that led in from the street and stood with the knob in his hand. He also listened; minutes seemed to pass more and more slowly. The husband must have been surprised and shocked as was the son. When he had opened the door partially a little light came in from the street. Red could see his father’s figure, dimly outlined down there. Then, after what seemed a long time, the door closed softly. He heard the low sound of his father’s feet on the porch. The doctor must have fallen when he tried to step down off the porch and into the yard. “God damn,” he said. Red heard the words very distinctly. His mother kept on with her prayers. He heard his father’s car start. He was going away somewhere for the night. “God, this is too much for me,” he was perhaps thinking. Red did not know about that. He sat listening for a time, his body trembling, and then the voice from his mother’s room grew silent. He went silently up the stairs again and into his own room and got into bed. His bare feet had made no sound. He did not think any more of the girl he had been with during the evening. He thought instead of his mother. There she was down there, alone, as he was. There was a queer tender feeling in him. He had never felt that way before. He really wanted to cry like a small child, but instead merely lay in the bed staring into the darkness of his room in the Oliver house.
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RED OLIVER HAD got a new sympathy with his mother and perhaps a new understanding of her. Working that first time in the mill may have helped. His mother was, without doubt, rather looked down on by the people who were called “the best people” of Langdon and, after she got religion and joined the church to which the mill workers went, the shouting Methodists, the groaning Methodists, the Georgia Crackers who now worked in the mill and who lived in the rows of rather meaningless little houses on the lower plateau below the town, her stock did not go up.

Red had begun work as a common laborer in the mill. When he went to the mill president, to apply for the job, the man had seemed pleased. “That’s right. Don’t be afraid to begin at the bottom,” he said. He called in the mill superintendent. “Give this young man a place,” he said. The superintendent protested a little. “But we do not need any men.”

“I know. You find a place for him. You take him on.”

The mill president got off a little speech. “After all, bear this in mind; he is, after all, a Southern boy.” The mill superintendent, a tall stoop-shouldered man who had come to Langdon from a New England state, did not quite catch the significance of that. He might even have been saying to himself, “Well, what of that?” Northern men coming into the South to live become fed-up on Southern talk. “He is a Southern boy. What the hell? What difference does that make? I am running a shop. A man is a man. He does his work to suit me or he does not. What do I give a damn who his parents were or where he was born?

“In New England, where I came from, we do not say, ‘be careful of this tender little sprout. He is a New Englander.’

“They do not get off that sort of thing in the Middle West either. ‘His grandfather was so and so or his grandmother was so and so.’

“To hell with his grandfather or his grandmother.

“You are asking me to get results. I notice that you Southerners, for all your big talk, want results. You want profits. You be careful. Don’t you go throwing any of your Southern cousins or other poor relatives off on me.

“If you want to employ them, keep them in your damn office here.”

The superintendent of the Langdon shop, that time when Red first got a job there, may have been thinking something like that. As you, the reader, may have guessed, he said nothing of the sort aloud. He was a man with a rather impersonal face and filled with his own kind of enthusiasm. He loved machinery, loved it almost tenderly. There are a growing number of that sort of men in America.

The man had eyes of a peculiar, rather faded blue, much like the blue of corn flowers that grow in masses beside country roads in many of our Middle-Western American states. When on duty in the mill he walked about with his long legs slightly bent and with his head thrust forward. He did not smile and never raised his voice. Afterwards, when Red had begun working in the mill, he was interested in the man and a bit frightened by him. You have seen a robin standing on a green lawn after rain. Watch him. His head is turned slightly to one side. Suddenly he hops forward. He has thrust his bill quickly into the soft ground. Out comes an angleworm.

Did he hear the angleworm moving about down there, underneath the surface of the ground? It seems impossible.

The angleworm is such a soft damp slithery thing. Perhaps the movements of the worm underground disturbed slightly some few grains of the surface soil.

In the shop at Langdon the mill superintendent moved here and there. He was in one of the warehouses — now he was watching cotton being unloaded at the mill door — now in the spinning-room — now in the weaving-room. He was standing at a window that looked down toward the river that flowed below the mill. Suddenly his head turned. How like the robin he was now. He darted to some part of the room. Some minute part had gone a bit wrong in some machine. He knew. He flew there.

For him, people were apparently of no account. “Here, you. What’s your name?” he would say to a workman or a workwoman, or to a child. A good many children were at work in that mill. He never noticed. He asked the same workman his name several times during one week. Sometimes he fired a man or a woman. “Here, you. You are not wanted here any more. Get out.” The mill worker knew what that meant. Word had been whispered about the mill often enough. The worker went quickly away. He hid himself. Others helped. Soon he was back at his old place. The superintendent did not notice, or if he did notice he said nothing.

At night, when his work was done for the day he went home. He lived in the largest house in the mill village. Visitors seldom came there. He sat in a chair, and, putting his stockinged feet in another chair, spoke to his wife. “Where’s the paper?” he asked. His wife got it. This would be after dining and in a few minutes he was asleep. He got up and went to bed. His mind was still in the mill. It was running. “I wonder what is going on down there,” he was thinking. His wife and children were also afraid of him, although he seldom spoke unkindly to them. He seldom spoke at all. “Why be wasting words?” he perhaps thought.

The president of the mill had an idea in his head, at least he thought he had. At that time he was remembering Red’s father and grandfather. Red s grandfather had been the family doctor for his family when he was a child. He thought, “There aren’t many young Southern men with any family at all who would do as this boy has done. He is a good boy.” Red had simply come into the mill office. “May I have a job, Mr. Shaw?” he had said to the president of the mill, having been, after waiting some ten minutes, admitted to Mr. Shaw.

“May I have a job?”

There was a little smile on the mill president’s face. Who wouldn’t like to be a mill president? He can give jobs.

In every situation there are these shades. Red’s father, so well known after all to the mill president, hadn’t made good. He had been a doctor. Like other men who set forth in life he had his chance. So he hadn’t tended to his practice, had begun drinking instead. There had been whispers about his morals. There was that yellow woman in the country. The mill president also had heard whispers about that.

And then it was said he had married a woman who was beneath him. That was what people in Langdon said. They said she came from rather low-class people. Her father, it was said, amounted to nothing. He kept a little general store in a workingman’s suburb in Atlanta and a brother of hers had been sent to prison for stealing.

“Just the same, there’s no use blaming this boy for all that,” the mill president thought. How kindly and fair he felt, thinking that. He smiled. “What do you want to do, young man?” he asked. — 

“I don’t care. I’ll do anything I can get to do.” That was the way to talk. All of this took place on a hot day in June, as had been suggested after Red’s first year at school in the North. Red had suddenly come to a resolution. “I’ll just see if I can get a job,” he had thought. He had consulted no one. He knew that the mill president, Thomas Shaw, had known his father. Red’s father had, at that time, been dead but a short time. He had walked down to the offices of the mill on a hot morning. The air was heavy and still on Main Street when he passed through. Such moments are pregnant to a boy or to a young man. He is going to work for the first time. Look out now, boy. You start. How, when and where will you stop? This moment may have as much significance in your life as a birth, a marriage or a death. There were merchants and clerks standing inside the doors of stores on Langdon’s main street. Most of them were in their shirt sleeves. A good many of the shirts did not look too clean.

In the summer the men in Langdon wore light linen clothes. Such clothes, when soiled, had to be sent to a laundry. In Georgia, in summer, the days were so hot that men moving about were soon wringing wet with sweat. The linen suits they wore soon sagged at the elbows and knees. They became soiled quickly.

It did not seem to matter to a good many of the men of Langdon. Some of them went on wearing such a soiled suit for weeks.

There was a sharp contrast coming from the scene on Main Street to the mill office. The office of the mill at Langdon was not in the mill proper but stood off by itself. It was in a new-looking brick building, with a green watered lawn in front and with flowering bushes by the front door.

The mill was quite modern. One of the reasons so many of the Southern mills had succeeded, rapidly replacing New England mills, so that, after the rise of the South industrially, there was a sharp industrial slump in New England, was that the Southern mills, being newly built, had put in the very latest machinery. In America, when it came to machinery... a machine could be the very latest thing, the most efficient, and then.. five, ten or, at the latest, twenty years later...

To be sure, Red did not know about such things. He knew something vaguely. He had been a child when the mill in Langdon was built. It had been almost a semi-religious occasion. Suddenly there was talk everywhere along the main street of the little sleepy Southern town. The talk was heard on the streets, in the churches, and even in the schools. When that happened Red was a small child in one of the lower grades in the town school. He remembered it all, but vaguely. The man who was now president of the mill and who was at that time cashier of the little local bank.. his father, John Shaw, being president... the young cashier had started it all.

He was at that time, physically, a rather small young man with a delicate body. He was, however, capable of enthusiasms and of stirring others. What had happened in the North and in particular in the great American Middle West, even during the very years when the Civil War was being fought had begun to happen in the South. Young Tom Shaw began running about the little Southern town and talking. “Look,” he said, “what’s happening everywhere, all over the South. Look at North Carolina and at South Carolina.” It was true things had happened. At that time there was a man in Atlanta, an editor on the staff of the Daily Constitution there, a man named Grady, who had suddenly become the South’s new Moses. He went about making speeches, both in the North and in the South. He wrote editorials. The South still remembers the man. His statue stands in a public street near the offices of the Constitution in Atlanta. He also, if the statue is to be believed, was a rather small man with a somewhat delicate body and, like Tom Shaw, with a round chubby face.

Young Shaw had read his Henry Grady. He had begun talking. He had at once enlisted the churches in his cause. “It isn’t only a matter of money,” he kept saying to people. “Let’s forget for the time about money.

“The South is ruined,” he declared. It had happened that just at that time, when men in Langdon began talking of building a cotton mill as other towns all over the South were doing, a revivalist preacher came to Langdon. Like the revivalist, who was afterwards to convert Red Oliver’s mother, he was a Methodist.

He was a man with power as a preacher. Like the later revivalist, who came when Red was a high school boy, he was a large man with a mustache and a great booming voice. Tow Shaw went to see him. The two men talked. That whole section of Georgia raised practically nothing but cotton. The fields had been worked for cotton before the Civil War and were still so worked. They were rapidly becoming worn out. “Now, you look at it,” Tom Shaw said, talking to the preacher, “our people are getting poorer and poorer with every passing year.”

Tom Shaw had been in the North, he had gone to school in the North. It happened that the revivalist to whom he talked that time... the two men spending several afternoons together closeted in a little room in the Langdon Savings Bank, the bank then housed precariously in an old frame building on Main Street... the revivalist preacher to whom he talked was a man without education. He could scarcely read, but Tom Shaw had taken it for granted that he wanted what Tom called a full life. “I tell you,” he said that time to the preacher, his face flushed, a kind of holy enthusiasm running through him, “I tell you...

“Have you ever been in the North or in the East?”

The preacher said that he had not. He was the son of a poor farmer, really a Georgia Cracker himself. He told Tom Shaw so. “I’m just a Cracker,” he said. “I’m not ashamed of it.” He had been inclined to get off the subject.

At first he suspected Tom Shaw. “These old Southerners. These aristocrats,” he thought. What did the banker want of him? The banker asked him if he had children. Well, he had. He had been married early in life and his wife had given birth to a new child almost every year since. He was now a man of thirty-five. He hardly knew how many children he had. There was a troop of them, thin-legged children living in a little old frame house in another Georgia town very like Langdon, a run-down town, it was. He said so. The takings of a preacher, going about as he did, a revivalist, were meager enough. “I’ve got a good many children,” he said.

He did not say how many, and Tom Shaw did not press the point.

He was driving at something. “We, of the South, have all got to get to work,” he continually said in those days. “Let’s have an end to all of this mourning about the old South. Let’s get to work.”

If a man, such a man as that preacher, a common enough man... Almost any man, if he had children...

“We have to think of the children of the South,” Tom was always saying. Sometimes he mixed things up a bit. “In the children of the South lies the womb of the future,” he said.

A man, such as that preacher, might not have any very lofty personal ambitions. He might be satisfied, just going about, shouting at a lot of poor whites about God... still... if a man had children... The preacher’s wife had come from a family of poor Southern whites as he had himself. She had already grown thin and yellow.

There was one thing rather nice about this being a revivalist preacher. A man did not always have to stay at home. He went places. Women crowded about him. Some of the Methodist women were nice. There were some good-lookers among them. He was a big man among them.

He knelt beside such a one in prayer. What fervor he put into his prayers!

Tom Shaw and the preacher had got together. There had been a new kind of revival in town and in the country communities about Langdon. Presently the revivalist dropped everything else and, instead of talking about a life after death, talked only of the present... of a new glowing kind of life, already lived in many Eastern and Middle-Western towns and that, he said, might as well be lived in the South, in Langdon. As a somewhat cynical citizen of Langdon, who later remembered those days, said, “You would have thought the preacher had been a traveler all his life, and he hasn’t been out of a half-dozen Georgia counties.” The preacher began to wear better clothes and to spend more and more time talking to Tom Shaw. “We Southerners have got to arouse ourselves,” he cried. He described towns of the East and of the Middle West. “Citizens,” he cried, “you should pay a visit up there.” Now he was describing a town in Ohio. It had been a small no-account sleepy place, as Langdon, Georgia, still was. It was merely a little crossroads town. A few poor farmers came in there to trade as they did to Langdon.

Then there had been a railroad built and presently a factory came. Other factories followed. Things began to change with incredible rapidity. “We Southerners do not know what such a life is like,” the preacher declared.

He went all over the county making speeches; he talked in the court house in Langdon and in all of the town churches. In the North and in the East, he declared, towns had been transformed. A town in the North, in the East, or in the Middle West was a little sleepy place and then suddenly the factories came. People who had been out of work, many people who had never had a cent to their names, suddenly began to get wages.

How rapidly everything changed! “You ought to see it,” the preacher cried. He was carried away. Enthusiasm shook his big body. He pounded pulpits. When he had come to town, but a few weeks earlier, he had been able to arouse but a feeble enthusiasm among a few poor Methodists. Now every one came to listen. There was a good deal of confusion. Although the preacher had got a new theme, was speaking now of a new Heaven men might enter, did not have to wait until death to enter, he still used the tone of a man delivering a sermon and, as he talked, often pounding some pulpit and running up and down before his audience, the audience became confused. There were shouts and groans at the mill meetings as there had been at the religious meeting. “Yes, God, that’s true,” a voice shouted. The preacher said that, because of the wonderful new life, brought into so many Eastern and Middle-Western towns by the factories, every one had suddenly become prosperous. Life was filled with new joys. Now, in such towns any man could own an automobile. “You ought to see how people are living up there. I do not mean rich people, but poor people like me.”

“Yes, God,” some one in the audience said fervently.

“I want that. I want it. I want it,” a woman’s voice cried. It was a sharp plaintive voice.

In the Northern and Western towns the preacher was describing, all people, he said, had phonographs; they had automobiles. They could hear the best music in the world. Their houses were filled day and night with music....

“Streets of gold,” a voice cried. A stranger, coming into Langdon, when the preliminary work for selling stock in the new cotton mill was being done, might have thought that the voices of the people, responding to that of the preacher, were really making fun of him. He would have been mistaken. It is true there were a few people of the town, a few old Southern women and one or two old men who said, “We do not want any of this Yankee nonsense,” they said, but such voices were for the most part unheard.

“They are building new houses and new stores. There are bathrooms in all of the houses.

“There are people, common people like me, not rich people, mind you, who walk about on floors of stone.”

A voice: “Did you say, bathroom?”

“Amen!”

“It is the new life. We must build a cotton mill here in Langdon. The South has been dead too long.

“There are too many poor people. Our farmers are making no money. What do we poor people of the South get?”

“Amen. Bless God.”

“Every man and every woman must go down deep into his pocket now. If you have a little property go to the bank and borrow some money on it. Buy stock in the mill.”

“Yes, God. Save us, God.”

“Your children are half starved. They have got the rickets. There are no schools for them. They grow up ignorant.”

The preacher at Langdon sometimes grew humble as he talked. “Look at me,” he said to the people. He remembered his wife at home, the woman who had, but so short a time ago, been a fair young girl. She was a toothless worn-out old woman now. It was no fun to be with her, to be near her. She was always too tired out.

At night, when a man went to her...

It was better to be out preaching. “I am myself an ignorant man,” he said humbly. “God has, however, called me to do this work. My people were once proud people here in the South.

“Now I have many children. I cannot educate them. I cannot feed them as they should be fed. Gladly would I put them into a cotton mill.”

“Yes, God. It’s true. It’s true, God.”

The campaign made by the revivalist preacher in Langdon had been successful. As the preacher talked publicly, Tom Shaw was quietly and energetically at work. Money was got in. The mill in Langdon was built.

It is true some capital had to be borrowed in the North; machinery had to be bought on credit; there were dark years when it looked as though the mill would fail. Presently the people no longer prayed for its success.

Better years, however, came.

The mill village at Langdon had been hurriedly thrown up. Cheap lumber was used. Before the World War the houses in the mill village had been left unpainted. There were rows of little frame houses to which the working people came to live. For the most part they were poor people off little worn-out Georgia farms. They had come swarming in when the mill was first built. At first four or five times as many people came as could be employed. There were not too many houses built. Money was at first wanted for the building of better houses. The houses were crowded with people.

A man, such as that preacher had been, who had many children, could, however, do very well. In Georgia there were few enough laws concerning children at work. The mill ran night and day when it did run. Children of twelve, thirteen and fourteen went to work in the mill. It was easy to lie about your age. Small children in the mill village at Langdon had nearly all of them two ages. “How old are you, my child?”

“What do you mean, my real age or my mill age?”

“For God’s sake, be careful, child. What do you mean, talking like that? We people of the mills, we lint-heads... they call us that, the people of the town, you know they do... don’t be gabbling like that.” For some queer reason the streets of gold, the fair lives of work people pictured by the preacher before the mill in Langdon was built hadn’t materialized. The houses remained as they had been built, small sheds really, hot in summer and bitterly cold in winter. No grass grew in the little lawns before the houses. There were rows of half-fallen-down privies at the back of houses.

However, a man who had children could do fairly well. Often he did not have to work. Before the days of the World War and the great boom, there were enough mill daddies, men not unlike that revivalist preacher, in the cotton mill village at Langdon.

*

THE mill at Langdon closed on Saturday afternoons and on Sundays. It started again at midnight on Sunday and ran steadily, night and day, until the next Saturday noon.

After he became an employee of the mill, Red went down there once on a Sunday afternoon. He walked down through Langdon’s main street to the mill village.

In Langdon the main street was dead and silent. Red had stayed a long time in bed that morning. A Negro woman who had been in the house since Red was a babe brought his breakfast upstairs. She had grown middle-aged and was now a big brown woman with great hips and breasts. She took a motherly attitude toward Red. He could talk more freely with her than with his mother. “What you want to work down there in that mill for?” she asked, when he went to work. “You ain’t no poor white,” she said. Red laughed at her. “Your father wouldn’t have liked you doing what you are doing,” she said. In bed Red lay reading one of the books he had brought home from college. A young English professor, who had been attracted to him, had filled an old grip with books and had suggested his reading his way through them during the summer. He did not dress until after his mother left the house for church.

Then he strolled out. His walk took him past the little church his mother attended, down at the edge of the mill village. He heard singing in there and had heard singing in other churches as he came through town. How dull, dragging and heavy the singing was! Evidently the people in Langdon didn’t much enjoy their God. They did not give themselves to God with joy as did the Negroes. In Main Street the stores were all closed. Even the drug stores, where Coca Cola, that universal drink of the South, could be had, were closed. The men of the town would get their cokes after church. The drug stores would open then to let them coke up. Red had passed the town jail, standing back of the court house. There were some young moonshiners from the North Georgia hills lodged in there and they were also singing. They sang a ballad:

 

Don’t you know I’m a traveling man?

God knows I’m a traveling man.

 

Fresh young voices singing with delight in the song. In the mill village that lay just outside the corporation limits, a few young men and women walked about or sat in groups in the little porches before the houses. They were dressed in their Sunday best, the girls in bright colors. Although he was working in the mill, they all knew Red was not one of themselves. There was the mill village and then the mill, with its mill yard. There was a high wire fence about the mill yard. You went in, from the village, through a gate.

There was always a man at the gate, an old man with a lame foot who recognized Red but would not let him into the mill yard. “What do you want in there for?” he asked. Red did not know. “Oh, I don’t know,” he said. “I was just looking.” He had just come out for a walk. Was he becoming fascinated by the mill? Like other young men, he hated the peculiar deadness of American towns on Sundays. He wished the mill team he had joined had a ball game on for the afternoon, but he knew also that Tom Shaw would not have permitted it. The mill, when it was running, all the machinery flying, was something. The man at the gate looked at Red without smiling and he walked away. He followed a high wire fence around the mill yard and got down to the river bank. The railroad that came to Langdon followed the river and there was a spur running into the mill yard. Red did not know why he was there. It may have been that he had left home because he knew that when his mother returned from church he would feel guilty for not having gone with her.

There were a few poor white families in town, families of laborers, who went to the same church his mother did. There was another Methodist church in the upper end of the town and there was a Negro Methodist church. Tom Shaw, president of the mill, was a Presbyterian.

There was a Presbyterian church and a Baptist church. There were Negro churches, little sects of Negroes too. There were no Catholics in Langdon. After the World War the Ku Klux Klan was strong there.

Some of the mill boys at Langdon had organized a baseball team. The question had come up in town: “Is Red Oliver going to play with them?” There was a town team. It was made up of young men of the town, a clerk in a store, a man who worked in the post office, a young doctor and others. The young doctor came to Red. “I see,” he said, “that you have got a job in the mill. Are you going to play on the mill team?” He had smiled when he said that. “I suppose you’ll have to if you want to hold your job, eh?” He didn’t say that. There was a new preacher, a young Presbyterian preacher, just come to town, who, if it came to a pinch, could take Red’s place on the town team. The mill team and the town team did not play each other. The mill team played other mill teams from other Georgia and South Carolina towns where there were mills and the team of the town played town teams from nearby towns. For the town team to have played the mill boys would have been almost like playing niggers. They wouldn’t have said that, but they felt it. There was a way in which they got across to Red what they felt. He knew.

That young preacher could take Red’s place on the town team. He seemed a bright alert young fellow. He was prematurely bald. He had played baseball in college.

Such a young fellow, coming to a town, to be a preacher. Red was curious about him. He wasn’t much like the revivalist who had converted Red’s mother or like the one who had once helped Tom Shaw sell stock in the mill. This one was more like Red himself. He had been to college and had read books. It was his aim to be a cultured young man.

Red didn’t know whether or not he wanted that. At that time he did not know what he did want. He had always felt a bit lonely and apart in Langdon, perhaps because of the attitude of the town toward his mother and his father; and after he went to work in the mill, the feeling grew.

The young preacher was a man intent on getting into the life of Langdon. Although he did not approve of the Ku Klux Klan he said nothing publicly against it. None of the preachers in Langdon did. It was said some of the prominent men of the town, prominent in the churches, were in the Klan. The young preacher spoke against it in private, to two or three men he knew well. “I believe a man should give himself to service not to violence,” he said. “That’s what I want to do.” He had joined an organization in Langdon called the “Kiwanis Club.” Tom Shaw belonged to it although he seldom went. At Christmas time, when presents had to be found for children of poor families of the town, the young preacher raced about, getting the presents. There had been something rather ugly in town, during the first year Red was in the North, while he was away at college. There was a man in town who was suspected.

He was a young salesman who took subscriptions for a Southern woman’s magazine.

It was said that he...

There was a young white girl of the town, a regular slut, people said.

The young subscription solicitor, like Red’s father, was given to drink. When he had been drinking he became quarrelsome. First it was said that he beat his wife when he was drunk. People heard her crying in her house in the night. Then he was said to have been seen going to the house of that woman. The woman, who had got such a bad reputation, lived with her mother in a little frame house, just off Main Street, in the lower end of town, the end of town where the cheaper stores and the stores patronized by Negroes were located. It was said her mother sold drinks.

The young solicitor was seen going in and out of the place. He had three children. He went there and then went home to beat his wife. Some men in masks went and got him one night. They got also the young girl he was with and they were both taken to a lonely road, some miles from town, and tied to trees. They were lashed with whips. The woman had been taken, clad only in a thin gown, and when the two people had been thoroughly whipped, the man was turned loose, to make his way as best he could to town. The woman, almost naked now, her thin dress torn and shredded, herself white and silent, had been taken to the front door of her mother’s house and pushed out of a car. How she had screamed! “The bitch!” The man had taken it in grim silence. There was some fear the girl might die but she got well. There had been an effort made to find and whip the mother also, but she had disappeared. Afterwards she reappeared and continued to sell drinks to the men of the town and her daughter continued to see men. It was said that more men than ever went there. The young subscription solicitor, who had a car, got his wife and children and drove away. He did not even return to get his furniture and was never seen again in Langdon. When this event had occurred, the young Presbyterian preacher had just arrived in town. There was an Atlanta newspaper that took the matter up. A reporter came to Langdon to interview several prominent men. Among others he went to the young preacher.

He spoke to him in the street in front of a drug store and there were several men standing about. “They got what they deserved,” most of the Langdon men said. “I wasn’t there but I wish I had been,” the druggist said. Some one in the crowd whispered, “There are other men in this town who should long ago have had that happen to them.”

“What about George Ricard and that woman of his... you know the one I mean.” The reporter for the Atlanta paper did not hear the words. He kept boring away at the young preacher. “What do you think?” he asked. “What do you think?”

“I think that none of the better men of the town could have been in it at all,” the preacher said.

“But what do you think of the idea back of it? What do you think of that?”

“You wait a minute,” the young preacher said. “I’ll be right back,” he said. He went into the drug store but did not come out. He was unmarried and kept his car in a garage in an alleyway. He got into his car and drove out of town. That evening he phoned to the house at which he boarded. “I won’t be at home to-night,” he said. He said he was with a sick woman and was afraid the sick woman might die in the night. “She might need a spiritual adviser,” he said. He thought he had better stay for the night.

It was a little strange, Red Oliver thought, to find the mill at Langdon so silent on Sunday. It did not seem like the same mill. That Sunday when he went down there, he had been working in the mill for some weeks. The young Presbyterian preacher had also asked him about playing on the mill team. That had happened shortly after Red went to the mill to work. The preacher knew about Red’s mother going to the church where mostly mill people went. He felt sorry for Red. His own father, in another Southern town, hadn’t been counted among the best people. He had kept a little store where Negroes traded. The preacher had worked his own way through school. “I’m nothing beside you as a player,” he said to Red. He asked a question, “Have you affiliated with any church?” Red said he hadn’t. “Well, you are welcome to come and worship with us.”

The mill boys did not mention the matter of Red’s playing with them for a week or two after he went to the mill to work, and then, as he knew Red had quit playing on the town team, a young foreman spoke to him. “Are you going to play on the team here at the mill?” he asked. The question was asked tentatively. Some of the members of the team had spoken to the foreman. He was a young mill man, from a mill family, who had begun to work his way up. It may be that such a one, who works his way up, must always have respect in him. That one had great respect for the better people of Langdon. After all, if Red’s father hadn’t been such a big man in town, his grandfather had. Every one respected him.

Old Doctor Oliver had been a surgeon in the Confederate Army during the Civil War. It was said he was a relative of that Alexander Stevenson who was Vice-President of the Southern Confederacy. “The boys don’t play very well,” the foreman said to Red. Red had been a star player on the town’s high school and had already attracted notice on the freshman team in college.

“Our boys don’t play very well.”

The young foreman, although Red was just a common workman in the shop under him... Red had begun work in the mill by being a sweeper... he swept floors... the young foreman was certainly respectful enough. “If you would like to play.... The boys would be grateful to you. They’d appreciate it.” It was as though he had said: “You’ll be doing them a kindness.” For some reason something in the man’s voice made Red squirm.

“Sure,” he said.

Just the same... that time Red took the walk on Sunday and visited the silent mill, walking through the mill village... it was in the late morning... people would be out of church soon... they would be going to Sunday dinners.

To be on a baseball team, with the men of the mill, was one thing. Going to that church with his mother was another.

He had gone to church with his mother several times. After all, he went few enough places with her. Since that time, after her conversion, when he heard her praying in the house, he had continually wanted something for her she did not seem to have, never had got out of life.

Did she get something out of religion? After her first excitement, the revivalist preacher coming to the Oliver house to pray with her, Red had not heard her praying aloud any more. She went determinedly to church twice every Sunday and to prayer meetings during the week. In the church she sat always in one place. She sat alone. The members of the church often got excited during the ceremonies. There were low muttered words coming from them. This happened particularly during prayers. The minister, a small man with a red face, stood up before the people and closed his eyes. He prayed loudly. “Oh, Lord, give us contrite hearts. Keep us humble.”

Nearly all the people of the congregation were older mill people. Red thought they were surely humble enough... “Yes, Lord. Amen. Help us, Lord,” low voices said. The voices came from the audience. Sometimes a member of the church was asked to lead in the prayer. Red’s mother wasn’t asked. No words came from her. She bowed her shoulders and kept looking at the floor. Red, who had come to church with her, not because he wanted to come but because he had felt guilty, seeing her always going off to church alone, thought he saw her shoulders tremble. As for himself, he did not know what to do. The first time he went with his mother, and when the time of prayer came, he bowed his head as she did and the next time he sat with head held straight up. “I’ve no right to pretend I am feeling humble or being religious when I’m not,” he thought.

Red went down past the mill and sat on the railroad tracks. There was a steep bank leading down to the river and some trees grew at the river’s edge. Two Negro men were fishing, having hid out of sight under the steep bank to fish on Sunday. They paid no attention to Red, perhaps did not see him. There was a small tree between him and the fishermen. He sat on the projecting end of a railroad tie.

He did not go home to dinner that day. He had got into a queer position in the town and had begun to feel it sharply, half separated from the life of the other young men of his own age, among whom he had once been quite popular, and he was not admitted really to the lives of the workers in the mill. Did he want admission among them?

The mill boys with whom he played baseball were nice enough. All of the workers in the mill treated him all right, as for that matter did the people of the town. “What am I kicking about?” he asked himself that Sunday. Sometimes the team from the mill went in a bus on a Saturday afternoon to play at another town with another mill team and Red went with them. When he made a good play or got a good hit the young men of his own team clapped their hands and shouted with delight. “Good,” they cried. There was no doubt his presence had strengthened the team.

Just the same, when after the game they were driving home... they left Red sitting alone at one end of the bus, hired for the occasion, as his mother sat alone in her church, and did not address him directly. Occasionally, when he was walking down to the mill in the early morning or was leaving it at night, he walked as far as the mill village with some man or with a little group of men. They had been talking freely until he had joined them and then, suddenly, the talk stopped. Words seemed to freeze on the men’s lips.

With the girls in the mill it was, Red thought, somewhat better. Now and then one of the girls gave him the eye. He did not talk much with them that first summer. “I wonder if my going to the mill to work is something like mother’s joining the church?” he thought. He might have asked for a job in the mill office. Most of the people of the town who worked in the mill did work in the office. When there was a ball game they came to see it but did not play. Red hadn’t wanted such a job. He didn’t know why.

Had there always been something in the attitude of the town toward him, because of his mother?

There had been that mystery about his father. Red dids not know that story. When he was playing ball on the high school team, during his last year in high school he had slid into second base and had accidentally cut a player of the opposing team with his spikes. He was a high school player from a nearby town. He grew angry. “That’s nigger stuff,” he said angrily to Red. He had started toward Red as if he wanted to fight. Red had tried to apologize. “What do you mean ‘nigger stuff’?” he asked.

“Oh, I guess you know,” the boy said. That was all. There had been nothing more said. Some other players came rushing up. The incident was forgotten. Once, standing in a store, he had overheard some men talking of his father. “He’s that kind,” a voice said, speaking of Doctor Oliver.

“He likes the low-grade ones, the low-grade whites and the black ones.” That had been all. Red was a young boy then. The men had not seen him standing in the store and he had gone out without being seen. On the Sunday when he was sitting on the railroad tracks, lost in thought, he remembered the chance remark heard long ago. He remembered how angry he had been. What had they meant in speaking thus of his father? He had been thoughtful and rather upset when he went to bed on the night after the incident, but later he had forgotten it. Now it came back.

Perhaps Red was merely having a fit of the blues. Young men have the blues as well as older men. He hated going home. A freight train came along and he went to lie on some long grass on the incline leading down to the stream. He was quite hidden now. The Negro fishermen went away and, during the afternoon, some young men from the mill village came down to the river to swim. Two of them played about for a long time. They dressed and went away.

It was growing late in the afternoon. What a queer day it had been for Red! A group of young girls, also from the mill village, walked along the tracks. They were laughing and talking. Two of them were quite pretty girls, Red thought. Many of the older people, who had been working in the mill for years, were not very strong and a good many of the children were delicate and sickly. People in town said it was because they did not know how to take care of themselves. “The mothers do not know how to take care of their babies. They are ignorant,” the people of Langdon said.

They were always speaking of the ignorance and stupidity of the mill people. The mill girls Red saw that day did not look stupid. He liked them. They walked along the track and stopped near where he was lying in the tall grass. Among them was one girl Red had noticed in the mill. She was one of the girls who had, he thought, given him the eye. She was a little thing with a short body and a big head, and Red thought she had nice eyes. She had thick lips, almost like a nigger’s lips.

She was evidently a leader among the mill girls. They gathered about her. They had stopped but a few feet from where Red lay. “Come on now. You teach us that new song you got,” one of them said to the thick-lipped girl.

“Clara says you got a new one,” one of the girls urged. “She says it’s hot stuff.” The thick-lipped girl prepared to sing. “You all got to help. You all got to join in the chorus,” she said.

“It’s about the water-house,” she said. Red smiled, lying hidden in the grass. He knew that in the mill the girls called the toilets water-houses.

The foreman in the spinning-room in the mill, the same young man who had asked Red about playing with the mill ball team, was named Lewis.

In the mill, during the hot afternoons, a man from the town was permitted to pass through the mill with a little cart. He sold bottles of Coca Cola and cheap candies. There was one kind of cheap candy, a great soft chunk of cheap candy that was called “Milky Way.”

The song the girls were singing concerned the life in the mill. Red suddenly remembered that he had heard Lewis and other foremen complaining that the girls went too often to the toilets. When they grew tired, in the long hot afternoons, they went in there to rest. The girl on the track was singing about that.

“You can hear those doggone clean-up hands say,” she sang, throwing her head back.

 

Give me Coca Cola and a Milky Way.

Give me Coca Cola and a Milky Way.

Twicet a day.

 

Give me Coca Cola and a Milky Way.

 

The other girls sang with her. They laughed.

 

Give me Coca Cola and a Milky Way.

We’re going down the room four by four, 

Faces toward the water-house door.

Give me Coca Cola and a Milky Way.

Old Lewis swear, old Lewis knock, 

I’d like to hit him with a rock.

 

The girls went off down the tracks. They were shouting with laughter. Red could hear them for a long time singing as they went.

 

Coca Cola and a Milky Way.

Pilin’ into the water-house.

Outa the water-house.

Into the water-house door.

 

Evidently there was a life in the mill at Langdon of which Red Oliver knew nothing. With what gusto that thick-lipped girl had sung her song of life in the mill. What feeling she had managed to put into the crude words. In Langdon there was always talk going on about the attitude of the mill hands toward Tom Shaw. “Look what he has done for them,” people said. Red had heard such talk in the streets of Langdon all his life.

It was thought the mill people were grateful. Why shouldn’t they be? Many of them couldn’t read and write when they came to the mill. Hadn’t some of the finest women of the town gone down to the mill village at night to teach them to read and write?

They were living in better houses than they had known when they were back on the Georgia plains and in the hills. They lived in such shacks then.

Now they had medical attention. They had everything.

Evidently they were not satisfied. There was something wrong. Red lay in the grass, thinking of what he had heard. He stayed there, on the incline by the river, back of the mill and the railroad tracks, until darkness came. — 

 

Old Lewis swear, old Lewis knock, 

I’d like to hit him with a rock.

 

That must have been Lewis, foreman of the spinning room, knocking on the toilet-room doors, trying to herd the girls back to their work. There had been venom in the voices of the girls as they sang the crude lines. “I wonder,” Red thought, “I wonder if that Lewis really has the nerve to do that.” Lewis had been so respectful when he spoke to Red about playing ball on the team with the mill boys.

*

THE long rows of spindles in the spinning-room of the mill flew at terrific speed. How clean and orderly it was in the big rooms! It was so all through the mill. All of the machines, that moved at such speed, doing their work with such accuracy, were kept bright and shining. The superintendent saw to that. His eyes were forever on the machines. The ceilings, the walls and the floors of the rooms were clean. The mill was in sharp contrast to the life of the town of Langdon, to the life in houses, on the streets and in stores. Everything was orderly, everything moved with orderly speed toward one end — the making of cloth.

The machines knew what they had to do. You did not have to tell them. They did not stop or hesitate. All day they went singing and humming to their tasks.

Fingers of steel moved. There were in the mill hundreds of thousands of tiny steel fingers handling thread, handling cotton to make thread, handling thread to weave it into cloth. There were, in the great loom-room of the mill, threads of many colors. Little steel fingers picked up just the right-colored thread to make the design of the cloth. Red felt a kind of exaltation in the rooms. He felt it in the spinning-rooms. There was thread dancing in the air in there; here were spoolers and warpers in a nearby room. There were great drums. The warping machines fascinated him. Thread came from hundreds of spools onto a great roll of thread, each thread in its place. It would be harnessed into the looms from the great rolls.

In the mill, as never before in his young life, Red got a sense of the human mind doing something definite and in an orderly way. There were the great machines that handled the cotton as it came from the cleaners. These were combing and caressing the tiny fibers of the cotton, laying them in straight parallel lines, to be twisted into thread. The cotton came white from the huge machines... in a thin broad veil.

There was something exultant in Red, working in that place. On some days all the nerves in his body seemed to dance and run with the machines. Without knowing what was happening to him he had fallen into the path of the American genius. For generations before his day, the best brains of America had gone into the making of such machines as he found in the mill.

There were other marvelous, almost superhuman machines in great automobile plants, in steel plants, in plants where food was put up in tins, in plants where steel was fabricated. Red was glad he had not applied for a job in the office of the mill. Who would want to be a keeper of books, a buyer or a seller? Without quite realizing it, Red had struck upon America at its best, at its finest.

Oh, the great light rooms, the singing machines, the shouting dancing machines!

Look at them against the sky in cities! See the machines running in a thousand mills!

Red had borne, within him, a great admiration for the day superintendent in the mill, that man who knew every machine in the plant, knew just what it should do, who watched his machines so closely. Why was it that, as his admiration for that man grew, he grew also to have a kind of contempt for Tom Shaw and the men of the mill office? He did not know Tom Shaw well, but did know that, in some way, he was always bragging. He thought he had himself made what Red now, for the first time, saw. What he saw must really have been made by workmen, men like that superintendent. There were machine tenders in the mill too, men who cleaned the machines, who repaired machines that got out of order. In the streets of the town men were always bragging. Each man seemed to be trying to make himself appear bigger than some other man. There was no such bragging in the mill. Red knew that the tall stoop-shouldered mill superintendent would never be a braggart. How could a man be in the presence of such machines and be a braggart a man who sensed the machines?

It must be that men like Tom Shaw... Red did not see Tom Shaw often after he got the job... he came seldom into the mill. “Why do I think about him?” Red asked himself. He was in that great light clean place. He helped to keep it clean. He had become a sweeper.

It was true there was lint in the air. It hung in the air like fine white dust, scarcely visible. Overhead, against the ceiling, there were flat disks from which came a fine white spray. Sometimes the spray was blue. Red thought it must have appeared blue because there were certain heavy cross beams in the ceiling that had been painted blue. The walls of the room were white. There was even a touch of red. Two of the young girls working in the spinning-room wore red cotton dresses.

There was life in the mill. The girls in the spinning-room were all young. You had to be quick in there. They chewed gum. Some of them chewed snuff. It made dark, discolored little places at the corners of the mouth. There was the girl with the large mouth and big nose, the one Red had seen with other girls walking on the railroad tracks, the one who had made the songs. She looked at Red. There was something provocative in her eyes. They challenged. Red couldn’t think why. She was not pretty. When he went near her a thrill ran through him and he dreamed of her afterwards at night.

They were a young man’s woman dreams. “Why does one of them set me off like that while another doesn’t?” That one was a laughing talkative girl. If there was ever labor trouble among the women in that mill she would be a leader. Like the others, she ran up and down between the long rows of machines tying broken thread. For that purpose she wore on her hand an ingenious little tying machine. Red watched the hands of all the girls. “How nice working people’s hands are,” he thought. The hands of the girls did the little job of tying broken threads so rapidly the eye could not follow. Sometimes the girls walked slowly up and down and sometimes they ran. No wonder they grew tired and went off to the water-houses to rest. Red dreamed he was running up and down between rows of machines after the big-mouthed girl. She kept running to other girls and whispering to them. She dogged about, laughing at him. She had a strong little body with a long waist. He could see her firm young breasts, their forms showing through the thin dress she wore. When, in his dreams, he pursued her, she was like a bird in her quickness. Her hands were like wings. He never could catch her.

There was even, Red thought, a certain affinity between the girls in the spinning-room and the machines they tended. They seemed at times to become all one thing. The young girls, almost children, who attended the flying machines, seemed like little mothers. The machines were children who needed constant attention. In the summer the air in the room was stifling hot. The air was kept damp by the floating spray from above. Dark stains showed on the surface of the thin dresses. The girls ran restlessly up and down all day long. Toward the end of the first summer of Red’s experience as a workman he was put on the night shift. In the daytime he could get some relief from the feeling of tenseness that always pervaded the mill, a feeling of something flying, flying, flying, a tenseness in the air. There were windows through which he could look. He could see into the mill village or, from another side of the room, the river and the railroad tracks. Occasionally a train passed. There was another kind of life outside. There were forests and rivers. Children were playing in the bare streets of the nearby mill village.

At night everything was different. The walls of the mill closed in on Red. He felt himself sinking, sinking, down, down — into what? He was sunk utterly in the strange world of lights and movement. Little fingers seemed always playing on his nerves. How long the nights were! He grew at times utterly tired. It wasn’t that he was tired physically. His body was strong. The tiredness came from just watching the never-ceasing speed of the machines and the movements of those who attended the machines. There was a young man in that room who played third base on the mill ball team and who was a doffer. He took bobbins loaded with thread out of the machines and put in bare bobbins. He moved so rapidly that at times, just to watch him, tired Red terribly and at the same time frightened him a little.

Queer little moments of fright came. He was going about his work. Suddenly he stopped. He stood staring at some machine. How incredibly fast it ran! There were thousands of spindles at work in the same room. There were men who went about to tend the machines. The superintendent moved silently through the rooms. He was younger than the day man and this one also came from the North.

It was difficult to sleep in the daytime, after a night in the mill. Red kept waking suddenly. He sat up in bed. He slept again and in dreams sank away into the world of movement. In dreams also there were the flying belts, the looms danced, making a clattering sound as they danced. Tiny steel fingers were dancing as they danced in the looms. Bobbins were flying as they flew in the spinning-room. Tiny fingers of steel were picking at Red’s hair. They were weaving that also into cloth. Often by the time Red grew really quiet it was time to get up and go again to the mill.

How was it with the girls and women and the young boys who worked all the year, many of whom would work all their lives in the mill? Was it so with them? Red wished he could ask. He was still shy with them, as they were with him.

There was a foreman in each room of the mill. In the rooms where the cotton first began to move forward in its journey toward becoming cloth, the rooms near a platform where the baled cotton was taken from cars, burly Negro men handling the bales, where it was broken up and cleaned, the dust in the air was thick. Huge machines handled the cotton in that room. They broke it out of the bales, rolling and tumbling it. Negro men and women tended the machines. It passed from one huge machine to another. The dust became a cloud. The kinkly hair of the men and women working in that room became gray. The faces were gray. Some one told Red that many of the Negro cotton-mill workers died young of tuberculosis. They were Negroes. The man who told Red laughed. “What does it matter? So many less niggers,” he said. In all of the other rooms the workers were white.

Red became acquainted with the superintendent of the night shift. In some way he found out that Red was not of the mill village but of the town, that he had been to a Northern college during the summer before and was going back to college. The night superintendent was a young man of twenty-seven or -eight with a small body and an extraordinarily large head covered with fine yellow hair cropped close. He had come to the mill out of a technical school of the North.

He felt lonesome in Langdon. The South puzzled him. The Southern civilization is complex. There are all sorts of cross-currents. Southerners say, “No Northerner can understand. How can he?” There is the queer fact of Negro life, so intimately connected with white life, so drawn away from it. Little quibbles come up and become vastly important. “You must not call a Negro man mister or a Negro woman Mrs. Even the newspapers, wanting Negro circulation, have to be careful. All sorts of queer subterfuges are used. Life between the browns and the whites becomes unexpectedly intimate. It draws sharply apart over the most unexpected details of everyday life. There is confusion. In these late years, industry coming in, the poor whites being brought suddenly, sharply and suddenly, into modern industrial life...

The machine makes no distinctions.

A white clerk can kneel before a colored woman in a shoe store, to sell her a pair of shoes. It’s all right. If he were to say, “Miss Grayson, do you like the shoes?” He has used the word “Miss.” A Southern white says: “I’d cut my arm off before I’d do that.”

Money makes no distinction. There are shoes to be sold. Men live by selling shoes.

There are the more intimate relations between men and women. Better keep quiet about that.

If a man could cut down through everything, get at the quality of life.... The young mill superintendent Red met asked him questions. He was a new kind of man to Red. He lived at a hotel in town.

He walked away from the mill at the same hour Red did. When Red began to work at night they left the mill at the same hour in the morning.

“So you are working as a common laborer?” He took it for granted that what Red was doing was just a temporary thing. “While your vacation lasts, eh?” he said. Red didn’t know. “Yes, I guess,” he said. He asked Red what he was going to do in life and Red couldn’t answer. “I don’t know,” he said, and the young man stared. One day he invited Red to come to his room at the hotel. “Come this afternoon, when you get through sleeping,” he said.

He was like the day superintendent in that machines were the important thing in his life. “What do they mean here in the South when they say so and so? What are they driving at?”

He had felt, even in the president of the mill, Tom Shaw, a kind of queer self-consciousness about the working people. “Why,” the young Northern man asked, “is he always talking about ‘my people’? In what way are they ‘his people’? They are men and women, aren’t they? They do their work all right or they don’t.

“Why do they use colored working people in one room and whites in another?” The young man was like the day superintendent. He was a machine man. When Red was in his room that day he got out a catalog issued by a machine maker of the North. There was a machine he was trying to get the mill to introduce. The man had small and rather delicate white fingers. His hair was thin and was of a pale sandy yellow. It was hot in the little Southern hotel room and he was in his shirt sleeves.

He had laid the catalog upon his bed and was showing it to Red. The white fingers opened the pages reverently. “See,” he exclaimed. He had come to the Southern mill at about the time Red got his job, having replaced another man who had died suddenly, and since he had come, there had been a threat of trouble among the workers. Red had known little of that. None of the men with whom he played ball or saw in the mill had talked of it to him. There had been a ten per-cent cut in wages and there was grumbling. The mill superintendent knew. Foreman in the mill had told him. There were even among the mill employees a few amateur agitators.

The superintendent showed Red the picture of a huge and complex machine. His fingers fairly trembled with delight pointing to it, and trying to explain its workings. “Look,” he said. “It does the work twenty or thirty people are now doing and does it automatically.”

One morning Red was walking from the mill toward town with the young man from the North, They had come through the village. The men and women of the day shift were already in the mill and those of the night shift were coming out. Red and the superintendent walked among them. He used words Red couldn’t understand. They got out into a road. As they walked along, the superintendent spoke of the mill people. “They are pretty stupid, aren’t they?” he asked. He may have thought Red was also stupid. Stopping in the road, he pointed back toward the mill. “It isn’t half what it will be,” he said. He went talking along the road. The mill president, he said, had consented to buy the new machine, the picture of which he had shown Red. It was, he of which Red had heard nothing. There was an effort being introduced into the best mills. “Machinery is going to become more and more automatic,” he said.

Again he spoke of the labor trouble brewing in the mill, of which Red had heard nothing. There was an effort being made, he said, to unionize the Southern mills. “They’d better drop that,” he said.

“Pretty soon they’ll be lucky if any of them are employed.

“We are going to run the mills with fewer and fewer people, with more and more automatic machinery. The time will come when all mills will be automatic.” He assumed that Red had his point of view. “You are working in the mill, but you are one of us,” his voice and manner implied. The mill people were nothing to him. He spoke of Northern mills in which he had worked. Some of his friends, young technicians like himself, were working in other kinds of mills, in automobile factories and in steel mills.

“In the North,” he said, “in the mills in the North, they know how to handle labor.” Since automatic machinery was being introduced there was always more and more surplus labor. “The thing to do,” he said, “is to keep plenty of surplus labor about. Then you can cut wages when you choose. You can do what you want to,” he said.
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IN THE MILL there was always a sense of order, of things moving forward to an orderly end, and then there was the life in the Oliver house.

The big old Oliver house had gone to decay now. It had been built by Red’s grandfather, the Confederate surgeon, and his father had lived and died there. Great people of the old South built generously. The house was too large for Red and his mother. There were many empty rooms. Just behind the house and attached to it by a covered passageway was a large kitchen. It was large enough for the kitchen of a hotel. A fat old Negro woman cooked for the Olivers.

In Red’s childhood there was another Negro woman who made the beds and swept the floors of the house. She had taken care of Red when he was a small child and her mother had been a slave, belonging to old Doctor Oliver.

The old doctor had been, for his day, a great reader. There were rows of old books in glass-fronted and now dilapidated bookcases in the parlor of the house downstairs and boxes of books in one of the empty rooms. Red’s own father had never opened a book. For years, after he became a doctor, he took a medical journal, but rarely took it out of its wrapper. A little pile of these journals had been thrown on the floor upstairs in one of the empty rooms.

Red’s mother had tried to do something with the old house after she had married the young doctor, but had made little progress. The doctor was not interested in her efforts and what she tried to do had been a bother to the servants.

She made new curtains for some of the windows. Old chairs that had become broken or out of which seats had fallen and that had been standing about unnoticed in corners ever since the old doctor’s death were dragged out and repaired. There was not much money to be spent, but Mrs. Oliver hired an ingenious young Negro of the town to help. He came with nails and a hammer. She began trying to drive her servants. In the end not much was accomplished.

The Negro woman, already employed in the house when the young doctor married, did not like his wife. They were both still young then, although the cook had married. Her husband disappeared later and she grew enormously fat. She slept in a small room off the kitchen. The two Negro women had contempt for the new white woman. They did not want, did not dare to say to her: “No. I will not do that.” That was not the Negro’s way with the whites.

“Yes, indeed. Yes, Miss Susan. Yes, indeed, Miss Susan,” they said. A struggle that went on for years began between the two colored women and the white woman. The doctor’s wife was not directly crossed. She could not say, “This was done to defeat my purpose.” Chairs that had been mended became broken again.

A chair had been mended and put into the parlor. In some mysterious way it got into the front hall and the doctor, coming home late at night, stumbled over it and fell. The chair was again broken. When the white woman complained to her husband he smiled. He was fond of Negroes, liked them about. “They were here when Mama was alive. Their people belonged to us before the war,” he said. Even the child in the house knew later that there was something going on. When the white woman had, for some reason, left the house the whole atmosphere changed. Negro laughter ran through the house. When he was a child Red liked it most when his mother was not at home. The Negro women were laughing at Red’s mother. He did not know that, was too young to know. When his mother was out of the house other Negro servants from neighboring houses slipped in. Red’s mother did her own marketing. She was one of the few white women, of the better class, who did that. She went through the streets sometimes with a basket of groceries on her arm. The Negro women gathered in the kitchen. “Where is Miss Susan? Where has she gone?” one of the women asked. The woman speaking had seen Mrs. Oliver leave. She knew. “Isn’t she the grand lady,” she said. “Young Doctor Oliver has sure done well, hasn’t he, now?”

“She is gone to market. She went to the store.”

The woman who was Red’s nurse, the upstairs girl, got a basket and walked across the kitchen floor. Red’s mother always had something defiant in her walk. She held her head rigidly poised. She frowned slightly and there was a tight line about her mouth.

The Negro girl could imitate the walk. All the visiting Negro women shook with laughter and even the child laughed as the young Negro woman with the basket on her arm and her head held so rigidly walked up and down. Red, the child, did not know why he laughed. He laughed because the others did. He crowed with delight To the two Negro women Mrs. Oliver was something. She was Poor White. She was Poor White Trash. The women did not say so in the presence of the child. Red’s mother had put new white curtains at some of the windows downstairs. One of the curtains was burned.

It was being ironed, after washing, and the hot iron was left standing on it. It was one of the kind of things that kept happening. There was a great hole burned. It was no one’s fault. Red had been left alone on the floor in the hall of the house. A dog appeared and he cried. The cook, who was doing the ironing, ran to him. It was a perfect explanation of what had happened. The curtain was one of three bought for the dining-room of the house. When Red’s mother went to get cloth to make a new one to take its place all of that kind of cloth had been sold.

Sometimes, as a small child, Red cried in the night. There was some childish ailment. His tummy hurt. His mother came running upstairs, but before she could get to the child the colored woman was standing with Red held against her breasts. “He’s all right now,” she said. She did not offer the child to its mother and the mother hesitated. Her breasts ached to be holding the child and comforting it. The two colored women in the house were always speaking of how things were run in the house when the old doctor and his wife were alive. To be sure, they were themselves children. Still they remembered. There was something implied. “A real Southern woman, a lady, does so and so.” Mrs. Oliver went out of the room and back to her bed without touching her child.

The child nestled against warm brown breasts. His small hands reached up and felt warm brown breasts. With his father before him it might have been like that. Women of the South, of the old South, in the old Doctor Oliver’s day, were ladies. The Southern white men, of the slave-owning class, made great talk of that. “I do not want my wife to soil her hands.” The women of the old South were to remain always the white spotless ones.

The strong brown woman who was Red’s nurse when he was small threw back the covering of her bed. She got the child and took it into her own bed. She bared her breasts. There was no milk, but she let the child suckle her breasts. Her large warm lips kissed the white body of a white child. There was more of that than the white woman knew.

There was much Susan Oliver never knew. When Red was small his father was often called out at night. After his father’s death, he had, for a time, quite a large practice. He rode a horse and there were three horses kept in the stable back of the house, the stable that afterwards became a garage. There was a young Negro man who took care of the horses. He slept in the stable.

Clear hot Georgia summer nights came. There were no screens at the windows or doors of the Oliver house. The front door of the old house was left open, as was the back door. There was a hallway directly through the house, the “dog run,” it was called. The doors were left open to get the breeze.... when there was a breeze.

Stray dogs did actually trot through the house at night. Cats trotted through. Occasionally there was a rush of strange, startling sounds. “What’s that?” Red’s mother, in her room downstairs, sat up in bed. The words popped out of her. They rang through the house.

The Negro cook, already beginning to grow fat, was in her room off the kitchen. She lay on her back in her bed and laughed. Her room and the kitchen were separated from the main house, but there was a covered passage, leading into the dining-room, so that, in winter or when there were rains, food could be brought in without getting wet. The doors were open between the main house and the cook’s room. “What’s that?” Red’s mother was nervous. She was a nervous woman. The cook had a booming voice. “It’s only a dog, Miss Susan. It’s only a dog. He was after a cat.” The white woman wanted to go upstairs and get her child, but for some reason hadn’t the courage. Why did it take courage to go get her own child? She often asked herself that question but could not answer. She had been reassured but was still nervous and lay awake for hours hearing strange noises, imagining things. She kept questioning herself about the child. “It’s my child. I want it. Why shouldn’t I go for it?” She said the words aloud so that the two listening Negro women often heard the soft murmured words from her room. “It’s my child. Why don’t I?” She said over and over.

The Negress upstairs had taken possession of the child. The white woman was afraid of her and of the cook. She was afraid of her husband, of the white people of the town of Langdon, who had known her husband before his marriage, and her husband’s father. She never admitted to herself that she was afraid. On many nights, when Red was a small child, his mother lay in bed trembling as the child slept. She cried softly. Red never knew about that. His father hadn’t known.

There was, in the hot Georgia summer nights, the song of insects outside and inside the house. The song rose and fell. Huge night moths came into the rooms. The house was the last one on the street and beyond it the fields began. Some one walked on a country road and shouted suddenly. A dog barked. There was the sound of horses’ hoofs trotting in dust. Red’s crib was covered with white mosquito netting. All the beds in the house were so covered. The beds for grown people had posts and canopies and the white mosquito netting hung down like curtains.

There were no closets built in the house. Nearly all of the older Southern houses were built without closets and in each sleeping-room there was a large mahogany armoire standing against a wall. The armoire was huge and went up to the ceiling.

Moonlight night came. There was an outside back stairs leading up to the second story of the house. Sometimes, when Red was a small child and when his father had been called out in the night, his horse having gone clattering away down the street, the young brown man from the stable came barefooted up the stairs.

He came into the room where the young brown woman and the babe were lying. He crept under the white canopy to the brown woman. There were sounds in there. There was a tussle. The brown woman giggled softly. On two occasions Red’s mother almost caught the young man in the room.

She came into the room without warning. She had made up her mind to take the child to her own room downstairs and, walking in, lifted Red out of his crib. He began to cry. He kept on crying.

The brown woman got out of her bed, her lover lying in silence. He was hidden under the sheets. The child kept crying until the brown woman took him from the mother and then he became silent. The white woman went away.

The next time Red’s mother came the Negro had got out of the bed but did not have time to get to the door that led to an outside stairway. He stepped into the armoire. It was high enough to let him stand upright and he pulled the door softly shut. He was almost nude and some of his clothes were lying on the floor of the room. Red’s mother did not notice.

The Negro man was a strong man with broad shoulders. He was the one who taught Red to ride a horse. One night when he was in bed with the brown woman a notion came into his head. He got out of bed and took the child into the bed with himself and the woman. Red was quite small then. Afterwards he remembered dimly. It was a clear still moonlit night. The Negro man had thrown back the white netting separating the bed from an open window and the moonlight streaming in fell across his body and across the body of the woman. Red remembered that night.

The two brown people were playing with the white child. The brown man tossed Red into the air and caught him as he fell. He laughed softly. The Negro took hold of Red’s small white hands and with his own huge black hands made him walk up the broad flat brown belly. He let him walk over the woman’s body.

The two people began pitching the child back and forth. Red loved the game. He kept begging for it to go on. It seemed glorious to him. When they had tired of playing, he crawled over the two bodies, over the broad brown shoulders of the man and over the breasts of the brown woman. His lips sought the rounded upstanding breasts of the woman. He went to sleep on her breasts.

Red remembered these nights as one remembers a fragment caught and held out of a dream. He remembered the laughter of the two brown people in the moonlight as they played with him, the soft laughter that could not be heard outside the room. They were laughing at his mother. It may have been they were laughing at the white race. There are times when Negroes do something like that.


BOOK TWO. MILL GIRLS
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DORIS HOFFMAN, WHO worked in the spinning-room at the Langdon Cotton Mill, Langdon, Georgia, had a dim but ever-present consciousness of a world outside the cotton mill where she worked and the cotton-mill village where she lived with her husband, Ed Hoffman. She was conscious of automobiles, of passenger trains seen now and then through windows as they went whirling past the mill (don’t be wasting time now at windows, time wasters get fired in these times), of movies, of swell clothes a woman might own, of voices coming over radios. There wasn’t any radio in the Hoffman house. They hadn’t got one. She was very conscious of people. In the mill sometimes she felt like playing the devil. She would have liked playing with the other girls in the spinning-room, dancing with them, singing with them. Come on, now, let’s sing. Let’s dance. She was young. She made up songs sometimes. She was a smart fast workwoman. She liked men. Her husband, Ed Hoffman, wasn’t a very strong man. She would have liked a strong young man.

Just the same she wouldn’t have gone back on Ed Hoffman, not she. She knew that and Ed knew it.

On some days you couldn’t touch Doris. Ed couldn’t have touched her. She was closed up, quiet and warm. She was like a tree or like a hill lying still in warm sunlight. She worked quite automatically in the big light spinning-room of the Langdon Cotton Mill, the room with the lights, the flying machines, the subtle changing flying forms — you couldn’t touch her on such days, but she did her work all right. She could always do more than her share of work.

One Saturday, in the fall, there was a fair in Langdon. It wasn’t right by the cotton mill nor in the town. It was in an empty field by the river out beyond the cotton mill and the cotton-mill town. People from Langdon, if they went out there, went mostly in cars. The fair was there all week and a good many people from Langdon went out. They had the field lighted with electric lights so they could have shows at night.

It wasn’t a horse fair. It was a fair of shows. There was a ferris wheel and a merry-go-round and stands for selling things and places to ring canes and a free show on a platform. There were places for dancing, one for whites and one for Negroes. Saturday, the last day of the fair, was a day for mill hands and for poor white farmers and for Negroes mostly. Hardly any of the town people went on that day. There were hardly any fights or drunks or anything. To get the mill people it was arranged that the mill baseball team should play a game with a mill team from Wilford, Georgia. The mill at Wilford was a small one, just a little yarn mill. It was pretty sure that the Langdon mill team would have it easy. They would be almost dead sure to win.

Doris Hoffman had consciousness of the fair all week. All the girls in her room at the mill had consciousness of it. The mill at Langdon ran night and day. You put in five ten-hour shifts and one five-hour shift. You had it off from Saturday noon until Sunday night at twelve, when the night shift started the new week.

Doris was strong. She could go places and do things her husband Ed couldn’t do and go. He was always feeling done up and had to lie down. She went to the fair with three mill girls named Grace and Nell and Fanny. It would have been easier and a shorter way round to go by the railroad track, but Nell, who was also a strong girl, like Doris, said, “Let’s go through town,” so they all did. It wasn’t so nice for Grace, who was weak, going the long way, but she never said a thing. They came back the short way, by the railroad tracks that followed the winding of the river. They went to Langdon Main Street and turned to the right. Then they went through nice streets. Then it was a long way on a dirt road. It was pretty dusty.

The river that went below the mill and the railroad tracks wound around. You could go to Main Street, in Langdon, and turn to the right and get into a road that went on out to the fair. You walked through a street of nice houses, not all alike, as in a mill village, but each one different, with yards and grass and flowers and girls sitting on the porch, no older than Doris herself, but not married, not with a man and kid and a sick mother-in-law, and you got to a flat place by the same river that went past the mill.

Grace would eat her supper quickly after her day in the mill and she would clean up quickly. You get to eating quickly when you eat alone. You don’t care what you eat. She would clean up and do the dishes quickly. She was tired. She hurried. Then she went out on the porch and took off her shoes. She liked to lie on her back.

There wasn’t any street lamp along there. That was a good thing. It took Doris longer to clean up, and then, besides, she had to nurse her baby and get it to sleep. It was lucky it was a healthy kid and slept well. It was like Doris. It was naturally strong. Doris spoke to Grace about her mother-in-law. She always called her “Mrs. Hoffman.” She said, “Mrs. Hoffman’s worse to-day,” or, “she’s better,” or, “she bled a little.”

She didn’t like to put her baby in the front room of the four-room house, where all four of the Hoffmans ate and sat on Sundays and where Mrs. Hoffman lay when she lay down, but she didn’t want Mrs. Hoffman to know that she didn’t want that. It would hurt her feelings. Ed had built his mother a kind of low couch to lie on. He was handy. She could lie down easily and get up easily. Doris didn’t like to put her baby in there. She was afraid the baby would get it. She told Grace that. “I’m afraid all the time he’ll get it,” she told Grace. She put her baby, after it was nursed and ready to go to sleep, in the bed where she and Ed slept, in another room. Ed had been sleeping, during the day, in the same bed, but when he got up in the afternoon he made the bed up fresh for Doris. Ed was that way. He was nice that way.

Ed was almost like a girl in some things.

Doris had big breasts but Grace hadn’t hardly any at all. That might have been because Doris had had a kid. No, it wasn’t. She had big breasts before that, before she ever even got married.

Doris went out to Grace nights. In the mill she and Grace worked in the same big light long spinning-room between the rows of bobbins. They ran up and down or walked up and down or stopped a minute to talk. When you work with some one that way all day every day, you can’t help getting to like her. You get to love her. It’s like being married almost. You know when she is tired because you are tired. If your feet ache you know hers do. You can’t tell, just walking through a place and seeing people working, like Doris and Grace did. You don’t know. You don’t feel it.

There was a man came through the spinning-room in the middle of the morning and in the middle of the afternoon selling things. They let him. He sold a big chunk of soft candy, called “Milky Way,” and he sold Coca Cola. They let him. You blew in ten cents. It hurt to blow it in but you did. You got the habit and you did. It braced you. Grace could hardly wait when she was working. She wanted her “Milky Way,” she wanted her coke. She was laid off by the time she and Doris and Fanny and Nell went to the fair. There were hard times. A lot were laid off.

They always took the weaker ones, of course. They knew all right. They didn’t say to a girl, “Do you need it?” They said, “We won’t need you now for a while.” Grace needed it, but not as badly as some. She had Tom Musgrave and her mother working.

So they had laid her off. It was tight times, not flush times. It was harder work. They made Doris’ side longer. They’d be laying off Ed next. It was hard enough without that.

They had cut Ed’s pay and Tom Musgrave’s and his mother’s pay.

They charged just as much for house rent and everything. You had to pay just about as much for things. They said you didn’t but you did. There was a little flame of anger always in Doris at about the time she went to the fair with Grace and Fanny and Nell. She went most of all because she wanted Grace to go and have some fun and forget it and get it off her mind. Grace wouldn’t have gone if Doris hadn’t gone. She would go anywhere Doris did. They hadn’t laid Nell and Fanny off yet.

When Doris went out to Grace, when they were both working yet, before the tight times came so bad, before they made Doris’ side so much longer and gave Ed and Tom and Ma Musgrave so many more looms... Ed said it kept him on the jump now so he couldn’t think... he said it tired him out worse than ever keeping up; and he looked it... Doris herself kept up by working, she said, almost twice as fast... before all that happened, in the good times yet, she used to go out like that to Grace at night.

Grace was so tired, lying on the porch. Particularly on hot nights she was so tired. There would maybe be some people, just mill people like themselves, in the mill village street, but not many. There wasn’t any street lamp right near the Musgrave-Hoffman house.

They could lie in darkness beside each other. Grace was like Ed, Doris’ husband. She hardly ever spoke in the daytime but at night, when it was all dark and hot she would talk. Ed was that way. Grace wasn’t like Doris, raised in a mill town. She and her brother Tom and her pa and ma had been raised on a farm in the North Georgia hills. It wasn’t much of a farm, Grace said. You could hardly raise a thing, Grace said, but it was nice. She said they would have stayed there maybe, only her father died. They owed some money and the farm had to be sold and Tom couldn’t get work; so they came to Langdon.

There was a kind of waterfall near their farm when they had a farm. It wasn’t exactly a waterfall, Grace said. This would be at night, before Grace got laid off, when she was so tired at night and was lying on the porch. Doris would come to her and would sit down by her or lie down and would not talk loud but whisper.

Grace would have her shoes off. She would have her dress open wide all down the neck. “Take your stockings off, Grace,” Doris would whisper.

There was a fair. It was in October, 1930. The mill closed at noon. Doris’ husband was lying down at home. She had left her baby with her mother-in-law. She saw things, a-plenty. There was the ferris wheel and a long street-like place with banners up and pictures on... a fat woman and a woman with snakes around her neck and a two-headed man and a woman in a tree with fuzzy hair and, Nell said, “God knows what else,” and a man on a box, talking about it all. There were some girls in tights, not very clean. They and the men all yelled together, “Yea, yea, yea,” to get the people to come.

There were niggers there a-plenty, it seemed, town niggers and country niggers, thousands of them, it seemed.

There were country people a-plenty, white people. They had come mostly in rickety wagons drawn by mules. The fair had been going on all week, but Saturday was the big day. In the big field, where the fair was held, the grass was all worn away. All that part of Georgia, when there wasn’t any grass, was red. It was as red as blood. Ordinarily that place, away out there, nearly a mile from Langdon’s main street, a mile and a half, no less, from the Langdon cotton-mill village, where Doris, Nell, Grace and Fanny all worked and lived, was filled with tall weeds and grass. Whoever owned it couldn’t plant cotton on it because, when the river came up, it got flooded. It might get flooded any time after rains in the hills north of Langdon.

The ground was rich. Weeds and grass grew tall and thick there. Whoever owned the ground had rented it to the fair people. They came in trucks to bring the fair there. There was a night show and a day show.

You didn’t pay anything to get in. There was a free baseball game on the day when Doris went to the fair with Nell and Grace and Fanny and there was to be a free show by performers on a platform in the middle of the fair. Doris felt a little guilty going when her husband Ed couldn’t go, didn’t feel like it, but he had kept on saying, “Go on, Doris, GO with the girls. Go on with the girls.”

Fanny and Nell kept saying, “Ah, come on.” Grace didn’t say anything. She never did.

Doris felt motherly toward Grace. Grace was always so tired after a day in the mill. After a day in the mill, when night came, Grace said, “I’m so tired.” She had dark circles under her eyes. Doris’ husband, Ed Hoffman, worked in the mill nights... a pretty smart man but not strong.

So, on ordinary nights, when Doris came home from the mill and when her husband Ed had gone to work, he worked nights and she worked days, so they were only together on Saturday afternoons and nights and Sunday and Sunday night until twelve... they usually went to church on Sunday nights, taking Ed’s mother with them... she’d go to church when she couldn’t get up strength to go anywhere else....

On just ordinary nights, when the long day in the mill was at an end, when Doris had done what housework at home there was left to do and had nursed the baby and it had gone to sleep and her mother-in-law was lying down, she went outside. The mother-in-law got the supper for Ed and then he left and Doris came and ate and there were the dishes to do. “You’re tired,” the mother-in-law said, “I’ll do them.”

“No you won’t,” Doris said. She had a way of saying things so people minded what she said. They did what she told them to do.

There would be Grace waiting for Doris outside. She would be lying on the porch if it was a hot night.

The Hoffman house wasn’t really the Hoffman house at all. It was a mill-village house. It was a double house. There were forty houses just like it in that street in the mill village. Doris and Ed and Ed’s mother, Ma Hoffman, who had tuberculosis and couldn’t work any more, lived on one side and Grace Musgrave and her brother Tom and their mother, Ma Musgrave, lived on the other. Tom wasn’t married. There was just a thin wall between them. There were two front doors but there was just one porch, a narrow one running clear across the front of the house. Tom Musgrave and Ma Musgrave, like Ed, worked nights. Grace was alone in her side of the house at night. She wasn’t afraid. She said to Doris, “I’m not afraid. You’re so near.” Ma Musgrave got the supper in that house and then she and Tom Musgrave left. They left enough for Grace. She washed the dishes like Doris did. They left at the same time Ed Hoffman did. They went together.

You had to go in time to check in and get ready. When you worked days you had to stay right on the job until quitting time and then clean up. Doris and Grace both worked in the spinning-room at the mill and Ed and Tom Musgrave were loom-fixers. Ma Musgrave was a weaver.

At night, when Doris had got her work done and had nursed her kid and it had gone to sleep and Grace had her work done Doris went out to Grace. Grace was one of the kind that will work and work and won’t give up, and so was Doris.

Only Grace wasn’t strong like Doris. She was frail and had black hair and dark brown eyes that looked unnaturally big in her thin small face and she had a small mouth. Doris had a big mouth and nose and a big head. Her body was long but her legs were short. They were strong though. Grace’s legs were round and nice. They were like a man likes a girl’s legs to be and she had pretty small feet but they weren’t strong. They couldn’t stand the racket. “I don’t wonder,” Doris said, “they’re so little and so pretty.” After a day in the mill... on your feet all day, running up and down a body’s feet hurt. Doris’ feet smarted but not like Grace’s. “They hurt so,” Grace said. She always meant her feet when she said that. “Take off your stockings.”

 

“No, you wait. I’ll take them off for you.”

 

Doris took them off for Grace.

 

“Now you lie still.”

 

She’d rub Grace all over. She didn’t exactly feel her. Every one said that knew that Doris had good rubbing hands. She had strong quick hands. They were alive hands. What she did to Grace she did also to Ed, her husband, when he was off on Saturday night and they slept together. He needed it all right. She rubbed Grace’s feet and her legs and her shoulders and her neck and everywhere. She began at the top and then began at the bottom. “Now turn over,” she said. She rubbed her back a long time. She did that to Ed too. It was nice, she thought, to feel people and to rub them, hard but not too hard.

It was nice if the people you rubbed were nice. Grace was nice and Ed Hoffman was nice. They didn’t feel the same. “I guess no two people’s bodies feel the same,” Grace thought. Grace’s body was softer, not so stringy as Ed’s.

You rubbed her awhile and then she talked. She began talking. Ed always began talking when Doris rubbed him that way. They didn’t talk about the same things. Ed was a man of ideas. He could read and write and Doris and Grace couldn’t. When he had time to read he read both newspapers and books. Grace couldn’t read or write any more than Doris could. They hadn’t been brought up to it. Ed had wanted to be a preacher but he hadn’t made it. He’d have made it if he hadn’t been so shy he couldn’t stand up before people and talk.

If his father had lived he might have got up nerve and made it. His father, when he was alive, wanted him to. He saved and sent him to school. Doris could write her name and could spell out a few words if she tried but Grace couldn’t do even that much. When Doris rubbed Ed with her strong hands that never did seem to get tired, he talked of ideas. He had got it into his head he would like to be a man to get up a union.

He had got it into his head mill people might get up a union and strike. He talked about it. Sometimes, when Doris had been rubbing him a long time he got to laughing and laughed at himself.

He said, “I talk about myself getting up a union.” Once, before Doris knew him, he had worked at a mill in another town where they had a union. They had a strike too and got licked. Ed said he didn’t care. He said it was good times. He was just a young kid then. That was before Doris met and married him, before he came to Langdon. His father was alive then. He laughed and said, “I got ideas but no nerve. I’d like to get up a union here and I ain’t got the nerve.” He laughed at himself that way.

Grace, when Doris rubbed her at night when Grace was so tired, when her body began to feel softer and softer, nicer and nicer under Doris’ hands, she never did talk about ideas.

She liked to describe places. There was a little waterfall, in a little creek, with some bushes, near the farm where she lived before her father died and she and her brother Tom and her mother moved to Langdon and got to be mill people. There wasn’t just one waterfall, a big one. There was one over rocks and then another and another and another. There was coolness, a shady place with rocks and bushes. There was water, Grace said, acting as though it was alive. It seemed to whisper and then it talked, she said. If you went a little way it was like horses trotting. There was a little pool beneath each fall, she said.

She used to go there when she was a child. There were fish in the pools but if you kept still, after awhile, they paid no attention. Grace’s father died when she and her brother Tom were children yet, but they didn’t have to sell the farm right away, not for a year or two; so they went there all the time.

It was near their house.

It was wonderful to hear Grace talk of it. Doris thought that on a hot night, when she was tired herself and her own feet smarted, it was the nicest thing she ever knew. In the hot cotton-mill town, in Georgia, where the nights are so still and hot, when Doris had got her baby to sleep at last and had rubbed Grace and had rubbed her, until Grace said the tiredness had all gone out of her feet and her arms and her legs and the smarting and the tenseness and all...

You’d never have thought that Grace’s brother, Tom Musgrave, who was such a homely tall-like man and had never married and whose teeth were all so black and who had such a big Adam’s apple... you’d never have thought a man like that, when he was a small boy, would have been so nice to his little sister.

Taking her to pools and waterfalls and fishing.

He was so homely you’d never have thought he could be Grace’s brother at all.

You’d never have thought a girl like Grace, who was always getting tired so easily and who was ordinarily so silent and who was always looking, when she had her job in the mill yet, as though she was going to faint or something — you’d never have thought, when you rubbed her and rubbed her, as Doris did, so patiently and nice, liking to, you’d never have thought she could talk as she did about places and things.
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THE FAIR AT Langdon, Georgia, fed Doris Hoffman’s consciousness of worlds outside her own mill-bound world. That was a world of Grace and Ed and Mrs. Hoffman and Nell and thread being made and flying machinery and wages and talk of the new stretch-out system that had been put in at the mill and always wages and hours and things like that. It wasn’t varied enough. It was too much always the same. Doris couldn’t read. The fair was something to tell Ed about afterwards at night in bed. It was nice also for Grace to go. She didn’t seem to get so tired. The fair was crowded and your shoes got dusty and the shows were shabby and noisy but Doris didn’t know that.

The shows and the merry-go-round and the ferris wheel came from some far outside world. There were show people shouting in front of tents and girls in tights who maybe never had been in any mill but had traveled everywhere. There were men selling jewelry, sharp-eyed men who had the nerve to say anything to a body. Perhaps they and the shows had been up North and out West, where the cowboys were and on Broadway in New York and everywhere. Doris knew about all of these things because she had been to the movies quite a lot.

Being just a mill hand, born one, was like being always a prisoner. You couldn’t get out of knowing that. You were housed in, shut up. People, outside people, not mill hands, thought you were different. They looked down on you. They couldn’t help it. They couldn’t know how you got sometimes, wanting to explode, hating every one and everything. When you got that way you had to hold on tight and shut up. It was the best way.

The show people went places. They were in Langdon, Georgia, for a week and then they disappeared. Nell and Fanny and Doris all thought the same thing that day when they first got to the fair and began to look around but they didn’t talk about it. Maybe Grace didn’t feel what the rest felt. She was gentler and more tired. She would have been a home body if some man had married her. Doris didn’t understand why some man hadn’t. It might be that the show girls, at the hoola-hoola tent, weren’t so nice, in their tights and showing their legs, but they weren’t mill hands anyway. Nell in particular was in rebellion. She almost always was. Nell could swear like a man. She didn’t give a damn. “God, I’d like to try it myself,” she was thinking that day when the four first got to the fair.

Before she had her kid, Doris and Ed, her husband, used to go to the movies a lot. It was fun, something to talk about; she liked it, particularly Charlie Chaplin and westerns. She liked movies about crooks and people getting in tight places and fighting and shooting. It made her nerves tingle. There were pictures about rich people, how they lived, etc. They wore wonderful dresses.

They went to parties and dances. There were young girls and they were ruined. You saw a scene, in the movies, in a garden. There was a high stone fence with vines on it. There was a moon.

There were nice grass and flower beds and little houses with vines and with seats inside.

A young girl came out of a house, out at a side door, with a man, older than she was, a lot. She was beautifully dressed. She had on a low-neck dress. That was what you wore at parties among swells. He talked to her. He took her into his arms and kissed her. He had a gray mustache. He led her away to a seat in a little open house in the yard.

There was a young man who wanted to marry her. He didn’t have any money. The rich man got her. He betrayed her. He ruined her. Such plays, in the movies, gave Doris a queer feeling inside She walked home with Ed to the mill house in the mill village where they lived and they didn’t talk. It would be funny if Ed wished, just for awhile, that he was rich and could live in a house like that and ruin such a young girl. if he did, he didn’t say so. Doris was wishing something. After seeing such a show sometimes, she wished some rich wicked man would come and ruin her just once, not for keeps but just once, in such a garden, back of such a house ... so quiet and the moonlight shining... you knowing you didn’t have to get up and get breakfast and hurry off to the mill at half-past five, rain or snow, winter and summer ...if you had swell underwear and were beautiful.

Westerns were nice. There were men always riding horses and they had guns and shot each other. They were always fighting about some woman. “Not my kind,” Doris thought. Even a cowboy wouldn’t be such a fool about a mill girl. Doris was curious, something in her always running out to places and people, alert. “Even if I had the money and the clothes and the underwear and the silk stockings to wear every day I guess I wouldn’t be any swell,” she thought. She was short of body and firm-breasted. Her head was big and so was her mouth. She had a big nose and strong white teeth. Most of the mill girls had bad teeth. If there was always a lurking sense of beauty, following her sturdy little figure like a shadow, going every day to the mill with her, coming home, going with her when she went somewhere with other mill girls, it wasn’t very obvious. Not many people saw it.

Things got suddenly ridiculous and funny to her. It might happen any time. She wanted to scream and dance. She had to hang onto herself. If you get too gay in a mill, out you go. Then where are you? 

There was Tom Shaw, who was the president of the Langdon mill, the big gun there. He didn’t come into the mill often — he stayed in the office — but now and then he did come. He walked through, looking, or he brought some visitors through. He was such a funny self-important little man that Doris wanted to laugh at him but she didn’t. When he came past her side, or walked through, or the foreman or the superintendent came, before Grace got laid off, she was always scared. Mostly about Grace. Grace hardly ever had her side up.

If you didn’t keep your side right up, if some one came along and too many of your bobbins were stopped...

Thread was wound on bobbins in the spinning-room of a mill. A side was one side of a long narrow hallway between rows of flying bobbins. Thousands of separate threads came down from up above somewhere to be wound, each thread on its own bobbin, and if it broke the bobbin stopped. You could tell how many had stopped at one time by just looking. The bobbin stood still. It was waiting for you to come quickly and tie the broken thread in again. There might be four bobbins stopped at one end of your side, and at the same time, at the other end, a long walk, there might be three more stopped. The thread, coming to feed the bobbins, so they could go to the loom-room, kept coming and coming. “If it would only stop, just for an hour,” Doris thought sometimes, not often. If a girl only didn’t have to see it coming and coming all day long, or if she was on the night shift, all night long. It kept coming all day long, all night long. It was wound onto bobbins that were to go into the loom-room where Ed and Tom Musgrave and Ma Musgrave all worked. When the bobbins on your side were full, a man, who was called a “doffer,” came and took the full bobbins away. He took out the full bobbins and put in empty ones. He pushed a little cart along before him and it was taken away filled with the loaded bobbins.

There were millions and millions of bobbins to be filled.

They never ran out of empty bobbins. It seemed there must be hundreds of millions of them, like stars, or like drops of water in a river or grains of sand in a field. The thing about getting out now and then to a place like that fair, where there were shows and people you had never seen and talking and niggers laughing and hundreds of other mill hands, like herself and Grace and Nell and Fanny, not in the mill now but outside, was a great relief. Thread and bobbins got out of your head for awhile anyway.

They didn’t go on so much in Doris’ head when she was not in the mill at work. They did in Grace’s head. Doris didn’t know so well how it was with Fanny and Nell.

At the fair there was a man performed free on the trapeze. He was funny. Even Grace laughed at him. Nell and Fanny laughed hard and so did Doris. Nell, since Grace had been laid off, had taken Grace’s place in the mill next to Doris. She hadn’t taken Grace’s place purposely. She couldn’t help it. She was a tall girl with yellow hair and long legs. Men fell for her. She could put the bee on men. She was on the square just the same.

Men liked her. The foreman in the spinning-room, a young man but with a bald head and married, would have liked to get Nell. He wasn’t the only one. Even at the fair the show men and others, who didn’t know the four girls, looked at her most. They made cracks at her. They got too smart. Nell could swear like a man. She went to church, but she swore. She didn’t care what she said. When Grace got laid off, when the tight times came, Nell, who was put on her side with Doris, said:

“The dirty skunks, they laid Grace off.” She came in there where Doris was, at work, with her head up. She always carried it up.... “It’s damn lucky she’s got Tom and her mother working,” she said to Doris. “Maybe she can make it go with Tom and her mother working, if they don’t get laid off,” she said.

“She oughtn’t to be at work in here nohow. Don’t you think so?” Doris did think so. She liked and admired Nell but not as she did Grace. She liked the to-hell-with-everything about Nell. “I wish I had it,” she thought sometimes. Nell would goddam the foreman and the super when they weren’t around but when they came around... of course she wasn’t a fool. She gave them the eye. They liked it. Her eyes seemed to be saying to men, “Ain’t you splendid?” She didn’t mean it. Her eyes always seemed to be saying something to men. “All right. Get me if you can,” they said. “I’m getable,” they said. “If you’re man enough.”

Nell wasn’t married but there were a dozen men in the mill, married and unmarried, who had tried to make her. The young unmarried ones meant marriage. Nell said, “You got to work ’em. You got to keep them guessing, but don’t give in to ’em unless they make you. Make ’em think you think they’re swell,” she said.

“God damn their souls,” she said sometimes.

The young man, unmarried, who was doffer on their side, the side Grace and Doris had been on and then Nell and Doris, after Grace got laid off, used not to say much when he came around when Grace was there. He was sorry for Grace. Grace never could quite keep up her side. Doris was always having to leave her side and work Grace’s side so Grace wouldn’t be shown up. He knew it. He used to whisper sometimes to Doris, “The poor kid,” he said. “If Jim Lewis gets onto her she’ll get laid off.” Jim Lewis was the room foreman. He was the one who was hot on Nell. He was a bald man, about thirty, with a wife and two kids. When Nell took Grace’s side the young fellow who was doffer there changed.

He was always kidding with Nell, trying to date her up. He called her “legs.”

“Hello, legs,” he said. “What about it? What about a date? What about the movies to-night?” The nerve of him.

“Come on,” he said, “I’ll take you.”

“Not to-night,” she said. “We’ll think it over,” she said.

She kept giving him the eye, keeping him on it.

“Not to-night. I’m busy to-night.” You’d have thought she had a man dated up for almost every night in the week. She didn’t. She never went out alone with men, didn’t walk with them or talk with them outside the mill. She stuck to the other girls. “I like ’em better,” she told Doris. “Some of ’em, a lot of ’em, are cats but they got more spunk in ’em than the men.” She talked rough enough about the young doffer when he had to leave their side and go to the next side. “The damn little skate,” she said. “He thinks he can date me up.” She laughed, but it wasn’t a very pleasant laugh.

At the fair there was an open space, right in the center of the field, where all the ten-cent side shows were and there was a free show. There was a man and woman who danced on roller skates and did tricks and a little girl in tights who danced and two men who tumbled over each other and over chairs and tables and everything. There was a man kept; coming out on the platform. He had a megaphone. “Professor Mathews. Where’s Professor Mathews?” he kept calling through the megaphone.

“Professor Mathews. Professor Mathews.”

Professor Mathews was to be the trapeze performer. He was to be the best thing in the free show. The hand-bills  they had put out said so.

There was a long wait. It was Saturday and there weren’t many town people from Langdon at the fair, hardly any, maybe none... Doris didn’t think she saw any that looked like that. If they had been there, they had come earlier in the week. It was niggers’ day. It was a day for mill hands and for a lot of poor farmers with mules and their families.

The niggers kept pretty much off to themselves. They generally did. There were separate stands for them to eat at. You could hear them laughing and talking everywhere. There were fat old Negro women with their Negro men and young Negro girls in bright-colored dresses and the young bucks after them.

It was a hot day in the fall. There was a jam of people. The four girls kept off by themselves. It was a hot day.

The field had been all overgrown with weeds and with tall grass, but now it was all trampled down. There was hardly any. There was mostly dust and bare places coming and it was all red. Doris had got into one of her moods. She was in a “don’t-touch-me” mood. She had got silent.

Grace clung to her. She stayed right close. She didn’t much like Nell and Fanny being there. Fanny was short and fat and had little short fat fingers.

Nell said of her — not at the fair but before that, in the mill — she said, “Fanny’s lucky. She’s got a man and no kids.” Doris didn’t know exactly how she did feel about her own kid. It was at home with her mother-in-law, Ed’s mother.

Ed was lying up. He would lie up the whole afternoon. “You go on,” he had said to Doris, when the girls came for her. He would get a newspaper or a book and lie up all afternoon on the bed. He would take his shirt and shoes off. The Hoffmans didn’t have any books except a Bible and some children’s books Ed had left over from his boyhood, but he could get books from the library. There was a branch of the Langdon town library in the mill village.

There was a man called, “a welfare worker,” employed by the Langdon mills. He had a house on the best street of houses in the village, the street in which the day superintendent and some of the other higher-ups lived. Some of the foremen lived over there. The foreman of the spinning-room did.

The night superintendent was a young man from the North and unmarried. He lived in a hotel up in Langdon. Doris had never seen him.

The welfare worker’s name was Mr. Smith. The front room of his house had been made into a branch library. His wife kept it. Ed would put on his good clothes, after Doris left, and go get a book. He would take back the book he got the week before and get another. The welfare worker’s wife would be nice to him. She’d think, “He’s nice. He cares for higher things.” He liked stories about men, men who had actually lived and had been big men. He had read about big men like Napoleon Bonaparte and General Lee and Lord Wellington and Disraeli. He read in the books in the afternoon all week, after he woke up. He had told Doris about them.

After Doris got in the don’t-touch-me mood that day at the fair and was that way a little while, the others noticed how she was. Grace noticed first but didn’t say anything. “What the hell’s the matter?” Nell said. “I got the woozies,” Doris said. She didn’t have any woozies at all. She didn’t have the blues. It wasn’t that.

Sometimes with a person it’s this way: the place you are in is there, but it isn’t there. If you are at a fair it’s that way. If you are at work in the mill it’s that way.

You hear things. You touch things. You don’t.

You do and you don’t. You can’t explain. Doris might even be in bed with Ed. They liked to lie awake a long time on Saturday night. It was the only night they had. They could sleep in the morning. You were there and you weren’t there. Doris wasn’t the only one who was that way sometimes. Ed was sometimes. You spoke to him and he answered but he was away off somewhere. It might have been the books with Ed. He might be somewhere with Napoleon Bonaparte or with Lord Wellington or some one like that. He might be a big-bug himself instead of just a mill hand. You couldn’t tell what he was being.

You could smell it; you could taste it; you could see it. It didn’t touch you.

There was a ferris wheel at the fair... ten cents. There was a merry-go-round... ten cents. Stands were selling hot dogs and Coca Cola and lemonade and “Milky Ways” at the fair.

There were little wheels you could gamble on. A mill hand from the Langdon mill, that day Doris went with Grace and Nell and Fanny, lost twenty-seven dollars. He had saved it up. The girls didn’t hear about it until Monday at the mill. “The damn fool,” Nell said to Doris, “don’t the damn fool know you can’t beat them at their own game? If they weren’t out to get you what would they be there for?” she asked. There was a little bright shining wheel with an arrow that went around. It stopped on numbers. The mill hand lost a dollar and then another. He got excited. He plunked down ten dollars. He thought, “I’ll keep up till I get even.”

“The damn fool,” Nell said to Doris.

Nell felt about a game like that, she felt: “You can’t beat it.” She felt about men: “You can’t beat it.” Doris liked Nell. She thought about her. “If she ever gives up she’ll give up hard,” she thought. It wouldn’t be exactly like herself and her husband Ed, she thought. Ed asking her. Her thinking, “I might as well, I guess. A woman might as well have herself a man.” If Nell ever gave in to a man it would be a cave-in.

*

“PROFESSOR MATHEWS. Professor Mathews. Professor Mathews.”

He wasn’t there. They couldn’t find him. It was Saturday. Perhaps he had got drunk. “I’ll bet he’s off somewhere drunk,” Fanny said to Nell. Fanny was standing beside Nell. Grace stayed right close to Doris all that day. Not saying a word hardly. She was little and pale. As Nell and Fanny walked toward the place where the free show was to be, a man laughed at them. He laughed at Nell and Fanny walking together. He was a showman. “Hello,” he said to another man, “there’s the long and short of it.” The other man laughed. “Go to hell,” Nell said. The four girls stood close together to watch the trapeze performance. “They advertise a trapeze performance free and then they don’t have it,” Nell said. “He’s off drunk,” Fanny said. There was a man who was tanked up. He came forward out of the crowd. He was a man who looked like a farmer. He had red hair and no hat. He came forward out of the crowd. He reeled. He could hardly stand up. He had on blue overalls. He had a big Adam’s apple. “Ain’t your Professor Mathews here?” he managed to ask the man on the platform, the one who had the megaphone. “I’m a trapeze performer,” he said. The man who was on the platform laughed. He put the megaphone under his arm.

The sky above the fair grounds at Langdon, Georgia, that day was blue. It was a clear light blue. It was hot. All the girls in Doris’ gang had on thin dresses. The sky that day was the bluest she had ever seen, Doris thought.

The drunken man said, “If you can’t find your Professor Mathews, I can do it.”

“You can?” The eyes of the man on the platform registered surprise, amusement, doubt.

“You’re damn right I can. I’m a Yank, I am.”

The man had to hold onto the edge of the platform. He almost fell. He fell back and fell forward. He could just stand.

“You can?”

“Yes, I can.”

“Where’d you learn?”

“I learned up North. I’m a Yank. I learned on an apple tree limb up North.”

“Yankee Doodle,” the man shouted. He opened his mouth wide and shouted, “Yankee Doodle.”

So that was what a Yank was like. Doris had never seen a Yank before — not to know he was a Yank! Nell and Fanny laughed.

Crowds of niggers laughed. Crowds of mill hands standing and looking laughed. The man on the platform had fairly to lift the drunken man up. He got him almost up once and then let him fall, just to make a fool of him. The next try he got him up. “Like a fool. Just like a fool man,” Nell said.

The man performed well after all. He didn’t at first. He fell and fell. He’d get up on the trapeze and then he’d fall on the platform. He fell on his face, on his neck, on his head, on his back.

The people laughed and laughed. Afterwards, Nell said, “I cracked my damn sides laughing at the damn fool.” Fanny laughed hard too. Even Grace laughed a little. Doris didn’t. It wasn’t her laughing day. She felt all right but it wasn’t her laughing day. The man on the trapeze fell and fell and then he seemed to get sober. He performed all right. He performed well.

The girls had a Coca Cola. They had a “Milky Way.” They had a ride on the ferris wheel. There were little seats so you could sit two by two. Grace sat with Doris and Nell with Fanny. Nell would rather have been with Doris. She let Grace be. Grace didn’t set ’em up like the others did, one a Coca Cola, one a “Milky Way” and one a ferris-wheel ride, the way the others did. She couldn’t. She was broke. She was laid off.

*

THERE are days when nothing can touch you. If you are just a mill girl in a Southern cotton mill it doesn’t matter. Something lives inside you that looks and sees. What does anything matter to you? It is queer about such days. The machinery in the mill gets on your nerves terribly some days, but on such days it doesn’t. On such days you are far away from people, it’s odd, sometimes then you are most attractive to them. They all want to crowd up close. “Give. Give me. Give me.”

“Give what?”

You haven’t got a thing. You are just that way. “Here I am. You can’t touch me.”

Doris was in the ferris wheel with Grace. Grace was scared. She hadn’t wanted to go up in it, but when she saw Doris was going, she got in. She clung to Doris.

The wheel went up and up and then down and down... a great circle. There was a town, a great circle. Doris could see the town of Langdon, the court house and some office buildings and the Presbyterian church. She could see, around a shoulder of hill, the smoke-stack of the mill. She couldn’t see the mill village.

She could see trees where the town was, a lot of trees. There were shade trees before houses in town, before the houses of people who didn’t work in any mill but in stores or offices. Or who were doctors or lawyers or maybe judges. Not having any use for mill people. She could see the river stretching away in a great bend around the town of Langdon. The river was always yellow. It never seemed to get clear. It was golden yellow. It was golden yellow against a blue sky. It was against trees and bushes. It was a sluggish river.

The town of Langdon wasn’t on a hill. It was just on high ground. The river didn’t go all around. It went on the south side.

On the north side, far away, were hills.... It was far far away up where Grace used to live when she was a little girl. Where the waterfalls were.

Doris could see people, looking down on them from above. She could see lots of people. Their legs went in a funny way. They were walking about the fair grounds.

The river that went past Langdon had catfish in it.

Niggers fished for them. They liked to. Hardly any one else did. Whites hardly ever did.

In Langdon, right in the busiest parts, not far from where the best stores were, there were nigger streets. No one but niggers went there. If you were white you didn’t go. White people ran the stores in the nigger streets but whites didn’t go there.

Doris would have liked to see the streets of her mill village from up there. She couldn’t. A shoulder of land made it impossible. The ferris wheel went down. She thought, “I’d like to see where I live, from high up there.”

You couldn’t rightly say that people like Doris, Nell, Grace and Fanny lived in their houses. They lived in the mill. All week nearly all of their waking hours were in the mill.

In the winter they went when it was dark. They came away at night when it was dark. Their lives were walled in, shut in. How could any one ever know who hadn’t been caught and held from childhood, through young girlhood and on into womanhood. It was the same with the mill men. They were a special people.

Their lives were in rooms. The life of Nell and Doris in the spinning-room of the Langdon mill was in a room. It was a big light room.

It wasn’t ugly. It was big and light. It was wonderful.

Their life was in a little narrow hallway inside a big room. The walls of the hallway were machines. Light came from above. A fine soft spray of water, really mist, came from above. That was to keep the flying thread soft and flexible for the machines.

Flying machines. Singing machines. Machines making walls to a little alive hallway in a big room.

The hallway was narrow. Doris hadn’t ever measured how wide it was.

You began as a child. You stayed until you were old or worn out. The machines went up and up. Thread came down and down. It fluttered. You had to keep it damp. It fluttered. If you didn’t keep it damp it would be always breaking. In the hot summer the dampness made you sweat more and more. It made you sweat worse. It kept you wringing wet with sweat.

Nell said, “Who gives a damn for us? We’re only machines ourselves. Who gives a damn for us?” On some days Nell growled. She swore. She said, “We’re making cloth. Who gives a damn? Some whore maybe’ll get her a new dress out of some rich man.” Nell talked plain. She swore. She hated.

“What difference does it make who gives a damn? Who wants them to give a damn?”

There was lint in the air, fine floating lint. It was what gave some people tuberculosis, some said. It might have given it to Ed’s mother, Ma Hoffman, lying on her couch, Ed had made, and coughing. She coughed when Doris was there at night, when Ed was there in the daytime, in the afternoon when he was lying in his bed, when he was reading about General Lee or General Grant or Napoleon Bonaparte. Doris hoped her kid wouldn’t get it.

Nell said, “We work from cansee to can’t see. They got us. They got the bee on us. They know it. They got us hogtied. We work from cansee to can’tsee.” Nell was tall, swaggering, profane. Her breasts weren’t big, like Doris’ — almost too big — or like Fanny’s or too little, just nothing, a flat place, like a man, like Grace’s. They were just right, not too big or not too little.

If a man ever got Nell he’d get her hard. Doris knew that. She felt it. She didn’t know how she knew but she knew. Nell would fight and swear and fight. “No you don’t. Damn you. I ain’t that kind. You go to hell.”

When she gave up she’d cry like a child.

If a man got her, he’d have her. She’d be his. She wouldn’t talk about it much, but... if a man got her she’d be his. Doris almost wished she were a man to try, thinking of Nell.

A girl thought of such things. She had to be thinking about something. All day, every day, thread, thread, thread. Flying, breaking, flying, breaking. Sometimes Doris wished she could swear like Nell. She wished sometimes she were Nell’s kind, not her own kind. Grace said, when she was working in the mill on the side where Nell now worked, once at night, after she had come home... a hot night... she said...

Doris was rubbing Grace with her hands, softly, strongly, the way she could rub, not too hard, not too soft. She rubbed her all over. Grace liked it so. She was so tired. She could hardly do her dishes that night. She said, “I got thread in my brain. Rub it there. I got thread in my brain.” She kept thanking Doris for rubbing her. “Thank you. Oh, thank you, Doris,” she said.

In the ferris wheel, Grace was scared when it went up. She clung to Doris and shut her eyes. Doris kept hers wide open. She didn’t want to miss a thing.

Nell would have looked Jesus Christ in the eyes. She would have looked Napoleon Bonaparte in the eyes or Robert E. Lee.

Doris’ husband thought Doris was that way too, but she wasn’t just the way her husband thought she was. She knew that. Once Ed talked to his mother about Doris. Doris didn’t hear it. It was in the afternoon when Ed had wakened and when Doris was at work. He said, “If she had a thought against me she’d tell it. If she had even a thought about another man she’d tell me.” It wasn’t true. If Doris had heard it, she would have laughed. “He’s got me wrong,” she would have said.

You could be in a room with Doris and she’d be there and not there. She’d never get on your nerves. Nell said that once to Fanny and it was true. — 

She didn’t say, “Look. Here I am. I’m Doris. Pay attention to me.” She didn’t care whether you paid attention or not.

Her husband Ed could be in a room. He could be reading there on a Sunday. Doris could be lying down too, on the same bed, beside Ed. Ed’s mother could be lying on the front porch on the couch Ed had made for her. Ed would have put it out there for her so she could get the air.

It could be hot summer.

The baby could be out there playing on the porch. He could be crawling around. Ed had made a little fence so he couldn’t crawl off the porch. Ed’s mother could watch her. Her cough kept her awake.

Ed could be on the bed beside Doris. He could be thinking about the people in the book he was reading. If he had been a writer he could have been on the bed beside Doris writing his books. Nothing in her said, “Look at me. Pay attention to me.” It never did.

Nell said, “She goes toward you. She’s warm toward you.” If Nell had been a man she’d have been after Doris. She said to Fanny once, “I’d be after her. I’d want her.”

Doris never hated any one. She never hated anything.

Doris could rub warmth into people. She could rub relaxation into people with her hands. Sometimes when she was in the spinning-room at the mill, keeping up her side, her breasts hurt. After she got Ed and her baby, she nursed her baby early, when she woke up. Her baby woke up early. She gave him a little warm drink again before she went off to work.

She went home and nursed her baby again at noon. In the night she nursed him. On Saturday nights the baby slept with her and Ed.

Ed had nice feelings. Before she married him, when they were going together... they both worked in the mill then too... Ed had a day job then... Ed used to walk with her. He used to sit in Doris’ mother’s and father’s house with her at night in the dark.

Doris had been in the mill, in the spinning-room, since she was twelve. So had Ed been. He had been in the loom-room since he was fifteen.

On the day when Doris was in the ferris wheel with Grace... Grace clinging to her... Grace with her eyes shut because she was afraid... Fanny and Nell in the next seat below... Fanny whooping with laughter... Nell yelled.

Doris kept seeing things.

She saw two fat Negro women, far off, fishing in the river.

She saw cotton fields, far off.

There was a man driving an automobile in a road between cotton fields. He made a red dust.

She saw some of the buildings of the town of Langdon and the smoke-stack at the cotton mill where she worked.

There was a man selling patent medicine in a field near the one where the fair was being held. Doris saw him. He had only Negroes gathered about him. He was on the back of a truck. He was selling patent medicine to niggers.

She saw a crowd, a surging crowd on the fair grounds, Negroes and whites, lint-heads (cotton mill workers) and niggers. Most of the mill girls hated Negroes. Doris didn’t.

She saw a young man she knew. He was a strong-looking red-headed young town man who had got a job in the mill.

He had been there working twice. He came one summer and then the next summer he was back again. He was a sweeper. The girls in the mill said, “I’ll bet he’s a spy. What else is he? If he wasn’t a spy, why would he be here?”

He worked in the mill the first time. Doris wasn’t married then. Then he went away and some one said he went to college. Doris got married to Ed the next summer.

Then he came back. It was tight times with people being laid off but he got a job back. They had put in the stretch out and they were laying people off and there was talk of a union. “Let’s have a union.”

“Mr. Shaw won’t stand for it. The super won’t stand for it.”

“I don’t care. Let’s have a union.”

Doris didn’t get laid off. She had to work a longer side. Ed had to do more. He could hardly do what he did do before. When that young fellow with the red hair... they called him “Red”... when he came back they all said he must be a spy.

There was a woman, a strange woman, came to town and got hold of Nell and told her whom to write to about a union, and Nell came at night, on a Saturday night, to the Hoffman house and said to Doris, “Can I speak to Ed, Doris?” And Doris said, “Yes.” She wanted Ed to write to some people to get a union, to send some one. “A communist one I hope,” she said. She had heard that was the worst kind. She wanted the worst. Ed was afraid. He wouldn’t at first. “It’s hard times,” he said, “it’s Hoover times.” He said he wouldn’t at first.

“It’s no time,” he said. He was scared. “I’ll get fired or laid off,” he said, but Doris said, “Ah, go ahead,” and Nell said, “Ah, go ahead,” and he did.

Nell said, “Don’t tell a soul. Don’t tell a damn soul.” It was exciting.

The red-haired young man had come back to work in the mill. His poppy had been a doctor in Langdon and he used to doctor sick mill people but he had died. He was on the square.

His son was just a sweeper in the mill. He played ball on the mill ball team and was a crack player. That day, when Doris was at the fair, in the ferris wheel, she saw him. The mill ball team usually played ball on the ball field the mill owned, right by the mill, but that day they were playing right near the fair. It was a big day for mill people.

There was to be a dance that night at the fair on a big platform — ten cents. There were two platforms, one for niggers, one for whites, not very near. Grace and Nell and Doris didn’t intend to stay. Doris couldn’t. Fanny stayed. Her husband came and she stayed.

There was to be a greased pig caught after the baseball game. They didn’t stay for that. They went on home after the ferris-wheel ride.

Nell said, speaking of that young red-haired man from town who played on the mill ball team, “I’ll bet he’s a spy,” she said. “The damn rat,” she said, “the skunk. I’ll bet he’s a spy.”

They were having the union formed. Ed got letters. He was afraid they’d get onto him every time he got a letter. “What’s in it?” Doris asked. It was exciting. He got cards to be signed up to join the union. There was a man coming. There was to be a big union meeting to come out in the open as soon as they had enough signed up. It wasn’t communist. Nell had been wrong about that. It was just a union, not the worst kind. Nell said to Ed, “They can’t fire you for that.”

“Yes, they can. The hell they can’t.” He was scared. Nell said she bet young Red Oliver was a damn spy. Ed said, “I’ll bet he is.”

Doris knew he wasn’t. She said he wasn’t.

“How do you know?”

“I just know.”

When she was in the spinning-room of the mill at work she could just see, in the daytime, down the long passageway, lined with the flying bobbins on both sides, a little piece of sky. There was a little piece of tree, the limb of a tree, somewhere far off, over by the river maybe — you couldn’t see it always, only when a wind blew. A wind blew and swayed it, and then, if you looked up just then, you saw it. She had been seeing it since she was twelve. Lots of times she had thought, “When I get outside sometime I’m going to look and see where that tree is,” but when she got outside she couldn’t tell. She had been seeing it since she was twelve. She was eighteen now. There weren’t any threads in her head. There weren’t any threads in her legs from standing so long where thread was made.

That young man, that red-haired young man used to give her the eye. Grace, when he was there first, didn’t know and Nell didn’t know. She wasn’t married to Ed the first time. Ed didn’t know.

He got around that way when he could. He came and looked at her. She looked at him, like that.

When she was going with Ed she and Ed didn’t do anything they would be ashamed of afterwards.

She used to let him touch places, in the dark. She let him.

After she got married to him and had her baby he didn’t do it any more. He might have thought it wouldn’t be nice. He didn’t say.

Doris’ breasts hurt in the late afternoon when she was in the mill. They began hurting steadily before quitting time, when she had her baby and hadn’t weaned him yet. She was weaning him but hadn’t got him weaned. When she was in the mill, before she married Ed and when that red-haired young man came around and looked at her, she felt funny. Her breasts hurt then, a little. That day, when she was in the ferris wheel and saw Red Oliver playing baseball with the mill team and was looking at him he was at bat and he hit a ball hard and ran.

It was nice to see him run. He was young and strong. He didn’t see her of course. Her breasts began to hurt. When the ferris-wheel ride was over and they came down and had got out she told the others she guessed she’d have to be getting along back home. “I got to go home,” she said. “Got to nurse my kid.”

Nell and Grace went with her. They came home by the railroad tracks. It was a shorter way. Fanny started with them but she met her husband and he said, “Let’s stay,” and so she stayed.


BOOK THREE. ETHEL
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ETHEL LONG, OF Langdon, Georgia, was surely not a true Southern woman. She wasn’t in the true Southern-woman tradition, at least not the old tradition. Her people were entirely respectable, her father very respectable. Surely her father had expected his daughter to be something she wasn’t. She knew that. She smiled, knowing it, although the smile was not intended to be seen by her father. At least he didn’t know. She wouldn’t for anything have upset him any more than he was already upset. “Poor old Dad.” Her father was having a hard ride, she thought. “Life has been a bucking bronco for him.” There was that dream of a spotless white Southern womanhood. She had herself thoroughly exploded that myth. Of course he didn’t know, wouldn’t have wanted to know. Ethel thought she knew where that spotless white Southern womanhood dream had come from. She had been born in Langdon, in Georgia, and at least she thought she had always had her eyes open. She was cynical about men and in particular about Southern men. “It’s pretty easy for them to talk about spotless white womanhood, getting what they want all the time, the way they do get it, usually from the browns, taking few enough risks.

“I’d like to show one of them.

“But hell, why should I bother?”

Ethel wasn’t thinking of her father when she thought these thoughts. Her father was a good man. She herself wasn’t good. She wasn’t moral. She was thinking of the whole present-day Southern white man’s attitude, of the way puritanism had, after the Civil War, moved south. “The Bible belt,” Henry Mencken called it in his Mercury. It involved all sorts of ugliness, poor whites, Negroes, upper-class whites, gone a little crazy trying to hang onto something lost.

Industrialism in its ugliest form coming in... all that mixed up in people with religion... pretensions, stupidity... just the same it was physically a gorgeous land.

The whites and the blacks in an almost impossible relation to each other... men and women lying to themselves.

All of this in a warm sweet land. Ethel wasn’t particularly, not consciously, aware of nature in the South... the red sand clay roads, the piney woods, the Georgia peach orchards in bloom in the spring. She knew clearly that it might have been the sweetest land in all America, and wasn’t. The rarest opportunity white men had missed in all their missing fire in America... the South... how gorgeous it might have been!

Ethel was a modern. That old talk of a high fine Southern civilization... making gentlemen, making ladies... she didn’t want to be a lady herself... “That old stuff doesn’t go any more,” she told herself sometimes, thinking of her father’s standards of life, standards he would have so liked to press down upon her. Perhaps he thought he had pressed them down. Ethel smiled. She had the notion, rather firmly fixed in her mind, that, for a woman like herself, no longer young... she was twenty-nine... that she had better try to cultivate, if she could, a certain style in life. It was better even to be somewhat rigid. “Don’t give yourself too cheaply, whatever you do,” she had grown fond of telling herself. There had been in her, formerly, at times... the mood might at any time come back.. she was, after all, only twenty-nine, a rather ripe age for an alive woman... she knew well enough that she was far from out of danger... formerly there had been in her, at times, a rather wild and mad passion to give.

Herself... recklessly to give.

What difference did it make who it was?

The act of giving would itself be something. There is a fence over which you would like to get. What matter what is beyond? Getting over is something.

To live recklessly.

“Wait a minute,” Ethel said to herself. She smiled saying it. It wasn’t as though she hadn’t tried that, that reckless giving. It hadn’t worked.

Still she might try again. “If only he would be nice.” She felt that, in the future, what she thought of as niceness would be very, very important to her.

It wouldn’t, the next time, be giving at all. It would be surrender. That or nothing.

“To what? To a man?” Ethel asked herself. “I presume a woman has to cling to something, to a belief that there is something for her, to be got through a man,” she thought. Ethel was twenty-nine. You get into the thirties and then the forties.

Women who do not give themselves utterly dry up. They get dry-lipped, dry inside.

If they give they get sufficiently punished.

“But perhaps we want punishment.”

“Beat me. Beat me. Make me nice. Make me beautiful, for a moment, anyway.

“Make me blossom. Make me flower.”

Ethel had got interested again that summer. It was rather nice. There were two men, one much younger than herself, one much older. What woman wouldn’t be pleased having two men wanting her... or for that matter three, or a dozen? She was glad. Life in Langdon, but for the two men wanting her, would be, after all, pretty dull. It was rather too bad that the younger of the two men in whom she had suddenly got interested and who had got interested in her was such a young one, much younger than herself, really immature, but there was no doubt she was interested in him. He stirred her. She wanted him close. “I’d like to...”

Thoughts drift. Thoughts excite. Thoughts are dangerous and nice. Sometimes thoughts are like hands touching, where you want to be touched.

“Touch me, thoughts. Come close. Come close.”

Thoughts drift. Thoughts excite. Thoughts of women in a man.

“Do we want actuality?

“If we could decide that we could decide everything.”

It may be an age gone blind and mad with actualities — machinery, science. Women like Ethel Long of Langdon, Georgia, who read books and think, or try to think, who dream sometimes of a new freedom, separate from man’s freedom.

Man having failed in America, women now trying something. Were they really?

Ethel wasn’t, after all, just a product of Langdon, Georgia. She had been to a Northern college, had associated with American intellectuals. She had Southern memories clinging to her.

Sense of brown women and girls about when she was a child and when she was growing up through young girlhood into womanhood.

Southern white women, growing up, always conscious, in some subtle way of brown women about... women big of hips, unmoral, broad-breasted women, peasants, brown bodies...

They having in them something for men, too, for both brown and white men...

Persistent denial of fact...

Brown women in fields, working in fields... brown women in towns, as servants... in houses... brown women walking in streets with heavy baskets balanced on their heads... hips swaying.

The hot South...

Denial. Denial.

“A white woman may be a fool, forever reading or thinking.” She can’t help it.

“Why, I haven’t done so much of either,” Ethel said to herself.

The younger man, in whom she had suddenly got interested, was named Oliver and he had come back to Langdon from the North, where he also had been in college. He did not come at the beginning of the vacation time, but rather late, in late July. The local paper said he had been out West with a school friend and now he had come home. He had begun coming into the Langdon public library, where Ethel worked. She was the librarian of the new public library in Langdon. It had been opened during the past winter.

She thought about young Red Oliver. Without a doubt she was, from the moment she first saw him, when he returned to Langdon that summer, she was excited by him. The excitement took a new turn for her. She had never before felt like that toward a man. ‘Ί guess I’m beginning to grow motherly,” she thought. It had become a habit with her to analyze her own thoughts and emotions. She liked it. It made her feel mature. “It is a hard time in life for such a young man as that,” she thought. At least young Red Oliver did not seem like the other young men of Langdon. He seemed puzzled. And how physically strong he looked! He had been on a Western farm for some weeks. He was brown and healthy-looking. He had come home to Langdon to spend some time with his mother before going off again to school.

“It may be I am interested in him because I am myself a little stale,” Ethel thought.

“I am a little greedy. He is like firm fresh fruit I want to bite into.”

The young man’s mother was, to Ethel’s mind, a rather queer woman. She knew about Red’s mother. All of the town knew about her. She knew that, when Red had been at home the year before, after his first year in the Northern school and after his father, Doctor Oliver, died, he had worked in the Langdon cotton mills. Ethel’s father had known Red’s father and had even known Red’s grandfather. He spoke of Red’s return to town at table at the Long house. “I see that young Oliver’s home. I hope he’s more like his grandfather than his father or his mother.”

In the library, when Red came in there, sometimes in the evening, Ethel looked him over. He was already a strong man. How big his shoulders were! He had a rather large head covered with red hair.

He was obviously a young man who took life rather seriously. Ethel thought she liked that kind.

“Maybe I do, maybe I don’t.” She had got, that summer, very self-conscious. She didn’t like the trait in herself, would have liked rather being more simple, even primitive... or pagan.

“It may be because I am nearing thirty.” She had got it into her head that, for a woman, thirty was the turning point.

That notion might also have come from her reading. George Moore... or Balzac.

The notion... “She is ripe now. She is splendid, gorgeous.

“Pluck her. Bite her. Eat her. Hurt her.”

That wasn’t exactly the way it was put. That notion was involved in it. It implied American men, able to do it, who dared to try doing it.

Unscrupulous men. Daring men. Masculine men.

“It is all this damn reading... women trying to rise, to take hold of life. Culture, eh?”

The old South, of Ethel’s grandfather and Red Oliver’s grandfather, hadn’t read. They talked about Greece and had Greek books in their houses, but they were safe books. No one read them. Why read when you can ride abroad over fields and command slaves? You are a prince. Why should a prince read?

The old South was dead, but it certainly hadn’t died a princely death. Once it had a profound, a princely contempt for the Northern shop-keepers, money-changers, factory-owners, but now it was itself all eager for factories, for money, for shop-keeping.

Hating and imitating. Muddled for sure.

“Am I any better?” Ethel had to ask herself. Evidently, she thought, thinking of the young man, he has a desire to get hold of life. “God knows, so have I.” After Red Oliver came home and began coming often to the library and after she had got acquainted with him — she herself managed that — she got onto the fact that he sometimes wrote things on bits of paper. He wrote verses he would have been too shy to show her had she asked him. She didn’t ask. The library was open in the evening on three evenings of the week and on such evenings he almost always came in.

He explained, a little awkwardly, that he wanted to read, but Ethel thought she understood. It was because, like herself, he didn’t feel much a part of the town. In his case it might be, partly at least, on account of his mother.

“He feels out of it here and so do I,” Ethel thought. She knew about his writing because at night, when he had come to the library and had got a book from a shelf, he sat down at a table and, not looking at the book, began to write. He had brought a writing tablet with him.

Ethel walked about in the little reading-room of the library. There was a place she could stand, among the shelves of books, and look over his shoulder. He wrote to a friend in the West, a man friend. He tried his hand at verses. They didn’t come off much, Ethel thought. She only saw one or two feeble attempts.

When he had first come home that summer — after his visit to the Western friend — a fellow who had been in college with him, Red told her — he occasionally talked to her, shyly, eagerly, with the boyish eagerness of a young man with a woman in whose presence he is moved but feels young and inadequate — a fellow who had also played on the college baseball team. Red had been at work during the early part ‘of the summer on a farm in Kansas, belonging to that one’s father.... He came home to Langdon with his neck and arms burned by the sun of fields... that also pleasing Ethel... when he had first come home he didn’t get a job at once. The weather was very hot but it was cooler in the library. There was a little toilet in the building. He went in there. He and Ethel had been alone in the building. She ran and read what he had been Writing.

It was Monday and he had been wandering about alone ‘on Sunday. He had written a letter. To whom? To no one. “Dear unknown,” he had written, and Ethel read the words and smiled. There was a little tight feeling about her heart. ‘“He wants some one a woman. I presume every man does.”

What queer ideas men had, that was to say, the nice ones. There were other kinds a-plenty. Ethel knew about them too. The young nice kind had yearnings. They were trying to reach out toward something. Such a one was conscious always of some inner hunger. He hoped some woman could satisfy it. If he didn’t have a woman he tried to create one, in his own fancy.

Red had tried to do that. “Dear Unknown.” He had told his unknown about his lonely Sunday. Ethel had read rapidly. To get back from the toilet to which he had gone he Would have to pass along a short hallway. She would hear his footsteps. She could make her getaway. It was fun thus to peep into the boy’s life. After all he was only a boy.

He had written to his unknown about his day, a lonely day; Ethel herself hated the Sundays in the Georgia town. She went to church but hated going. The preacher was stupid, she thought.

She had thought that all out. “If the people, going to church on Sundays here were really religious,” she had thought. They weren’t. Perhaps her father was. Her father was a Georgia County Judge, and on Sundays he taught a Sunday-school class. On Saturday evenings he was always busy getting his Sunday-school lesson. He went at it like a boy, preparing for an examination in school. Ethel had thought, a hundred times, she had thought, “It gets into the air of the town on Sundays, the fakiness about religion.” There was something heavy and frigid in the air of the Georgia town on Sundays, particularly among the whites. She thought maybe the Negroes were all right. Their religion, the American kind of Protestant religion they had taken over from the whites... perhaps they had made something of it.

Not the whites. Whatever the South had once been, it had become — such towns as Langdon, Georgia, had become — with the coming of the cotton mills, Yankee towns. There had been a kind of deal made with God. “All right, we’ll give you this one day of the week. We’ll go to church. We’ll put up enough money to keep the churches going.

“In return for that you give us Heaven when we get through with this life here, this life of running this cotton mill, or this store, or this law office....

“Or being sheriff or deputy sheriff or being in the real-estate business.

“You give us Heaven when we get through with all this and we’ll hold up our end.”

To Ethel Long something seemed to get into the air of the town on Sundays. It hurt a sensitive person. Ethel thought she was sensitive. I don’t see how it turns out that I still am sensitive, but I believe I am,” she thought. A kind of staleness seemed to her to run through the town on Sunday. It got into the walls of buildings. It invaded houses. It hurt Ethel, made her ache.

She had had an experience with her father. Once, when he was a young man, he had been quite eager-minded. He read books and wanted others to read books. Suddenly he had stopped reading. He seemed to have stopped thinking, didn’t want to think. It was one of the ways in which the South, although the Southerner would never admit it, had fallen in with the North. Not to think, to read newspapers instead, go to church regularly... not being any more truly religious... listen to the radio... join a civic club... boost for growth.

“Don’t think.... You may begin to think what it really means.”

In the meantime letting the Southern land go to pot.

“You Southerners betraying your own Southern fields... the old half-savage strange beauty of the land and the towns going.

“Don’t think. Don’t you dare think.

“Be like the Yanks, newspaper readers, radio listeners.

“Advertise. Don’t think.”

Ethel’s father insisted on Ethel’s going to church on Sundays. Why, it wasn’t exactly insistence. It was a half pathetic imitation of insistence. “You’d better,” he said, with an air of finality. He was always trying to be final. It was because her position as town librarian was a semi-public position. “What will people say if you don’t?” That was what her father meant.

“Jesus,” she thought. Nevertheless she went.

She had brought home a lot of her own books.

As a younger man, her father might have found an intellectual bond with her. He couldn’t now. A thing had happened to him that, she knew, had happened to many American men, perhaps to most American men. There came a certain time, in the life of the American man, when he stopped dead. For some queer reason all intellectuality died in him.

After that he thought only of making money, or of being respectable or, if he happened to be the lustful sort, of getting women or living luxuriously.

Innumerable books written in America were of that sort, as were most of the plays and the movies. Nearly all of them stated some problem of life, often an interesting problem. They went about so far with it and then stopped dead. They stated a problem they themselves wouldn’t face, then suddenly they began crawfishing. They got out of it by suddenly becoming cheerful or optimistic about life, something of that sort.

Ethel’s father was pretty sure about Heaven. At least he wanted to be. He was determined to be. Ethel had brought home with her, among her other books, a book by George Moore, called The Brook Kerith.

It was a story about the Christ, a moving tender story, she thought. It had touched her.

The Christ ashamed of what he had done. The Christ gone up in the world and then come down. He began life as a poor shepherd boy and after the terrible time when he proclaimed himself God, when he went about leading men astray, when he cried out, “Follow me. Follow in my footsteps,” after men had put him up on the cross to die...

In George Moore’s beautiful book he did not die. A rich young man loved him and took him down from the cross, still alive but terribly maimed. The man nursed him, brought him back to life. He crept off, away from people and became a shepherd again.

He was ashamed of what he had done. He saw dimly, far into the future. Shame shook him. He saw, looking far into the future, what he had started. He saw Langdon, Georgia, Tom Shaw, the mill owner of Langdon, Georgia... he saw wars being fought in His name, commercialized churches, churches, like industry, controlled by money, churches turning away from the lowly, turning their backs on labor. He saw hatred and dullness spring up over the world.

“Because of me. I have given mankind this absurd dream of Heaven, turning their eyes away from earth.”

The Christ had gone back to be again a simple unknown shepherd in the barren hills. He had been a good shepherd. The flocks were run down because there was no good ram and he went to find a ram. To shoot, to flood new life into the old sheep mothers. What an amazingly strong sweet human story it had been. “If my own fancy could but go wide and free like that,” Ethel thought. Once, when she had newly come home to her father’s house, after two or three years away, and had been rereading the book, Ethel had begun suddenly to speak of it to her father. She had some notion of getting close to him. She had wanted to tell him the story. She tried.

She wouldn’t soon forget the experience. Of a sudden he had got the idea. “And the writer says He didn’t die on the cross.”

“Yes. It seems there is an old story of that sort in the East, told in the East. The writer, George Moore, an Irishman, took it and built upon it.”

“He didn’t die and was not born again?”

“No, not in the flesh. He was not born again.”

Ethel’s father had got up from his chair. It was evening and the father and daughter were sitting together on the porch of the house. He had gone white. “Ethel.” His voice was sharp.

“Do not ever speak of it again,” he said.

“Why?”

“Why? My God,” he said. “There is no hope. If the Christ did not rise again in the flesh there is no hope.”

He meant... of course he had not thought out what he meant... this life of mine, I have lived here on this earth, here in this town, is such a strange, sweet healing thing that I cannot bear the thought of its going out, completely and finally, as a candle is blown out.

What staggering egotism and all the more amazing because Ethel’s father was not really an egotistical man at all. He was really a humble man, too humble.

And so Red Oliver had had a Sunday. Ethel read what he had written, while he stayed in the toilet in the library. She read it hurriedly. He had merely walked out of town some miles, going out along the railroad that followed the river. Afterwards he had written about it, addressing some purely fanciful woman because he had no woman. He had wanted to tell some woman.

He had felt what she felt on Sunday in Langdon. “I couldn’t stand the town,” he wrote. “It is better on week days when the people are sincere.”

So he was also a rebel.

“When they lie to each other and cheat each other it is better.”

He had spoken of the big man of the town, of Tom Shaw, the mill owner. “Mother went to her church and I felt I ought to offer to go with her but I couldn’t,” he wrote. He had waited in bed until she had left the house and then had cut out alone. He had seen Tom Shaw and his wife going to the Presbyterian church in their big car. It was the church to which Ethel’s father belonged, in which he taught the Sunday-school class. “They say Tom Shaw has got rich on the labor of the poor here. It is better to see him scheming to get richer. It is better to see him telling himself lies as to what he does for people than to see him thus, going to church.”

At least Ethel’s father would never have questioned the new gods of the American scene, of the new industrialized Southern American scene, like that. He wouldn’t have dared it, even to himself.

The young man had gone out of town along the railroad track and had turned from the track, some miles out of town and had got into a pine forest. He wrote words about the forest and about the red Georgia land seen beyond the pine forest through trees. It was a simple little chapter of a man, a young man alone with nature on Sunday when all the rest of his town was in church. Ethel had been to church. She wished she had been with Red.

However, if she had been with him... Something stirred within her thinking of it. She put down the leaves out of the cheap pencil tablet on which he had written and returned to her desk. Red came out of the toilet. He had been in there for five minutes. If she had been with him in the pine forest, if the unknown woman to whom he had written, the woman who didn’t evidently exist in reality, if it had been she herself. She might make it herself. “I might be very, very nice.”

Then there might not have been any writing about it. There wasn’t any doubt but that he had given, in the scrawled words on the tablet, a kind of real feeling of the place he had been in.

If she had been there with him, lying beside him on the pine needles in the pine forest he might have been touching her with his hands. A little quiver ran through her body thinking of it. “I wonder if I want him?” she asked herself that day. “It seems a little absurd,” she told herself. He was back at the table in the writing-room, writing again. He occasionally looked up, in her direction, but her eyes avoided looking at him while he looked. She had her woman’s way of managing that. “I am not ready to say anything to you yet. Why, you have been coming in here less than a week.”

If she had been with him and had got him, as she already felt she could get him if she decided to try, he wouldn’t have been thinking of the trees and the sky and the red fields beyond the trees nor yet of Tom Shaw, the cotton-mill millionaire going to church in his big car, telling himself that he was going there to worship the poor and lowly Christ.

“He would have been thinking of me,” Ethel thought. The thought pleased and at the same time, perhaps because he was so much younger than she was, amused her too.

After he had come home that summer Red got a temporary job in a local store. He didn’t stay at that long. “I don’t want to be a clerk,” he told himself. He went back to the mill and, although they did not need men, they took him on again.

It was better there. Perhaps, at the mill, they thought, “In case of trouble he will be on the right side.” From the window of the library, housed as it was in an old brick building, just where the region of stores ended, Ethel sometimes saw Red at evening going through Main Street. It was a long walk from the mill to the Oliver house. Ethel had already dined. Red wore overalls. He wore heavy workingmen’s shoes. When the mill team was having a ball game she wanted to go. He was, she thought, a queer isolated figure in the town. “Like myself,” she thought. He was a part of the town and yet not a part of it.

There was something nice about Red’s body. Ethel liked a certain free swing to his body. It remained, even when he was tired, after the day’s work. She liked his eyes. She had got into the habit of standing near the library window when, in the evening, he went home from his day s work. Her eyes appraised the young man walking thus along the hot street of the Southern town. Quite frankly she thought of his body in connection with her own woman’s body. It might be the thing I want. If he were only a bit older.” There was desire in her. Desire invaded her body. She knew that feeling. I haven’t handled that sort of thing very well in the past,” she thought. “Shall I take a chance with him? I can get him if I go after him.” She was a bit ashamed of her own rather calculating mind. “If it came to marriage. That sort of thing. He is so much younger than I am. It doesn’t work out.” It was absurd. He was not more than twenty, a boy, she thought. — 

He was pretty sure, in the end, to find out what she had done to him. “Just the same I could if I tried.” Almost every evening, after his day’s work and when the library was open he came there. When he had begun thinking of her, it was when he had been working again in the factory for a week.. he was only to stay in town some six or eight weeks more before he returned to school... already, although perhaps he was not quite conscious of what had been done to him, he was all afire with thoughts of her.... “If I tried?” It was evident no woman had got him. Such a young lonely man, Ethel knew, is always to be got by a clever woman. She thought herself fairly clever. “I don’t know what there is in my past record to make me think I’m clever but I do think so, evidently,” she thought, standing thus near the library window as Red Oliver passed, seeing but not seen. “A woman, if she is any good can get any man some other woman has not already marked down.” She was half ashamed of her own thoughts concerning a young boy. She was amused by her own thoughts.
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ETHEL LONG’S EYES were puzzling. They were greenish-blue and hard. Then they were softly blue. She wasn’t particularly sensual. She could be brutally cold. She wanted sometimes to be soft and yielding. When you saw her in a room, tall and slender, well formed, her hair seemed brown. When light shone through, it became red. As a young girl she had been of the awkward torn-boy type, a rather excitable, fiery child. As she grew older she developed a passion for clothes. She would have liked always to wear better clothes than she could afford. Sometimes she wished she had gone in for being a designer of clothes. “I could have made a success of that,” she thought. Most people were a little afraid of her. If she did not want them to come near, she had her own way of holding them off. Some of the men who had been attracted to her, and who had made no progress, thought of her as something of a serpent. “She has serpent’s eyes,” they thought. If the man, attracted to her, was at all sensitive, it was easy for her to upset him. That rather annoyed her, too. “I guess I want a brute of a man, one who will pay no attention to my whims,” she told herself. Often, that summer, after Red Oliver had got into the habit of going, at every opportunity, to the library and had begun thinking of her in relation to himself, he thought, catching her eyes looking at him, that they invited everything.

He had been in the West, with a young man, a friend, working during the early part of the summer on the farm of the friend’s father in Kansas and, as is usual with young men, there had been a good deal of talk of women. Talk of women had been mixed with talk of what the young men were to do with their lives. Both young men had been touched by modern radicalism. They had got that in college.

They had been stirred. There was one young professor — he had taken a special fancy to Red — who had talked a good deal. He had lent him books — Marxian books, anarchist books. He was an admirer of the American anarchist, Emma Goldman. “I saw her once,” he said.

He described a meeting in a small Middle-Western industrial town, the local intelligentsia gathered in a little dark hall.

Emma Goldman making a speech. Afterwards Ben Reitman, a large loose-looking noisy man, went through the audience selling books. The audience was a little excited, a little frightened by the woman’s bold talk, her bold ideas. There was a dark wooden stairway leading up to the hall and some one carried a brick up there and threw it down.

It went bumping down the stairs — boom, boom, and the audience in the little hall...

Men and women in the audience jumping to their feet. There were pale faces, trembling lips. They thought the hall was being blown up. The professor, then a student, had bought one of Emma Goldman’s books which he gave to Red.

“They call you ‘Red,’ eh? It’s a significant name. Why don’t you be a revolutionist?” he asked. He asked such questions and then laughed.

“Our colleges have already turned out too many young bond-sellers, too many lawyers and doctors.” When he was told that Red, during the previous summer, had worked as a common laborer in a Southern cotton mill, he was excited. He thought both young men — Red and his friend, Neil Bradley, the young Western farmer — ought to devote themselves to some kind of effort to remake society, be frankly socialists or even communists, and he wanted Red, when he had finished school, to remain a laborer.

“Don’t do it because of any good you think you can do humanity,” he said. “There isn’t any such thing as humanity. There are only all these millions of individuals in a strange unaccountable situation.

“I tell you to be a radical because being a radical is a little dangerous in America and will grow more dangerous. It is an adventure. Life is too safe here. It is too dull.”

He found out that Red had a secret yearning to write. “All right,” he said cheerfully, “remain a laborer. That might be the supreme adventure in a great middle-class country, to remain poor, to consciously choose to be a common man, a worker, rather than any kind of a big bug... a buyer or seller.” The young professor, who had made rather a deep impression on the minds of the two young men, was himself almost girlish in appearance. There might have been something girlish in him, but if that was true he concealed it well. He had himself been a poor young man but said he had never been strong enough to be a workman. “I had to be a clerk,” he said, “I tried being a worker. One year I got a job digging in a sewer in a Middle-Western city but I couldn’t stand it.” He had admired Red’s body and sometimes, in expressing his admiration, had embarrassed Red. “It’s a beauty,” he said, touching Red’s back. He meant Red’s body, the unusual depth and breadth of the chest. He himself was small and slender and had sharp bird-like eyes.

When Red had been on the Western farm, earlier that summer, he and his friend Neil Bradley, also a ball player, sometimes, in the evening, drove into Kansas City. Neil hadn’t got his school teacher yet.

Then he got one, the school teacher. He wrote Red letters describing his intimacies with her. He had got Red started thinking about women, wanting a woman as he never had before. He looked at Ethel Long. How nicely her head sat on her shoulders! The shoulders were small but they were well formed. Her neck was long and slender and there was a line, flowing down from her small head along her neck and losing itself under her dress, his hand wanted to follow. She was a trifle taller than he was, as he was inclined to stockiness. Red had broad shoulders. They were, from the point of view of manly beauty, too broad. He did not think of himself in connection with the notion of manly beauty although that college professor, the one who had spoken of the beauty of his body, the one who had made a special point of cultivating him and his friend, Neil Bradley... He might have been a trifle on the queer side. Neither Red nor Neil ever spoke of that. He always seemed about to caress Red with his hands. When they were alone together he was always asking Red to come to his office in the college building. He drew near. He had been sitting at his desk in a chair, but got up. His eyes that had been so bird-like, sharp and impersonal, became suddenly, strangely, like women’s eyes, the eyes of a woman in love. It had given Red a queer uncertain feeling sometimes in the man’s presence. Nothing had ever happened. Nothing had ever been said.

Red had begun haunting the library in Langdon. There were many hot still evenings that summer. Sometimes, after he had come from his job in the mill and had bolted his dinner he hurried away to practice on the ball field with the mill team, but the mill boys, after the day’s work, were tired and could not keep it up long, and so Red, wearing his baseball uniform, came back into town and went to the library. On three evenings a week the library was open until ten, although there were few enough people coming in. Often the librarian sat alone.

He knew that another man in town, an older man, a lawyer, was after Ethel Long. It worried him, frightened him a little. He thought of the letters Neil Bradley was writing him now. Neil had got in with a woman older than himself, and almost at once an intimacy had begun. “It was something glorious, something to live for,” Neil said. Was there a possibility of another such intimacy for himself with this woman?

The thought made Red a little frantic. It also frightened him. Although he did not know it then, Ethel’s mother having died and her one sister, older than herself, having married and moved to another Southern town and her father having married a second wife, she, like Red, was not too comfortable at home.

She wished she did not have to live in Langdon, that she had not come back there. She and her father’s second wife were almost of the same age.

The step-mother in the Long household was pale, a pale blonde. Although Red Oliver did not know it, Ethel Long was also ready for adventure. As the boy sat sometimes in the evening, in the library, a little tired, pretending to read or write, furtively looking at her, furtively dreaming of possessing her, she was looking at him.

She was weighing the possibilities of an adventure with the young man, little more than a boy to her, against another sort of adventure with a much older and quite different sort of man.

The step-mother, after her marriage, had wanted to have a child of her own and none had come. She blamed her husband, Ethel’s father.

She fussed at her husband. Ethel, sometimes at night, lying in her bed, heard her new mother — the thought of her as a mother was absurd — fussing at her father. On some evenings Ethel went into her own room early. There was the man and wife, the woman scolding. She issued orders sharply— “do this... do that.”

The father was a tall man with black hair, growing gray now. By his first marriage there had been two sons and two daughters, but both of the sons had died, one at home, as a grown man, older than Ethel, and the other, the youngest of his children, as a soldier, an officer in the World War.

The older of the two sons had been sickly. He was a pale sensitive man who wanted to be a scholar, but who, because of illness, never finished college. He died suddenly of heart failure. The younger son was like Ethel, tall and slender. He had been his father’s pride. The father had a mustache and a little pointed beard that, like his hair, had begun to get gray, but he kept it colored, usually doing the job of coloring it very well. Sometimes he failed or was careless. People met him on the street one day and the mustache was streaked with gray and the next day, when they met him, it had become black and shiny again.

His wife took it out on him about his age. That was her way. “You have to remember you are getting old,” she said sharply. She said it sometimes with an air of kindliness but he knew and she knew that she was not being kindly. “I am wanting something I guess you are too old to give me,” she was thinking.

“I want to bloom. Here I am a pale woman, not very well. I want to be spread out, thickened and broadened, if you please, made into a real woman. I guess you can’t do it to me, damn you. You aren’t man enough.”

She didn’t say that. The man also wanted something. By his first wife, dead now, he had been made the father of four children, two of whom were sons but both of the sons were now dead. He wanted another son.

He had felt a little frightened when he had brought his new wife home to his house and to his daughter, Ethel’s sister, who was not married then. He had told the daughter at home nothing of his plans and she herself was married during the same year. He and the new woman had driven off together one evening, going to another Georgia town, saying nothing to any one of their plans, and, when they were married, he had brought her home. His house, like the Oliver house, was out at the edge of town at the end of a street. There was a large old Southern frame house and there was a sloping meadow beyond the house that belonged to him. He kept a cow in the meadow.

Ethel had been away from home at school when all of this had happened. Then she came home for the summer vacation. A queer drama had begun to play itself out in the house.

Ethel and her father’s new wife, the blonde young woman with a sharp voice, so few years older than herself, seemed to have become friends.

The friendship was a sham. It was a game they played. Ethel knew and the new wife knew. The four people went about together. The younger sister, the one who was married soon after it began — thus, Ethel thought, getting out of it — didn’t understand. It was as though two factions had been formed in the house: Ethel, the tall sleek-looking, somewhat sophisticated one, and the new pale blonde wife of her father in the one faction and the father and husband, with the younger daughter, in the other.

 

O love, 

Little naked child with the bow and the quiver of rrows.

 

More than one wise man had laughed at love. “There isn’t any such thing. That is all nonsense.” Wise men had said it, conquerors, emperors, kings, artists.

Sometimes the four walked out together. On Sundays sometimes they all went together to the Presbyterian church, walking there together through the hot Sunday morning streets. The Presbyterian preacher at Langdon was a man with stooped shoulders and big hands. His mind was infinitely dull. When, on week days, he walked through the town streets he thrust his head forward and held his hands clasped behind his back. He seemed like a man pushing forward against a heavy wind. There was no wind. He seemed about to fall forward, to be lost in deep thought. His sermons were long and very dull. Later, when there was labor trouble in Langdon and two of the workers in the mill village at the edge of town were killed by deputy sheriffs, he said, “No Christian minister should perform the burial ceremony for them. They should be buried like dead mules.” When the Long family went to church, Ethel walked with the new step-mother and the younger sister walked with the father. The two women went ahead of the others, talking busily. “You do so love to go. It pleases your father to have you go,” the blonde woman said.

“After your life in school, in the city, in Chicago... to come home here... to be so sweet to all of us.”

Ethel smiled. She half liked the pale thin woman, her father’s new wife. “I wonder why father wanted her?” Her father was still a strong man. He was a big, a tall man.

The new wife was malicious. “What a good little hater she is,” Ethel thought. At any rate, it wasn’t dull for Ethel, being with her. She liked it.

All of this had happened before Red Oliver went off to school, when he was still a high school boy.

There had been three summers after that, after her father’s marriage, followed by the marriage of her younger sister, when Ethel did not come home. During two of the summers she worked, and during the third summer she attended summer school. She had been educated at the University of Chicago.

She had got her A.B. from the university and had then taken a course in library work. A new Carnegie library had been secured for the town of Langdon. There had been an old one but every one said it was too small and unworthy the town.

The blonde wife, named Blanche, had egged her husband on about the library.

She kept at her husband, making him go to speak before meetings of the town’s civic clubs. Although he no longer read books he had still the reputation of being an intellectual. There was a Kiwanis Club and a Rotary Club. She herself went to see the editor of the town’s weekly newspaper and wrote articles for the paper. Her husband was puzzled. “Why is she so set on it?” he asked himself. He didn’t understand and was even ashamed. He knew what she was up to, getting the job as librarian of the new library for his daughter Ethel and her interest in his daughter, almost of her own age, puzzled him. It seemed to him a little strange, even unnatural. Had he dreamed of some sort of quiet home life with his new woman, his old age comforted by her? He had been under the illusion that they would be intellectual companions, that she would understand all of his thoughts, all of his impulses. “We can’t do it,” he said to her, with a note almost of desperation in his voice.

“We can’t do what?” The pale eyes of Blanche could be absolutely impersonal. She spoke to him as to a stranger, or as to a servant.

He had always a way of saying things with an air of finality that wasn’t final. It was a bluff at finality, a hope for finality, never achieved with her. “We can’t work like this, so openly, so obviously, to get this library put in, asking the town to do its share, asking the tax-payers to pay money to have this larger library and all the time — you understand... you yourself have suggested the idea of turning the job of running it over to Ethel.

“It will look too much like a fixed-up thing.”

He wished he had never got into the fight for the new library. “What does it matter to me?” he asked himself. He had been led, pushed into it, by his new wife. It was the first time, since he had married her, that she had shown any interest in the cultural life of the town.

“We can’t do it. It will look like a fixed-up thing.”

“Why, my dear, it is fixed up.” Blanche was laughing at her husband. Her voice had grown sharper after her marriage. She had always been a woman without much color in her face, but before her marriage she used rouge.

After marriage she didn’t bother. “What’s the use?” she seemed to be saying. She had had a rather sweet mouth, like the mouth of a child, but, after marriage, her lips seemed to go dry. There was something, after her marriage, about her whole being that suggested... it was as though she belonged not to the animal but to the vegetable kingdom. She had been plucked. She had been laid carelessly aside, in the sun and wind. She was drying up. You felt it.

She also felt it. She did not want to be what she was, what she was becoming. She did not want to be disagreeable to her husband. “Do I hate him?” she asked herself. Her husband was a good man with an honorable position in the town and county. He was scrupulously honest, went regularly to church, was a devout believer in God. She had watched other women who had married. She had been a school teacher in Langdon, had come there from another Georgia town to be a teacher. Some of the other school teachers had got husbands. She had gone to visit some of them in their houses after marriage, and had kept in touch with them. They had children and then, after that, their husbands called them “mother.” It was a kind of relationship, mother and child, a grown child who slept with you. The man went out and hustled. He made money.

She couldn’t do it, couldn’t take that attitude toward her husband. He was so much older than herself. She kept declaring her devotion to her husband’s daughter, Ethel. She was becoming all the time more and more determined, cold and determined. “What do you think I have been up to about this library, getting this library?” she asked her husband. Her tone frightened and disconcerted him. When she took on that tone, his world always seemed tumbling about his ears. “Oh, I know of what you are thinking,” she said. “You are thinking of your honor, of your standing in the eyes of the respectable people of this town. It is because you are Judge Long.” He had been thinking of just that.

She grew bitter. “To hell with the town.” Before he married her, she would never have used such a word in his presence. Before marriage she had always been very respectful toward him. He had thought her demure, a quiet gentle little thing. Before marriage he had worried a good deal although he had said nothing to her of what was in his mind. He had been anxious about his own dignity. He had felt that his marriage to a woman so much younger than himself would cause talk. Often he had shivered thinking of it. Men standing before the drug store in Langdon and talking. He thought of men of the town, of Ed Graves, Tom McKnight, Will Fellowcraft. Some one of them might break loose at a meeting of the Rotary Club, say something publicly. They were always trying to be jolly, hail-fellows at the club. For weeks before his marriage he had not dared to go to a meeting of the club.

He wanted a son. There had been two sons and they were both dead. It might have been the death of his younger son and the long illness of the older one, an illness that had begun in childhood that had led to his own deep interest in children. He had developed a passion for children, particularly for young boys. That had led to his accepting a place on the county school board. The children of the town, that is to say, the children of the more respectable whites, and in particular the sons of such families, all knew and admired him. He knew dozens of young boys by their first names. More than one older man, who had been a schoolboy in Langdon, who had grown up and had gone somewhere else to live, came back to Langdon. Such a man almost always came to see the judge. They called him “Judge.”

“Why, hello, Judge.” There was such heartiness, such good will in the voices. Such a one said to him, “Look here,” he said, “I want to tell you something.”

He spoke perhaps of what the judge had done for him. “After all, a man wants to be an honorable man.”

The man spoke of something that had happened, when he was a schoolboy. “You said so and so to me. I tell you it stuck in my mind.”

The judge had perhaps taken an interest in the boy, had, in a time of boyish trouble, sought him out, trying to help. It had been the judge’s best side.

“You wouldn’t let me be a fool. Do you remember? I was angry with my father and had decided to run away from home. You got it out of me. Do you remember how you talked?” — 

The judge didn’t remember. He had always been interested in boys, had made boys his hobby. The fathers of the town knew it. He had that reputation. When he was a young lawyer, before he became a judge, he had organized a troop of boy scouts. He had been the scout master. He had always been more patient and kind with other men’s sons than with his own, had been rather severe with his own sons. He had thought it best.

“Do you remember when George Grey, Tom Eckles and I got drunk? It was night and I stole my father’s horse and buggy and we went to Taylorville.

“We had got into a mess. It makes me ashamed yet, thinking of it. We came near getting arrested. We were going to get us some nigger girls. We had got arrested, being drunk and noisy. What young beasts we were!

“Knowing about it all, you didn’t go talk to our fathers, as most men would have done. You talked to us. You had us into your office, one by one, and talked to us. For one, I will never forget what you said.”

So, he had got them out of it, had hushed it up.

“You made me feel the seriousness of life. I can almost say you were more to me than my father.”

*

THE judge had been profoundly bothered and annoyed about the matter of the new library. “What will the town think?”

The question was never off his mind. It had been a point of honor with him never to push himself or his own family. “After all,” he had thought, “I’m a Southern gentleman and a Southern gentleman doesn’t do such things. These women!” He thought of his younger daughter, married now, and of his dead wife. The younger daughter had been a quiet serious-seeming woman, like his first wife. She was pretty. After the first wife’s death and until he re-married she had been her father’s housekeeper. She had married a man of the town who had known her in high school and who had now gone to Atlanta where he had a job in a mercantile house.

For some reason and although he often looked regretfully back to the days with her in his house, the second daughter had never made much impression on her father. She was pretty. She was nice. She never got into trouble. When the judge thought of women he thought of his older daughter Ethel and of his wife Blanche. Were most women like that? Were all women at bottom alike? “Here I have worked and worked, trying to get a library for this town and now the whole thing has taken this turn.” He hadn’t thought of Ethel in connection with the library. That had been his wife’s notion. The whole impulse in himself... he had been thinking about it for years....

There wasn’t enough reading done in the South. He had known that since he was a young man. He had said so. There was little intellectual curiosity among most of the young men and women. In intellectual development the North seemed far ahead of the South. The judge, although he no longer read, had faith in books and in reading. “Reading broadens a man’s culture,” he kept saying. When the drive for the new library became more definite he went about talking to merchants and to the professional men of the town. He spoke at the Rotary Club and got an invitation to speak also at the Kiwanis Club. The president of the Langdon Mills, Tom Shaw, helped a lot. There was to be a branch at the mill village.

The whole matter was arranged and the building, a fine old Southern residence, was bought and remodeled. There was Mr. Andrew Carnegie’s name over the door.

And there was his own daughter Ethel appointed to be the town librarian. The committee had voted for her. It had been Blanche’s idea. Blanche had been the one who had kept at Ethel to prepare herself.

There had, to be sure, been certain whispers about town. “No wonder he was so hot on having a library. It broadens a man’s culture, eh? It broadens his pocketbook. Pretty soft, eh? A foxy scheme.”

But Judge Willard Long was not foxy. He hated it all and had even begun to hate the library. “I wish I had let the whole matter alone.” When his daughter was appointed he wanted to protest. He spoke to Blanche. “I think she had better withdraw her name.” Blanche laughed. “You can’t be such a fool.”

“I won’t let her name be put up.”

“Yes, you will. If necessary I will go down there and put it up myself.”

The queer thing about the whole affair was that he could not think that his daughter Ethel and his new wife Blanche were really fond of each other. Had they simply entered into a conspiracy against himself, to hurt his standing in the town, make him seem to the town something he wasn’t, did not want to be?

He grew petulant.

You bring what you hope and think is going to be love into your house and it turns out to be some new queer kind of hate you can’t understand. There is something brought into the house that poisons the air. He wanted to speak of the whole matter to his daughter Ethel when she came home to take the new position but she also seemed to have drawn herself away. He wanted to take her aside and plead with her. He couldn’t. Nothing was very clear in his head. He could not say to her, “Look here, Ethel, I don’t want you here.” There was a queer notion in his head. It frightened and alarmed him. While in one moment it seemed the two had conspired against himself, in the next moment they seemed preparing for a kind of battle with each other. Perhaps they sought it. Ethel, although she had never had much money to go on, was a dresser. In spite of Mrs. Tom Shaw, wife of the town’s rich mill owner, with all her money... she had grown fat... Ethel was obviously the best-dressed, the most up-to-date and stylish-looking woman in town.

She was twenty-nine, and her father’s new wife, Blanche, was thirty-two. Blanche had let herself become a good deal of a frump. She didn’t seem to care, wanted perhaps to be a frump. She wasn’t even very particular about bathing and when she came to table, sometimes, even her nails were not clean. There were little black streaks under her untrimmed nails.

*

THE father asked the daughter to go with him on a trip into the country. He had long been on the county school board and had to go visit a Negro school, had said he would go.

There was trouble about a Negro woman school teacher. Some one had reported that the woman, who was unmarried, was pregnant. He had to go and find out. It was a good chance for a real talk with his daughter. He might find out something about her and about his wife.

“What has gone wrong? You weren’t, formerly, as you are now... so tight... so strange.” Perhaps she hadn’t i changed. He hadn’t thought much about Ethel when his first wife and his sons were alive.

Ethel sat beside her father in his car, a cheap roadster. He kept it clean and neat-looking. The daughter was slender j and rather finely drawn and she was well groomed. Her eyes told him nothing. Where had she got the money to buy such clothes as she wore? He had sent her off to the city, to the North, to be educated. She must have changed. There she sat beside him now, looking cool and impersonal. “These women,” he kept thinking, as they drove along. It was just after the completion of the new library. She had come home to help select the books and to take charge. At once he had felt something wrong in his house. “I am shut out,” he thought. “Out of what?” Even if there was a war in his house, it would be better if he knew what it was all about. A man wanted to keep his own dignity. Did a man do wrong, trying to have, living in one house, a daughter and a wife, both so nearly of the same age? If it was wrong why had Blanche been so anxious to have Ethel at home? Although he was almost an old man there was in his eyes the troubled look of a troubled boy, and his daughter was ashamed. “We ought to chuck it,” she thought. Something had to be settled between Blanche and herself. “What has he, poor man, to do with it?” Most men were very tiresome. They understood so little. The man sitting beside her in the car that day, driving the car as they rode along red Georgia roads, through clumps of pine trees, over low hills... it was spring and men were in the fields plowing for the next year’s cotton crop, white men and brown men driving mules... there was a smell of new-plowed ground and of pine trees... the man sitting beside her, her father, was obviously the one who had done it to the other woman... that woman her mother now... how absurd... that woman taking Ethel’s mother’s place.

Did her father want her to think of that woman as her mother? “I dare say he doesn’t quite know what he wants.

“Men won’t face things. How they hate to face things.

“It is impossible to talk to a man, in such a situation, when he is your father.”

Her own mother, when she was still alive, had been to Ethel... exactly what had she been? The mother had been rather like Ethel’s sister. She had got married when she was a young girl to this man, Ethel’s father. She had the four children.

“That fact must be an intense satisfaction to a woman,” Ethel thought that day. A queer little tremor ran through her body, thinking of her mother, as a young wife, first feeling in her body the movements of a child. In the mood she was in that day she could think of her mother, now dead, as just another woman. There was something between all women few enough men ever understood. How could a man understand?

“There might be a man. He would need to be a poet.”

Her mother must have known, after she had been married to her father for a time, that the man she had married, although he had an honorable position in the life of the town and the county, although he became a judge, he wasn’t terribly mature, never would be mature.

He couldn’t be mature in a real sense. Ethel did not know exactly what she meant by that. “If I could find a man to whom I could look up, a free-walking man, not afraid of his own thoughts. He might bring me something I need.

“He might penetrate me, color all my thinking, all my feeling. I am this half thing. I want to be made into a real woman.” There was the thing in Ethel that was also in the woman Blanche.

But Blanche was married — to Ethel’s father.

And she hadn’t got it.

What?

There was something to be achieved. Vaguely Ethel had begun to understand what it was. Being at home, in the house with Blanche, had helped.

The two women did not like each other.

They did.

They didn’t.

There was a kind of understanding. There will always be something, as between women, no man will ever perhaps quite understand.

And yet, every woman, who is really a woman will, all her life, want that more than anything else in life — real understanding with a man. Had her mother achieved it? Ethel looked sharply at her father that day. He wanted to talk about something and didn’t know how to begin. She did nothing to help. Had the conversation he had in mind got started, it would have got nowhere. He would have begun, “You are at home here now, Ethel... I hope you and Blanche will get along all right. I hope you will like each other.”

“Oh, shut up.” You can’t say that to your father.

As to herself and the woman Blanche... None of the things Ethel thought that day were said. “As to me and your Blanche... it is nothing to me that you have married her. That is a thing outside me. You have undertaken to do something to her. — 

“Do you know that?”

“You do not know what you have undertaken. Already you have failed.”

American men were such fools. There was her father. He was a good, an honorable man. All of his life he had worked hard. A good many Southern men... Ethel had been born and had grown up in the South... she knew things... a good many Southern men, when they were young... there were brown girls everywhere in the South. It was easy for the Southern boy to find out certain physical things about life.

The mystery penetrated. An open door. “It can’t be so easy as all that.”

If a woman could find a man, even a brute man, who would stand up. Her father had made a bad guess in the woman he had picked as a second wife. That was obvious. If he hadn’t been so unsophisticated it should all have been plain to him before he married. The woman had worked him outrageously. She had decided to get him and so she had begun working along certain lines.

She was getting a little faded and worn-out and so she perked up. She tried to appear unsophisticated, a soft-speaking, child-like woman.

She wasn’t of course anything of the sort. She was a disappointed woman. The chances were that, somewhere, there was some man she had really wanted. She had made a mess of that.

Her father, if he hadn’t been such an honorable man. She was quite sure that her father, although he was Southern... he hadn’t fooled about, when he was young, with the brown girls. “It might have been better for him now if he had done that, if he hadn’t been such an honorable man.”

What his new woman needed was a good beating. “I’d give her one if she were mine,” Ethel thought.

There might be a chance, even with her. There was a kind of vitality to Blanche, something hidden away in her, down there under the paleness, under the dirt of her. Ethel’s thoughts returned, that day she rode with her father, to her own mother. The ride turned out to be a rather silent one. She managed to get her father to talking of his boyhood. He had been the son of a Southern planter who owned slaves. Some of his father’s acres still stood in his name. She managed to make him talk of the days when he was a young country boy, just after the Civil War, of the struggle of whites and blacks to adjust themselves to a new life. He wanted to talk of something else but she wouldn’t let him. It was so easy to manage. As he talked she thought of her own mother as a young woman, married to Willard Long. She had got a good man, an honorable man, a man, unlike most of the Southern men about, a man who was interested in books, who seemed intellectually alive. He wasn’t really. Her mother must soon have found that out.

For the woman, Ethel’s mother, the man she had got must have seemed rather above the average. He didn’t tell little lies. He didn’t chase off secretly after brown women.

There were brown women everywhere about. Langdon, Georgia, was in the very heart of the old slave-owning South. The brown women weren’t bad. They were unmoral. They hadn’t the white women’s problems.

They were going to grow more and more like white women, facing the same problems, the same difficulties in life but...

In her father’s day, as a young man.

How had he kept so straight? “I would never have done it,” Ethel thought.

Such a man as her father would go ahead and perform certain functions for a woman. He could be depended upon for that.

He couldn’t give a woman what she really wanted. It might be no American man could. Ethel had just returned from Chicago where she had gone to school and where she had studied to be a librarian. She was thinking of her experiences there... a young woman’s attempts to thrust out into life, what had happened to her in the few adventures she herself had made to get hold of life.

It was a spring day. In the North, in Chicago, where she had been living for four or five years it would still be winter but in Georgia it was already spring. Her ride with her father to the Negro school building, some miles from the town, past Georgia peach orchards, past cotton lands, past little unpainted cabins, scattered so thickly over the land... the usual cropper’s portion was ten acres... past long stretches of worn-out lands... the ride during which she did so much thinking about her father in relation to his new wife... making it a kind of key to her own thoughts of men and a possible permanent relation to some man of her own — her ride took place before the two men of the town, one very young, one almost old, became interested in her. Men with their mules were plowing the fields. There were brown men and white men, the brutalized ignorant poor whites of the South. Not all of the woods in that country were pine woods. There were stretches of lowland along a river road they traveled that day. At places red newly plowed land seemed to go right up the side of a slope into the dark wood. A brown man, driving a team of mules, went right up a slope into a wood. His mules disappeared in the wood. They turned in there and came out. Single pine trees seemed to run out from the mass of trees as though to dance on the fresh newly plowed land. At the river’s edge, below the road along which they drove, Ethel’s father now quite lost in a tale of his young boyhood on the land, a tale she kept going by asking occasional questions — at the river’s edge swamp maples grew. A little earlier the leaves of the swamp maples had been blood-red but they were now turning green. The dogwood was coming into bloom. It gleamed white against the green of the new growth. The peach orchards were almost ready to bloom, soon they would burst forth in a mad riot of bloom. Just at the river’s edge, cypress grew. You could see the knees sticking up out of the brown slack water and out of the red mud at the edge of the river.

It was spring. You felt spring in the air. Ethel kept glancing at her father. She was half angry with him. She had to keep him going, keep his mind occupied with thoughts of his boyhood. “What’s the use?... he will never know, can never know why his Blanche and I hate each other, why at the same time we want to help each other.” Her eyes had a way of getting bright, like a serpent’s eyes. They were blue and as thoughts came and went they sometimes seemed to grow green. They were really gray when she felt cold, gray when warmth came into her.

The intensity broke. She wanted to chuck it. “I should fake him into my arms, as though he were still the boy he is talking about,” she thought. No doubt his first wife, Ethel’s mother, often did that. There might be a man, who was still a boy, as her father was, who nevertheless knew he was a boy. “I could perhaps make a go of it with such a one,” she thought.

Hatred grew in her. It was as a bright-green new spring plant in her that day. The woman Blanche knew she had hatred in her. That was why the two women could both hate and respect each other.

If her father had only known a bit more than he did know, than he could ever know.

“Why couldn’t he have got for himself, if he were determined to have another wife, if he felt he needed one?...” She felt vaguely her father’s hunger for a son... the World War had taken his last one... and yet he could go on, like the eternal child he was, believing the World War justified... he had been one of the leaders in his section, whooping it up for the war, helping to sell Liberty Bonds... she remembered a silly speech she had once, before her mother’s death, after the son had enlisted, heard her father make. He spoke of the war as a healing thing. “It will bind up old wounds here in our own country, between the North and the South,” he said that time... Ethel sitting beside her own mother listening... the mother went a little pale... women surely have to stand for a lot of nonsense from their men... Ethel felt it was rather absurd, the determination of the male about sons... a vanity that went on and on in men... wanting to reproduce themselves... thinking that so terribly important....

 

“Why, in God’s sweet name, if he wanted another son, did he pick out Blanche?”

“What man would want to be Blanche’s son?”

It was all a part of the immaturity of men a woman got so tired of. Now Blanche was tired of it. “Such damn children,” Ethel thought. Her father was sixty-five. Her mind leaped to something else. “What do women give a damn whether or not the man who can do to them what they want done is good or not?” She was getting into the habit of swearing, even in her thought. Perhaps she had caught that from Blanche. She thought she had one thing on Blanche. She was less tired. She wasn’t tired at all. She thought, sometimes, when she was in the mood she was in that day... “I’m strong,” she thought.

“I could hurt a lot of men before I die.”

She might have gone in for something — with Blanche. “I could fix her,” she thought. “This business of her letting herself go, dirty and shabby-looking as she is... It may be a way of keeping him off... It wouldn’t be my way.”

“I could take her, make her live a little. I wonder if she wants me to. I guess she does. I guess that is what she is up to.”

Ethel sat in the car beside her father smiling, a hard queer smile. Once her father caught a glimpse of it. It frightened him. She could still smile softly. She knew that.

There he was, the man, her father, perplexed by the two women he had got into his house, his wife and his daughter, wanting to ask his daughter, “What’s wrong?” Not daring to ask.

“There are things going on about me I can’t understand.”

“Yes, boy. You are right about that. Yes, there are things going on.”

Two or three times during the drive that day, a flush came to the judge’s cheeks. He wanted to lay down certain rules. He wanted to be a law-maker. “Be kind to me and others. Be honorable. Be fair.”

“Do unto others as you would have others do unto you.”

Ethel’s father used to put his foot down hard sometimes when she was a little girl at home. At that time she was half a torn-boy, she was eager, easily excited. At one time she had a mad desire to play with all the bad little boys of town.

She knew which the bad ones were. You could tell them, the bold ones.

They would do things to you, perhaps, that kind.

There was all the terrible talk about pure spotless white womanhood in the South. Better to be a nigger girl.

“For God’s sake, come here. Put some spots on me. Don’t listen to anything I say. If I become frightened and cry out pay no attention to me. Do it. Do it.”

There must have been some sense in the strange, halfmad men of Russia, before the revolution, who went about urging people to commit sin.

“Make God happy. Give Him a lot to forgive.”

Some of the bad little white boys of Langdon, Georgia, might have done it. One or two had almost got the chance with Ethel. There was one bad little boy who had come close to her in a barn, another at night in a field, in the field near her father’s house, where he kept his cow. She herself had crept out at night to that one. He had told her that afternoon coming home from school to creep out there, in the early evening, just after dark, to the field, and although she had trembled with fright, she had gone. There had been such a strange, half-frightened eager daring look in his young boy’s eyes.

She had got out of the house safely, but her father had missed her.

“Damn him. I might have learned something.”

There were memories like that in Blanche too. Of course. She being puzzled and puzzled a long, long time, through girlhood, through early womanhood, as Ethel had been, Blanche taking Ethel’s father at last, going after him and getting him.

That good, good old boy. O Lord!

Ethel Long was hard, she was glistening, riding with her father as he went one day to pay a visit to a Negro school teacher who had been indiscreet, riding with him and thinking.

Not seeing, on that day, the dogwood shining against the green by a river’s edge, not seeing white men and brown men driving mules, plowing the Southern land for another cotton crop. White cotton. Sweet purity.

Her father had come into the field that night and had found her there. She stood in the field trembling. There was a moon. There was too much moon. He didn’t see the boy.

The boy had come toward her across the field as she crept out of the house. She had seen him coming.

It would be odd if he were also shy and frightened as she was. What chances people take! Men and women, boys and girls, approaching each other thus... seeking some obscure Heaven, for the moment. “Now! Now! We may at least have this moment’s taste of it... if it be Heaven.

“So blunderingly we go. It is better to go blunderingly than not to go.”

Perhaps the boy felt that. He had determination. He ran toward her and grabbed at her. He tore her dress at the neck. She trembled. He was of the right sort. She had picked one of the right sort.

Her father hadn’t seen the boy. When the father came out at the door of the Long house that night, his heavy feet making a loud sound on wooden steps, the boy dropped to the ground and crawled toward a fence. There were some bushes by the fence and he achieved the bushes.

Queer that her father, seeing nothing, was yet suspicious. He was convinced there had been something wrong, something to him terrible. Were all men, even good men, like Ethel’s father, closer to animals than they ever let themselves know? It would be nicer if they did let themselves know. If men dared let themselves know women might live more freely, they might lead sweeter lives. “In the present world of men there is too much thought and not enough thought. Men want courage and, not having it, they make women too much afraid,” Ethel thought.

“But why was I given a mind? I am too much woman and not enough woman.”

That night in the field her father hadn’t seen the boy. If there hadn’t been a moon she might have got away from her father and followed the boy into the bushes. There was too much moon. Her father sensed something. “Come here,” he said to her harshly that night, advancing toward her across the pasture. She didn’t move. She wasn’t afraid of him that night. She hated him. “Come here,” he kept saying, striding across the field toward her. At that time her father wasn’t the meek thing he became after he got Blanche. He had a woman then, Ethel’s mother, who was perhaps even afraid of him. She never crossed him. Was she afraid or was she merely patient? It would be nice to know. It would be nice to know whether it had always to be so, the woman either dominating the man or the man the woman. The name of the vulgar little boy she had arranged to meet that night was Ernest and although the father had not seen him on that night, several days later he suddenly said to her, “Do you know a boy named Ernest White?”

“No,” she lied. “I want you to stay away from him. Don’t you dare have a thing to do with him.”

So he knew without knowing. He knew all of the little boys of the town, the bad bold ones and the good gentle ones. Ethel, even as a child, had sharp senses. She knew then, or if not then later, that dogs, when there was a female dog that had desires... the male dog threw his nose into the air. He stood alert, at attention. There was a female dog wanting, perhaps miles away. He ran. Many dogs ran. They gathered in packs, fighting and growling at each other.

After that night in the field Ethel was malicious. She cried and swore that her father had torn her dress. “He attacked me. I wasn’t doing anything. He tore my dress. He hurt me.”

“You were up to something, creeping out there like that. What were you up to?”

“Nothing.”

She kept crying. She went sobbing into the house. Suddenly her father, that good man, had begun talking about his honor. It sounded so senseless. “Honor. A good man.”

“I’d rather see a daughter of mine in her grave than not have her be a good girl.”

“But what is a good girl?”

Ethel’s mother had remained silent. She had gone a little white, listening to the father talking to the daughter, but she had said nothing. Perhaps she had thought, “That is the way we have to begin. We have to begin to understand men, what they are like.” Ethel’s mother was a good woman. Not the child, listening to a father’s talk about his honor, but the woman the child became, admired and loved the mother. “We women have to learn, too.” Sometime there might be a good life on the earth but the time was a long, long way off. It implied some new kind of understanding between men and women, an understanding grown more general among all men and all women, a sense of the oneness of human beings not realized yet.

“I would really like to be like mother,” Ethel thought that day after she had come back to Langdon to be the librarian there. She doubted her capacity to be the thing she was thinking of as she rode in the car with her father and afterwards as she sat in the car before a little Negro school, half buried in pine woods. Her father had gone into the school to find out whether or not a woman in there, a Negro woman, had been misbehaving. She wondered whether or not he could ask her, brutally, directly. “Perhaps he can. She is a Negro woman,” Ethel thought.
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THERE WAS A scene in Ethel’s mind.

It came into her mind after her father had visited the Negro school and they were driving homeward in the warm early spring sunlight, riding over the red Georgia roads, riding past fields newly plowed. She saw little enough of the fields and did not ask her father how he had come out with the Negro woman in the school.

The woman had perhaps been indiscreet. She had perhaps got caught. Her father had gone in there, into the little Negro school while she remained in the car outside. He would have got the teacher to one side. He couldn’t ask her directly, even though she were a Negro woman. “They say.... Is it true?” The judge was always getting himself into situations. He was presumed to know a lot about handling people. Ethel smiled. She was living in the past. On the ride homeward she got her father back to the subject of his own boyhood. He had hoped to have a serious talk with her, to find out from her, if he could, what was wrong in his own house, but he didn’t succeed.

Men were plowing in red fields. Red roads went winding over low Georgia hills. A river, with trees growing along its banks and with white dogwood looking out from amid bright new green leaves, followed the road.

Her father wanted to ask her, “What’s up at home? Tell me. What are you and my wife Blanche up to?”

“So, you want to know?”

“Yes. Tell me.”

“The devil I will. Find out for yourself. You men are so smart. Find out for yourself.”

A queer old enmity between men and women. Where did it begin? Was it necessary? Would it always go on?

At one moment that day Ethel wanted to be as her mother had been, patient and kindly with her father, while, in the next moment...

“If you were my man..

Her mind occupied itself with the drama of her own life, in Chicago, thinking of it, now that it was a thing of the past, trying to understand it. There was one particular adventure. It had happened, at the end of her days as a student there. One evening she had gone to dine with a man. At that time — it was after her father’s second marriage, when she had been at home on a visit and had returned to Chicago — the scheme to make her the librarian of the new library at Langdon had already been hatched in Blanche’s mind and, falling in with it, Ethel had managed to get a job in the Chicago Public Library.... She went to a library school. Another young woman, also working at the library, had gone to dine with Ethel and a certain man, and with a man of her own. She was a small rather plump woman, young and inexperienced in life, whose people — very respectable people as were Ethel’s people in Langdon — lived in a Chicago suburb.

The two women were going out to make a night of it, to achieve an adventure, and the men they were with were married men. It had just come about. It had been Ethel who had arranged it. She could not help wondering how much the other woman knew, how innocent she was.

There was the man Ethel was to spend the evening with. He was a queer one all right, a new sort to her. Ethel had met him one evening at a party. He had interested her. In her curiosity about him there was something of Ethel, the girl-child in the field waiting for the bad little small-town boy.

She was at a literary party when she first met the man and there were a number of men and women present who were prominent in the Chicago literary world. For one, there was Edgar Lee Masters, and Carl Sandburg, the famous Chicago poet, also came. There were a lot of younger writers and some painters. A woman, older than Ethel, who also worked in the public library, had taken Ethel. The party was held in a large apartment, near the lake, over on the North Side. A woman who wrote poetry and who had married a rich man gave the party. There were several large rooms filled with people.

It was easy enough to tell which were the famous ones. The others gathered about, asking questions and listening. The famous ones were nearly all men. A poet named Bodenheim came, smoking a corn-cob pipe. It stank. People kept arriving and presently the large rooms were filled with people.

So this was the higher life, the cultural life.

At the party, Ethel, who was at once forgotten by the woman who had brought her, had wandered rather aimlessly about. She saw several people sitting apart in a small room. They were obviously unknown people like herself and she went in among them and sat down. After all, she couldn’t help thinking, “I’m the best-dressed woman here.” She had pride in that fact. There were women present wearing more expensive gowns but almost without exception they had missed something. She knew that. She had kept her eyes open since she had come into the apartment. “What a lot of frumps there are among the literary ladies,” she thought. That night, although she was out of it, not being known as a writer or painter, being a mere employee in the Chicago Public Library, a student, she was filled with self-confidence. If no one paid her any attention, it was all right. People kept coming, crowding into the apartment. They were being addressed by their given names. “Hello, Carl.”

“Why, Jim, here you are.”

“Hello, Sarah.” The little room into which Ethel had got faced a hallway by which people entered a larger room, crowded with people. The smaller room began also to fill.

She had, however, got into a little side-current out of the main stream. She watched and listened. A woman seated near her was informing a friend, “There’s Mrs. Will Brownlee. She writes poetry. She has had poems in Scribner’s and in Harper’s and in a lot of other magazines. She is to publish a book soon. The tall woman with red hair is a sculptress. The little frumpy-looking one writes a column of literary criticism for one of the Chicago dailies.”

There were the women and the men. Most of the people at the party were evidently of importance in the Chicago literary world. If they hadn’t yet risen to national fame, they had hopes.

There was something a bit queer about the position of such people, the writers, painters, sculptors and musicians in American life. Ethel sensed the position of such people, particularly in Chicago, and was amused and puzzled. So many people wanted to be writers. Why? The writers were always writing books that were reviewed in the newspapers. There was a little flare of enthusiasm or of condemnation that died very quickly. There was really very little intellectual life. The great city sprawled itself out. Distances within the city were immense. For the people who were on the inside, in the intellectual circles of the city, there was both admiration and contempt.

They were in a great commercial city, lost in it. It was an undisciplined city, magnificent but unformed. It was a changing city, always growing, changing, always getting bigger.

On the side of the city, facing Lake Michigan, there was a street on which the main building of the public library stood. It was a street lined with great office buildings and hotels, the lake on one side and there was a long narrow park.

It was a wind-blown street, a glorious street. Some one had told Ethel that it was the most magnificent street in America and she believed it. On many days it was a sun-washed, a wind-swept street. A river of motors flowed along. There were smart shops and great hotels, and smartly dressed people walked up and down. Ethel loved the street. She liked to put on a smart dress and walk there.

Beyond this street, to the west, there was a network of dark tunnel-like streets, not taking queer and unexpected turns as in New York, Boston, Baltimore and other older American cities, cities which Ethel had visited when she had taken a trip for just that purpose, but streets laid out in a grill, going straight away to the west, going north and south.

Ethel in doing her work had to go out west, to a branch of the Chicago public library. She lived, after she had finished her university life and was studying to be a librarian, in a small room on lower Michigan Avenue, below the Loop, and every day walked up Michigan Avenue to Madison where she took her car.

On the evening when she went to the party and there met the man with whom she afterwards went to dine, and with whom she later had an adventure that had a deep influence upon her outlook on life, she was in a period of revolt. She was always having such periods. They came and went, and after she had passed through one of them she was rather amused at herself. The truth was that she had been in revolt ever since she came to Chicago.

There she was, a tall straight figure of a woman, a trifle mannish. She might so easily grow more or less mannish. She had been in the university for four years and, when not in the university, had been working in the city or had been at home. Her father was far from a rich man. He had inherited some money from his father and his first marriage had brought him some and he owned Southern farm lands but the land did not bring in much income. His salary wasn’t large and he had, besides Ethel, other children to take care of.

Ethel was in one of her periods of revolt against men.

At the literary party that night, as she sat rather to one side... not feeling neglected... she knew only the older woman who had brought her to the party... why should that woman bother about her, having got her in there... “having done me that great favor,” she thought... at the party she realized also that she might long since have had a man of her own, even an intellectual man.

There had been a man out at the university, a young instructor, who also wrote and published poetry, an eager intense young man who had courted her. What a queer performance his courtship had been! She had cared nothing for him, but she had used him.

At the beginning, having met her, he had begun asking her if he could come to see her and if he could take her places and then he had begun helping her with her work. The help had been needed. Ethel had cared little enough about some of her studies. They were a bother to her.

You had to select a certain number of studies. The examinations at the university were stiff. If you got behind, you were thrown out. If she were thrown out, her father would be angry and she would have to return to Langdon, Georgia, to live. The young instructor was a help. “Look here,” he said, when there was to be an examination, “these will be about the sort of questions the man will ask.” He knew. He prepared answers. “You answer them in this way. You’ll get through all right.” Before an examination he worked with her for hours. What a joke the four years at the university had been! What a waste of time and money for such a one as herself!

It was a thing her father had wanted her to do. He had made sacrifices, had gone without things and had saved money to enable her to do it. She did not want specially to be educated, an intellectual woman. More than anything else, she thought she would have liked being a rich woman. “God,” she thought, “if I only had a lot of money.”

She had an idea... it might very well be absurd... she might have got it from novel reading... there seemed to be rather a fixed idea in most Americans that happiness was to be got through wealth... there might be a life in which she could really function. There might be, for a woman like herself, with a certain undoubted swank, a place. She even dreamed sometimes, her dreams influenced by her reading, of a kind of glorious life. In a book about English life she read of a certain Lady Blessington, in Peel’s time in England. That was when Queen Victoria was still a young girl. Lady Blessington began life as the daughter of an obscure Irishman who married her off to a rich and disagreeable man.

Then the miracle. She was seen by Lord Blessington, who was very rich, an English nobleman. There she was, a real beauty, and no doubt, like Ethel, a woman of style, hidden away like that. The noble Englishman took her to England, got her a divorce and married her. They set off for Italy accompanied by a young French nobleman who became Lady Blessington’s lover. Her noble lord didn’t seem to mind. The young man was brilliant. What the old lord wanted no doubt was some real decoration to his own life. She gave him that.

The great difficulty with Ethel was that she was not quite poor. “I’m middle class,” she thought. She had picked up that word somewhere, perhaps from her admirer, the college instructor. His name was Harold Grey.

There she was, just a middle-class young American woman, lost in the crowd at an American university, later lost in the Chicago crowds. She was a woman always wanting clothes, wanting jewels to wear, wanting to ride in a fine automobile. No doubt all women were like that, although a good many would never admit it. That was because they knew they hadn’t a chance. She took Vogue and other women’s magazines, filled with pictures of the latest Paris gowns, gowns draped over the bodies of tall slender women, much like herself. There were pictures of country houses, people driving up to the doors of country houses in very elegant-looking automobiles... perhaps in the advertising pages of the magazines. How clean and nice and first-class everything seemed! In the pictures she saw in the magazines, lying alone sometimes in her bed in a little room... it being Sunday morning... pictures meaning to suggest a kind of life quite possible to all Americans... that is to say, if they were real Americans, not foreign trash... if they were earnest and hard-working... if they had brains enough to make money....

“God, but I’d like to marry a rich man,” Ethel thought. “If I had the chance. I wouldn’t give a damn what he was.” She didn’t quite mean that.

She was always getting into debt, having to scheme and scheme to get the clothes she thought she needed. “I haven’t a thing to cover my nakedness,” she said sometimes to other women she met at the university. She had even had to bother to learn to sew and was always having to think about money. It had resulted in her always living in rather shabby quarters, doing without many simple little luxuries other women had. She did so much want to make a swank appearance before the world and in the university, while she was a student. She was a good deal admired. None of the other women students ever got very close to her.

There had been two or three... rather soft little feminine things they were... who had got crushes on her. They wrote little notes and sent flowers to her room.

She had a dim notion what they meant. “Not for me,” she told herself.

There were the magazines she saw, talk she heard, books she read. Out of occasional fits of boredom she had become a novel reader and that had been mistaken for an interest in literature. In the summer, when she went home to Langdon she took a dozen novels with her. Her reading had put the idea of her being the town librarian into Blanche’s head.

There were these pictures of people, always on glorious summer days, in places to which only the rich went. There was the sea to be seen in the distance and a golf course by the sea. There were handsomely dressed young men walking about. “God, I might have been born into such a life.” It was always spring or summer in the pictures or, if winter came, tall women in expensive furs were engaged in winter sports, accompanied by handsome young men.

Although Ethel was a born Southerner, she had few illusions about life in the American South. “It’s shabby,” she thought. Chicago people she met asked her about Southern life. “Isn’t there great charm to your life down there? I have always heard about the charm of life in the South.”

“Charm, hell!” Ethel did not say that, although she thought it. “There’s no use making yourself unnecessarily unpopular,” she thought. The life might be quite charming to some people... people of a certain sort... not fools by any means, she knew that... she thought her own mother had found life in the South, with her lawyer husband, who understood so little... so full he was of his middle-class virtues, believing in his own honesty of mind, his honor, his deeply religious nature... her mother had managed not to be unhappy.

Her mother would have got some of the charm of Southern life, people of the North like so to prattle about, Negroes always about the house and in the streets... Negroes usually pretty slick, telling lies, working the whites... the long hot dull Southern summer days.

Her mother had lived out her life, sunk deep in that life. Ethel and her mother had never really talked. There always had been something, a kind of understanding, as later between her and the blonde step-mother. Ethel’s hatred grew and grew. Was it man hatred? It might well be that. “They are such self-satisfied damn stick-in-the-muds,” she thought. As for her being specially interested in books, being an intellectual, it was a joke. A lot of the other women she met when she had begun studying to be a librarian seemed interested, even absorbed.

No doubt the people who wrote hooks thought they were up to something. Some of them really were. Her own favorite author was the Irishman, George Moore. “Writers should create, for those of us whose lives are drab, lives not so drab,” she thought. With what joy she had read Moore’s Memoirs of My Dead Life. Love should be like that, she thought.

There were these lovers of Moore’s at the inn at Orelay, their going out at night into the little French provincial town to find the pajamas, the shop-keeper, the room in the inn that was such a disappointment and then the delightful room they later found. No bothering about each other’s souls, about sin and the consequences of sin. The writer had liked fine lingerie on his ladies; he liked soft delicate clinging gowns slipping gently off the female form. Such lingerie imparted to the women who wore it something of its own elegance, its own rich softness and firmness. The whole matter of earthiness, in most of the books Ethel read, was, she thought, too much overdone. Who wanted it?

It would be better to be a high-class whore. If a woman could only pick her men, that wouldn’t be so bad. Ethel thought that more women than men would ever guess had thought that. She thought that men were, on the whole, fools. “They are children wanting to be nursed through life,” she thought. In a Chicago newspaper one day she saw the picture and read the account of the adventures of a woman highwayman, and her heart jumped. She imagined herself walking into a bank and holding it up, getting thereby, in a few minutes, thousands of dollars. “If there was a way of meeting a really first-class highwayman and he’d fall for me, I’d fall for him, all right,” she thought. In Ethel’s time, when she, by a mere chance, she thought, got herself connected, always on the outer edge, of course, with the literary world, a great many of the writers who were getting most attention just then... not the really popular ones, the ones she really liked, the ones who had sense enough to write only of the lives of the rich, and the successful... the only really interesting lives... a great many of the writers who, just then, had big names, Theodore Dreiser, Sinclair Lewis and others, concerned themselves with such low-grade people.

“Damn them, they write of people just like myself, caught as I am.”

Or they tell stories of working people and their lives... or little farmers on poor little farms in Ohio, Indiana or Iowa, people driving about in Fords, a hired man, in love with some hired girl, going into the woods with her, her sadness and fright afterwards when she discovers she is that way. What difference did it all make?

“I can imagine just how such a hired man would smell,” she thought. After she had finished at the university and had got a job at a branch of the Chicago public library... it was far out on the West Side... handing out dirty soiled books to dirty soiled people day after day... having to be cheerful about it and act as though you liked it... such tired weary faces most of the working people had... for the most part their women came for the books....

Or young boys.

The boys liked to read about crime or about outlaws or cowboys in some vague place known as the “Far West.” Ethel didn’t blame them. She had to ride home at night on a street car. Rainy nights came. The car ran past the grim walls of factories. There were workingmen crowding into the car. How black and dismal seemed the city streets under the street lights, seen through the car windows, and how far, far away were the people of the advertising pictures seen in Vogue, the people with country houses, the sea at the door, the spreading lawns with great avenues of shade trees, those who went, richly gowned, in expensive cars to dine at some big hotel. Some of the workingmen in the car must have been in the same clothes day after day, even month after month. The air was heavy with dampness. The car reeked.

Ethel sat grimly in the car and sometimes grew pale. A workingman, perhaps a young one, stared at her. None of them dared sit very close. They felt dimly that she must belong to some outside world, far removed from their world. “Who’s the dame? How did she get here, into this part of town?” they asked themselves. Even the poorest paid workingman had, at some time in his life, walked in certain downtown Chicago streets, even on Michigan Avenue. He had walked, feeling perhaps awkward and out of place, past the entrances to great hotels.’

He had seen such women as Ethel seemed, coming out of such places. The pictures they had in their minds of the lives led by the rich and the successful were somewhat different from the picture in Ethel’s mind. An older Chicago had expressed that. There had been great saloons, all built of marble, with silver dollars set in the floor. A workingman told another of a certain Chicago house of prostitution he had heard of. A friend had been there once. “You sank in silken carpets to your knees. The women in the place were dressed like queens.”

Ethel’s picture wasn’t that. She wanted elegance, style, a world of color and of movement. A passage read in a book, that afternoon rang in her head. It described a house in London....

 

“One passed through a drawing-room in gold and ruby, filled with beautiful amber vases which had belonged to the Empress Josephine, to enter the long narrow library with its white walls on which mirrors alternated with panels of richly bound books. Through the tall window at the end could be seen the trees of Hyde Park. Round the room were sofas, ottomans, tables of enamel, covered with bibelots, and in a yellow satin fauteuil Lady Marrow, dressed in a gown of blue satin, cut extremely low....”

 “The American writers, who call themselves real writers, writing about this kind of people,” Ethel thought, looking up and down the street car, her eyes surveying a street car filled with Chicago factory hands, homeward bound as she was after a day’s work... to God only knew what kind of dreary little crowded apartments... squalling dirty little children playing on the floor... herself alas going to a place not so much better... no money in her pockets half the time... she had often to dine at cheap little cafeterias... herself having to skimp and grub to get a little money... the writers concerning themselves with such lives, the loves, the hopes of such people.

Not that she hated them, the workingmen and the workingwomen she saw in Chicago. She tried not to have them exist for her. They were like the white people of the mill village at the edge of her home town of Langdon, they were as the Negroes had always been to the people of the South, that is to say, at any rate as the field Negroes had been.

She did in a way have to read the books of the writers who wrote of such people. She had to keep up. People were always asking questions. After all, she was planning to be a librarian.

She picked up such a book sometimes and read it through to the end. “Well,” she said, putting it down, “what of it? What does it matter about such people?”

*

As for the men who had interested themselves directly in Ethel, who had thought they wanted her.

The instructor out at the university, Harold Grey, would do as an example. He wrote letters. That seemed to be his passion. Several men with whom she had had passing flirtations had been of that sort. They were all intellectuals. She had something in her attractive, apparently to that sort, and yet, when she got one, she hated him. They were always trying to delve into her soul or they were fussing about with their own souls. Harold Grey was just the type. He tried to psychoanalyze her and had rather watery blue eyes, hidden behind thick glasses, rather thin hair carefully combed, narrow shoulders, not too strong legs. He went absent-mindedly along the street, hurrying along. He always had books under his arm.

If you married such a man... she tried to imagine herself living with Harold. The truth was, probably, that she was on the look-out for a particular kind of man. It might even be all nonsense about her wanting fine clothes and a certain elegant position in life.

Being one who did not warm easily to others, she was a good deal alone, was alone often even in the presence of others. Her mind was always leaping forward. There was in her a touch of the masculine, meaning only, in her case, a kind of boldness, not very womanly, quick flights of fancy. She could laugh at herself. She was thankful for that. She saw Harold Grey hurrying along the street. He had a room near the university, and to get to his classes did not need to go through the street where, during her university days, she had a room but, after he had begun paying attention to her, he often did. “It’s funny, his falling for me,” she thought. “If he, in his physical self, were a bit more of a man, if he were a tough brow-beating man, or big, an athlete or something of that sort... or if he were rich.”

There was something very meek and hopeful and at the same time boyishly sad about Harold. He was always delving about among the poets, finding little verses for her.

Or he read nature books. He was in the philosophy department at the university but said to her that he really had wanted to be a naturalist. He brought her a book by a man named Fabre, something about caterpillars. They, the caterpillars, went creeping along the ground or they ate the leaves of a tree. “Let them,” Ethel thought. She grew angry. “Damn. They aren’t my trees. Let them strip the trees bare.”

For a time she had hung onto the little instructor. He hadn’t much money and was working for his Ph.D. She went for walks with him. He hadn’t a car but he took her to several dinners at the houses of professors. She let him hire a taxi.

He took her, sometimes in the evening, for long drives. They went west and south. It would be so and so many dollars and dimes for every hour they were out together. “I’m not giving him much for his money,” she thought. “I wonder if he would have the nerve to try to collect if he knew how easy I would be for the right sort of man.” She made the drives as long as possible, “Let’s go down this road,” dragging the time out. “He could live a week on what I am making him blow in,” she thought.

She let him buy books for her she did not want to read. A man, perhaps sitting all day and watching the actions of caterpillars or ants or even dung beetles, day after day, month after month — that was what he admired. “If he really wants me he’d better be up to something. If he’d knock me down. If he were able. I guess that is what I need.”

Ridiculous moments remembered. Once on Sunday she was with him on a long drive in a hired car. They went to a place called Palos Park. He needed to do something. It began to bother him. “Really now,” she asked herself that day, “why have I such contempt for him?” He was trying hard to be nice to her. He was always writing her letters. In the letters he was much bolder than when he was with her.

He wanted to stop by a wood, at the side of the road. He needed to. He moved nervously about on the car seat. “He must really be suffering terribly,” she thought. She was pleased. Maliciousness had taken possession of her. “Why doesn’t he say what he wants?”

If it was a matter of his being too shy to use certain words surely there was some way he could let her know what he wanted. “Look here, I’ve got to go into the woods alone. Nature calls.”

He was so damned hot on nature... bringing her books about caterpillars and dung beetles. Even when he was that way that day, shifting nervously about on the seat, he tried to pass it off as enthusiasm for nature. He wiggled and squirmed. “Look,” he cried. He pointed out a tree growing beside the road. “Isn’t it magnificent?”

“You are rather magnificent yourself,” she thought. It was a day of light floating clouds and he called attention to them. “They look like camels crossing a desert.”

“You would like to be alone on a desert yourself,” she thought. All he needed was a lonely desert or a tree between himself and her.

It was his way, talking as he did about nature, going on and on about it, about trees and fields and rivers and flowers.

And ants and caterpillars...

And then being so damned modest about a simple matter.

She let him suffer. Two or three times he almost escaped. She got out of the car with him and they walked in a wood. He pretended to see something at a distance, off among the trees. “You wait here,” he said, but she ran after him. “I want to see, too,” she said. The joke of it was that the man who was driving the car that day, the chauffeur... he was rather of the tough city type... he chewed tobacco and spat....

He had a little snub nose that looked as though it had been broken in a fight and there was a scar on his cheek, as though from a knife cut.

He knew what was going on. He knew Ethel knew that he knew.

Ethel had finally let the instructor get away. She turned and walked away along a path toward the car, having tired of the game. Harold would wait a few minutes before joining her. Very likely he would look about, to see if he couldn’t find a flower to pluck....

To pretend that was what he was up to, trying to find a flower for her. The joke was that the chauffeur knew. He might have been Irish. When she got to where the car waited beside the road, he had got out of his driver’s seat and was standing there. “Did you let him get lost?” he asked. He knew she knew what he meant. He spat on the ground and grinned as she got into the car.

*

ETHEL was at the literary party in Chicago. Men and women went about smoking cigarettes. There was a little chattering stream of talk. People disappeared into the kitchen of the apartment. Cocktails were being served out there. Ethel sat in the little room off the hallway and a man came to her. He had spotted her, picked her out. There was an empty chair beside her and he came and sat down. He was direct. “There doesn’t seem to be any one doing any introducing here. I’m Fred Wells,” he said.

“It doesn’t mean anything to you. No, I do not write novels or essays. I don’t paint or sculp. I’m no poet.” He laughed. He was a new sort to Ethel. He looked at her boldly. His eyes were grayish blue, cold eyes as were her own at times. “At least,” she thought, “he’s a bold one.”

He had marked her down. “You’ll do for me,” he had perhaps thought. He was looking for a woman to entertain him.

He was at the old game. A man wanted to talk about himself. He wanted a woman to listen, to be impressed, to seem absorbed as he spoke of himself.

It was a man’s game but women were no better. The woman wanted to be admired. She wanted beauty of person and she wanted a man aware of her beauty. “I can stand for almost any man if he thinks I’m beautiful,” Ethel thought sometimes.

“Look here,” the man she saw at the party, the man named Fred Wells said, “you aren’t one of these, are you?” He made a quick movement with his hand toward the others sitting in the small room and toward those in the large room near by. “I’ll bet you aren’t. You don’t look like that,” he said smiling. “Not that I’ve anything against these people, particularly the male ones. They are people of distinction, I suppose, at least some of them are.”

The man laughed. He was alive like a fox terrier.

“I myself pulled some strings to get here,” he said, laughing. “I don’t really belong. What about you? Do you sculp? A lot of women do. They take it out that way. I bet you don’t.” He was a man of perhaps thirty-five, very slender and alive. He kept smiling but his smile did not go very deep. Little smiles chased each other across his sharp face. He had very clear-cut features, such features as might have been seen in a cigarette or clothing advertisement. For some reason he made Ethel think of a fine, highly bred dog. An advertisement... “the best dressed man at Princeton”... “the man at Harvard, most likely to succeed in life, selected by his class.” He had been to a good tailor. His clothes were not showy. They were without a doubt faultlessly correct.

He leaned over to whisper to Ethel, putting his face quite close to hers. “I didn’t think you were one of these,” he said. She had told him nothing of herself. It was evident that there was in him a kind of sharp antagonism to the celebrities at the party.

“Look at them. They think they are great shucks, now don’t they?

“Damn their eyes. Strutting about here, the men celebrities being fawned on by women, the women celebrities showing off too.”

He did not say that at once. It was implied in his manner. He had devoted the evening to her, taking her about and introducing her to the celebrities. He seemed to know them all. He took things for granted. “Here Carl, come here,” he commanded. That was a command to Carl Sandburg, a large broad-shouldered man with gray hair. There was something in Fred Wells’ manner. He was impressing Ethel. “See, I call him by his first name. I say, ‘come here,’ and he comes.” He called various men to him, Ben and Joe and Frank. “I want you to meet this woman.”

“She’s Southern,” he said. He had caught that from Ethel’s speech.

“She’s the best-looking woman here. You don’t need to worry. She isn’t any kind of an artist. She won’t be asking any favors of you.”

He grew familiar and confidential.

“She won’t be asking you to write an introduction to any little book of poems, nothing of that sort.”

“I’m not in this game,” he said aside to Ethel, “and yet I am too.” He had taken her into the kitchen of the apartment and had got her a cocktail. He lit a cigarette for her.

They stood a little to one side, out of the jam of people, Ethel amused. He explained to her what he was, still smiling. “I suppose I’m the lowest of human beings,” he said cheerfully, but as he said it he smiled blandly. He wore a tiny little black mustache and, as he talked, kept stroking it. His talk was oddly like the barking of a little dog in a road, a dog barking determinedly at an automobile in a road, at an automobile that has passed around a turn in the road.

He was a man who made his money in the patent-medicine business and explained it all to Ethel at a rush as they stood together. “I dare say you are a woman of family, being Southern. Well, I’m not. I’ve noticed that almost all Southerners have a family. I’m from Iowa.”

He was obviously a man who lived by his contempt. He had spoken of Ethel’s being Southern with contempt in his voice, contempt that he was careful to keep controlled, as though to say — laughing— “Don’t try to put it over me because you are Southern.

“That game won’t go with me.

“But see. I laugh. I am not serious.

“Ta! Ta!”

“I wonder if he is like myself,” Ethel thought. “I wonder if I am that way.”

There are certain people. You do not really like them. You stay near them. They teach you things.

It was as though he had come to the party only to find her and, having found her, was satisfied. At once, having met her, he wanted to leave. “Come on,” he said, “let’s get out of here. Here we shall have to struggle to get drinks. There’s no place to sit. We can’t talk. We are of no importance here.”

He wanted to be somewhere, in an atmosphere where he could seem more important to himself.

“Let’s go on downtown to one of the big hotels. We can dine there. I’ll manage about the drinks. Watch me.” He kept smiling. Ethel didn’t care. She had a queer notion about the-man, had it from the moment when he had first come to her. There was a touch of Mephistopheles. She was amused. “If that is what he is, I’ll find out about him,” she thought. She went with him to get her wraps and getting a cab they went to a big downtown restaurant where he found for her a seat in a quiet corner. He did manage about drinks. A bottle was brought.

He seemed to want to explain himself and began telling her about his father. “I’m going to talk about myself. Do you mind?” She said she didn’t. He had been born in a county-seat town in Iowa. His father, he explained, was in politics out there and had got to be the county treasurer.

After all the man had a story of his own. He was giving Ethel his background.

In Iowa, where he had spent his boyhood, everything had gone all right for a long time, but then his father had used county funds for some sort of speculation of his own and had got caught. There had come a period of depression. Stocks his father had bought on margin had gone tumbling down. He was caught short.

That, Ethel gathered, was at about the time Fred Wells was through high school. “I didn’t spend any time moping about,” he said, proudly and quickly. “I came to Chicago.”

He explained that he was smart. “I’m a realist,” he said. “I don’t mince words. I’m smart. I’m as smart as hell.

“I’ll bet I’m smart enough to see through you,” he said to Ethel. “I know what you are. You are a dissatisfied woman.” He smiled saying that.

Ethel hadn’t liked him. She had been amused and interested. There was even a way in which she did like him. At least he was a relief after some of the men she had met in Chicago.

They kept drinking as the man talked and as the dinner he had ordered was served, and Ethel liked drinking, although drink did not affect her much. Drinking was a relief. It made her daring, although getting drunk wasn’t any fun. She had got drunk just once and when she did it she was alone.

That had been on a night when she was still at the university and just before an examination. Harold Grey had been helping her. He had left her and she went to her room. She had a bottle of whisky there and drank it all. Afterwards she tumbled into bed and was ill. The whisky did not make her drunk. It seemed to excite her nerves, make her mind peculiarly cold and clear. The illness came after that. “I won’t do that again,” she told herself that time.

In the restaurant Fred Wells continued to explain himself. He seemed to feel it necessary to explain his presence at the literary party, as though to say, “I’m not one of them. I don’t want to be.”

“There is no danger of my thinking so,” Ethel thought. She did not say so.

He had come to Chicago, as a young man just out of school, and, after a time, had begun cultivating the artistic and literary crowd. There was no doubt it gave a man, such a man as himself, a certain standing, knowing such people. He bought them dinners. He went about with them.

Life is a game. Knowing such people is just one hand you hold in the game.

He had become a collector of first editions. “It’s a good scheme,” he told Ethel. “It seems to put you in a certain class and, besides, if you are shrewd, you can make money at it, that is to say, there’s no reason, if you watch your step, why you should lose money.”

So he had got in with the literary crowd. They were, he thought, childish, egotistical, sensitive. They amused a man. Most of the women, he thought, were rather soft, they were soft-headed.

He kept smiling and stroking his mustache. He had gone in for first editions and had already a fine collection. “I’ll take you to see them,” he said.

“They are in my apartment, but my wife is out of town. Of course, I don’t expect you to go there with me to-night.

“I know you’re not a fool.”

“I am not such a fool as to think you can be got so easily, that you can be plucked, like a ripe apple from a tree,” was what he had thought.

He proposed a party. Ethel could get another woman and he would get another man. It would make a nice small party. They would have dinner at a restaurant and afterwards go to his apartment to see his books. “You aren’t squeamish, are you?” he asked. “You know, there will be another woman and another man there.

“My wife will be out of town for a month yet.”

“No,” Ethel had said.

He had spent all of that first evening in the restaurant explaining himself. “To certain people, the smartest people, life is just a game,” he explained. You get out of it what you can. There were various men who played the game in various ways. Some, he said, went in for being very, very respectable. They were in business, as he was. Well, they didn’t sell patent medicines. They sold coal or iron or machinery. Or they ran factories or mines. It was all one game. The money game.

“Do you know,” he said to Ethel, “I think you are of the same sort I am.

“Nothing much takes hold of you either.

“We are of the same breed.”

Ethel hadn’t felt flattered. She was amused, but at the same time a little hurt.

“If it’s true I don’t want it to be.”

Just the same she was interested, perhaps in his assurance, his boldness.

He had lived, as a boy and as a young man, in the town in Iowa. He was the one son in the family and there were three daughters. His father had seemed always to have plenty of money. They had lived well, for that town they had lived rather in the grand manner. There had been automobiles, horses, a big house, money spent right and left. Each child in the family had been given an allowance by the father. He never asked how it was spent.

Then the crash came and the father went to jail. He did not live long. Fortunately there was insurance money. The mother and daughters, by being careful, could get along. “I suppose my sisters will marry. They haven’t yet. Not one of them has succeeded in hooking a man,” Fred Wells said.

He himself had wanted to be a newspaper man. That had been his passion. He had come to Chicago and had got a job as a reporter on one of the Chicago dailies but presently had given it up. There wasn’t, he said, enough money in it.

He was sorry about that. “I would have been a crack newspaper man,” he said. “Nothing would have jarred me, nothing would have fazed me.” He kept drinking, eating and talking of himself. Perhaps the liquor he drank made him bolder in talk, more reckless. It did not make him drunk. “It affects him as it does me,” Ethel thought.

“Suppose there had been a man’s or a woman’s reputation to be destroyed,” he said brightly. “Let’s say over a sex scandal, something of that sort... the kind of thing that is so abhorrent to a lot of these literary men I know, to a lot of so-called high-class people. ‘Aren’t they a lot of clean ones? The damn children.” It had seemed to Ethel that the man before her must hate the people among whom she had found him, the men whose books he collected. There was a tangle of emotions in him as in her. He continued to talk brightly, smilingly, without outward show of emotion.

Writers, he said, the higher-ups among writers were also without scruples. Such a one had a love affair with some woman. What happened? It came to an end after a time. “There is no such thing as love really. It’s all a lot of moonshine and bunk,” he declared.

“With such a man, a great literary figure, ha! Full of words, as I am.

“But making so many damn pretensions about the words he slings out.

“As though anything in the world really mattered so much. After it is all over with some woman, what does he do? He makes literary material of it.

“He fools no one. Every one knows.”

He returned to his talk of being a newspaper man, dwelling on it. “Suppose a woman, married, let’s say.” He was himself a married man, had married a woman who was the daughter of the man who owned the business he was now in. The man was dead. Now he controlled the business. If his own wife... “She had better not fool with me... I certainly wouldn’t stand anything like that,” he said.

Suppose a woman, married and all that, were to get into an affair with a man not her husband. He imagined himself a newspaper man handling such a story. They were prominent people. He had been a reporter for a time, but no such case had fallen into his hands. He seemed to regret it.

“They are prominent people. They are rich, or in the arts, big people in the arts, or in politics or something of that sort.” The man had got himself launched. “And so the woman tries to work me. Let’s say I am the managing editor of the paper. She comes to me. She weeps. ‘For God’s sake, remember I have children.’

‘You have, eh? Why didn’t you think of that when you got into this?’ Little children having their lives ruined. Fudge! Was my own life ruined because my father died in jail? It may have hurt my sisters. I don’t know. It may make it hard for them to get respectable husbands. I’d rip her right open. I’d have no mercy.”

There was a curious kind of bright shining hatred in the man. “Am I like that? God help me, am I like that?” Ethel thought.

He wanted to hurt some one.

Fred Wells, coming to Chicago, after his father’s death, hadn’t stayed long in the newspaper game. There hadn’t been, for him, enough money to be made. He had got into advertising, into an advertising agency as a copy writer. “I could have been a writer,” he declared. He had in fact written several short stories. They were mystery stories. He liked writing them and had no trouble getting them published. He wrote for one of the magazines that print that sort of thing. “I also wrote true confessions,” he said. He laughed, telling Ethel about it. He had imagined himself a young wife with a tubercular husband.

She had always been an innocent woman but hadn’t specially wanted to be. She took her husband out West, to Arizona. The husband was nearly gone but he hung on for two or three years.

It was during that time the woman, in Fred Wells’ story, was unfaithful to him. There was a man there, a young man she wanted, and so she used to creep out with him at night, into the desert.

It had given Fred Wells an opportunity, that story, that confession. The magazine publishers had grabbed at it. He had imagined himself the wife of that sick man. There he lay, slowly dying. He had imagined how the young wife was filled with remorse. Fred Wells sat at the table in the Chicago restaurant with Ethel, stroking his mustache and telling about it all. He described quite perfectly what he said were the feelings of the woman. At night she used to wait until darkness came. There were soft desert moonlit nights. The young man she had taken as a lover came creeping toward the house in which she lived with her sick husband, a house sitting at the edge of a town in the desert and she crept out toward him.

One night she came back and her husband was dead. She never saw the lover again. “I threw in a lot of remorse,” Fred Wells said, laughing again. “I made it thick. I fairly wallowed in it. I suppose about all the real fun that imaginary woman of mine ever had was out there with the other man on the moonlit desert, but afterwards I made remorse fairly ooze out of her.

“You see I wanted to sell it. I wanted it published,” he said.

Fred Wells got Ethel Long into a mess. It wasn’t nice. It was, she knew afterwards, her own fault. One day, a week after she had dined with him, he had called her on the phone. “I’ve got something swell on,” he said. There was a man in town, a famous Englishman, a writer, and Fred had got in with him. He proposed a party. Ethel was to get another woman and Fred would get the Englishman. “He is in America on a lecture tour and all the highbrows have had him in hand,” Fred explained. “We’ll give him another kind of a party.” Did Ethel know of another woman she could get. “Yes,” she said.

“Get a live one,” he said. “You know.”

What did he mean by that? She was sure of herself. “If a man like that... if he can put anything over on me.”

She was bored. Why not? There was a woman, working in the library with her who might do. She was a year younger than Ethel, a little slip of a woman who had a passion for writers. The idea of meeting a famous man like that Englishman would be exciting to her. She was rather pale, the daughter of a respectable family in one of the Chicago suburbs and had herself a vague desire to be a writer.

“Yes, I’ll go,” she said, when Ethel spoke to her. She was one of the kind of women that always had admired Ethel. The women out at the university that had got crushes on her had been of this sort. She admired Ethel’s style and what she thought her boldness.

“Do you want to go?”

“O, yeees.” The woman’s voice trembled with excitement.

“The men are married. You understand that?”

The woman, whose name was Helen, hesitated for a moment; this was something new to her. Her lips trembled. Evidently she thought...

Perhaps she thought... “A woman can’t always go on, never having adventures.” She thought... “One has to accept such things in a sophisticated world.”

Fred Wells as an example of the sophisticated man.

Ethel had tried to make it all quite clear. She didn’t. The woman was testing her. She was being excited about the idea of meeting a well-known writer, an English one.

There was no way for her to fathom Ethel’s real attitude, just at that time, the don’t-give-a-damn feeling she had, the desire she had to take risks, test herself perhaps. “We’ll dine,” she said, “and then we’ll go to Mr. Wells’ apartment. His wife will not be there. There will be drinks.”

“There will be only the two men. You are not afraid?” Helen asked.

“No.” Ethel was in an amused cynical mood. “I can take care of myself.”

“Very well, I’ll go.”

Ethel would never forget that evening with the three people. It was one of the adventures in her own life that had made her what she was. “I’m not so damn nice.” Thoughts drifting through her head on an afternoon later, when she drove over Georgia roads with her father. He was another one, puzzled by his own life. She was not being frank and open with him, and had not been with that naïve woman Helen she had taken to the party with the two men, that night in Chicago.

The English writer, who had come to the party with Fred Wells was a big-shouldered, rather crumpled man. He seemed curious and interested in what was going on. Such Englishmen coming to America where their books sold in quantities, where they came to lecture and gather in money...

There was something in the attitude of such men, toward all Americans. “The Americans are such strange children. My dear fellow, they are amazing.”

Something amazing, always a bit patronizing. “The lion’s whelps.” You felt like saying, “Damn your eyes. You go to hell.” With him, that night in Fred Wells’ apartment in Chicago, it might just have been a satisfaction of curiosity. “I’ll see what this sort of Americans are like.”

Fred Wells was a spender. He took the others to an expensive restaurant to dine and then to his apartment. That also was expensive. He was proud of it. The Englishman was very attentive to the woman Helen. Was Ethel jealous? “I wish I had him,” Ethel thought. She would have liked the Englishman to pay more attention to her. She fancied herself saying things to him, trying to upset his composure.

Helen was obviously too naïve. She worshipped. When they had all got to Fred’s apartment Fred kept serving drinks and almost at once Helen got half drunk and as she got more and more drunk, and, Ethel thought, more and more foolish, the Englishman grew alarmed.

He even got noble... the noble Englishman. Blood will tell. “My dear fellow, one has to be a gentleman.” Was Ethel sore because the man was linking her, in his mind, with Fred Wells? “To hell with you,” she kept wanting to say. He was like a grown man left suddenly in a room with children who were misbehaving... “God knows what he expects to happen here,” Ethel thought.

Helen had got up out of her chair after several drinks and had walked uncertainly across a room in which they were all sitting and had thrown herself on a couch. Her dress was disarranged. There was too much leg showing. She kept throwing her legs about and laughing foolishly. Fred Wells kept giving her drinks. “Well, she has good legs, hasn’t she?” Fred said. Fred Wells was too coarse. He was really rotten. Ethel knew it. What she resented was the thought that the Englishman did not know she knew.

The Englishman began speaking to Ethel. “What is all this about? Why is he intent on getting this woman drunk?” He was getting nervous and evidently wished he hadn’t accepted Fred Wells’ invitation. He and Ethel sat for a time by a little table with drinks before them. The Englishman kept asking her questions about herself, what part of the country she had come from and what she was doing in Chicago. He had found out she was a university woman. There was still... in his manner... something... that air of being outside it all... an English gentleman in America... “too damn impersonal,” Ethel thought. Ethel was becoming aroused.

“A queer sort, these American university women if this is a sample, if this is the way they spend their evenings,” the Englishman was thinking.

He said nothing of the sort. He kept trying to keep the conversation going. He had got into something, into a situation he didn’t like. Ethel was glad. “How am I to get gracefully out of this place and away from these people?” He got up, intending no doubt to excuse himself, to leave.

But there was Helen, drunk now. The Englishman’s sense of chivalry had been awakened.

At that moment Fred Wells appeared and took the Englishman into his library. After all, Fred was a business man. “I have him here. I have some of his books here. I might as well get him to autograph them,” Fred was thinking.

Fred was also thinking of something else. Perhaps the Englishman did not understand what Fred had in mind. Ethel did not hear what was said. The two men went together into the library and there was talk in there. Afterwards, after what happened to herself later that evening, Ethel could pretty well guess what was said.

Fred had simply taken it for granted the Englishman was another like himself.

The whole tone of that evening had suddenly changed. Ethel had become frightened. Because she had been bored and wanting excitement she had got herself into a mess. She imagined the conversation between the two men in the nearby room. Fred Wells speaking... he was no such man as Harold Grey, the university instructor... “Here I have got this woman for you”... meaning the woman Helen. Fred, in there in that room, speaking to the other man. Ethel wasn’t thinking of Helen now. She was thinking of herself. There was Helen, lying half helpless on a couch. Would a man want a woman in that state, a woman made half helpless by drink?

It would be an assault. There might be men who liked to get their women in that way. She was trembling with fear now. She had been a fool to allow herself to get into the power of a man like Fred Wells. There were the two men in the nearby room talking. She could hear their voices. Fred Wells had a sharp voice. He said something to his guest, the Englishman, and then there was silence.

Already, without a doubt, he had attended to the matter of having the man sign his books. He would have got them signed. He was making a proposal.

“Well, you see I have got a woman for you. There is one for you and one for me. You may take the one who is lying out there on the couch.

“I have, you see, got her quite helpless. There won’t be much of a struggle.

“You may take her into a bedroom. You will not be disturbed. You may leave the other woman to me.”

There must have been something of that sort that night.

The Englishman was in the room with Fred Wells and then came suddenly out. He did not look at Fred Wells, did not speak to him again, although he did look sharply at Ethel. He was judging her. “So you are into it, too?” A hot wave of resentment was running through Ethel. The English writer said nothing but went into a hallway where his coat was hanging and getting it and a wrap that had been worn by the woman Helen, came back into the room.

He had gone a little pale. He was trying to be composed. He was angry and excited. Fred Wells had come back into the room and stood in a doorway.

Perhaps the English writer had said something nasty to Fred. “I’ll not let him, because he is a fool, spoil my own party,” Fred was thinking. Fred’s own party was to be Ethel herself. She knew that now. Evidently the Englishman thought Ethel was one of Fred’s kind. He wasn’t concerned with what happened to her. Ethel’s fear was passing and she was growing angry, ready for fight.

It would be amusing, Ethel thought swiftly, if the Englishman had made a mistake. He is going to save the one who does not want to be saved. “She’s the easy one to get, not me,” she thought proudly. “So he is that sort of a man. He is one of the virtuous ones.

“To hell with him. I have given him this chance. If he doesn’t want to take it, it’s all right with me.” She meant she had given the man the chance to know her, had he really wanted to. “How silly,” she thought afterwards. She had given the man no chance at all.

The Englishman evidently felt responsibility for the woman Helen. She wasn’t, after all, quite helpless, wasn’t quite gone. He got her to her feet and helped her put on her coat. She clung to him. She began to cry. She put up a hand and caressed his cheek. It was evident to Ethel that she was ready to surrender and that the Englishman didn’t want her. “It’s all right. I’ll get a cab and we’ll drive. Presently you’ll be all right,” he said. Earlier in the evening he had found out certain facts about Helen, as he had about Ethel. He knew she was an unmarried woman living somewhere in a suburb with her father and mother. She wasn’t so far gone but that she would know the address of her house. Half holding the woman in his arms he led her out of the apartment and down a flight of stairs.

*

ETHEL was as a person who had been struck a blow. What happened in the apartment that evening happened suddenly. She sat nervously fingering a glass. She was pale. Fred Wells didn’t hesitate. He stood silently, waiting until the other man with the other woman had gone and then came straight at her. “And you.” Partly now he was taking out his wrath at the other man on her. Ethel stood up facing him. Now there was no smile on his face. He was obviously some sort of perverted man, a sadist perhaps. She faced him. In some odd way she rather liked the situation she had got herself into. It was to be a fight. “I’ll see that you do not run out on me,” Fred Wells said. “If you go out of here to-night you will go naked.” He put out his hand swiftly and got a grip on her dress at the neck. With a quick movement he tore the dress. “You’ll have to go naked if you go out of here before I have what I want.”

“You think so?”

Ethel had gone chalky white. There was, as has been suggested, a way in which she rather liked the situation. In the struggle that followed she did not cry out. Her dress got terribly torn. Once during the struggle Fred Wells hit her in the face with his fist and knocked her down. She sprang quickly up. Understanding had come to her quickly. The man before her would not have dared carry on the struggle had she cried out in a loud voice.

There were other people living in the same apartment building. He wanted to conquer her. He did not want her as a normal man wanted a woman. He got them drunk and assaulted them when they were helpless or he got them through terror.

The two people in the apartment struggled silently. Once during the struggle he threw her across a couch in the room in which the four people had been sitting. It hurt her back. She did not feel the hurt much at the moment. That came later. Afterwards for several days, her back was lame.

For just a moment Fred Wells thought he had her. There was a smile of triumph on his face. His eyes were cunning, like the eyes of an animal. She thought — the thought came to her — she was for the moment lying quite passively on the couch his hands holding her there. “I wonder if he got his wife this way,” she thought.

Probably not.

He would, such a man would, with the woman he intended to marry, a woman who had money he wanted, her own kind of power, with such a one he would try to create an impression of manliness in himself.

He might even have talked to her of love. Ethel wanted to laugh. “I love you. You are my darling. You are everything to me.” She remembered that the man had children, he had a small son and a daughter.

He would have tried to create, in his wife’s mind, the impression of being something he knew he couldn’t be and perhaps didn’t want to be, a man of the type of the Englishman who had just left the apartment, “an honorable man,” a man of a sort he was always courting and at the same time despising. He would have tried to create that impression in the one woman’s mind, hating her viciously at the same time.

Taking it out on other women. During the early evening, while they were all dining together at a downtown restaurant, he had kept talking to the Englishman about American women. He had been trying subtly to destroy the man’s respect for American women. He had kept the conversation on a certain low plane, ready to retreat, smiling as he talked. The Englishman had remained curious and puzzled.

The struggle in the apartment did not last long and Ethel thought it was a good thing it didn’t. The man was stronger than she was. At the last perhaps she would have cried out. The man would not have dared hurt her too seriously. He wanted to break her down, to tame her. He was depending on her not wanting it known she was alone with him in his apartment at night.

If he succeeded with her he might even pay her money to keep quiet.

“You are not a fool. You knew what I wanted when you came here.”

There was a sense in which it would be quite true. She had been a fool.

She managed by a quick movement to get free. There was a door into a hallway and she ran along the hallway and into the kitchen of the apartment. Earlier in the evening Fred Wells had been slicing oranges to put into drinks. There was a large knife lying on a table. She threw the kitchen door closed behind her, but she herself opened it for Fred Wells’ entrance, slashing at his face with the knife, just missing his face.

He backed away. She was backing him down a hallway. The hallway was brightly lighted. He could see the look in her eyes. “You bitch,” he said as he backed away from her. “You damn bitch.”

He wasn’t afraid. He was cautious, watching her. His eyes were shining. “I guess you would, you damn bitch,” he said and smiled. He was the sort of man who, if he met her the next week on the street, would raise his hat and smile. “You got the best of me but I may have another chance at you,” his smile would say.

She got her coat and got away, going out of the apartment at a back door. There was a door leading out onto a small balcony at the back and she got through that. He did not try to follow. Afterwards she went down a little iron stairway to a small grass plot at the back of the building.

She did not go at once. For a time she sat on the stairs. There were people sitting in the apartment below the one occupied by Fred Wells. Men and women were sitting quietly in there. There was a baby somewhere in that apartment. She heard it cry.

Men and women were sitting at a card table and one of the women got up and went to the baby.

She heard voices and laughter. Fred Wells would not dare follow her there. “It is one kind of man,” she told herself that night; “perhaps there are not many of that sort.”

She had got out through the yard and a gate and into an alleyway and finally into a street. It was a quiet residential street. She had some money in her coat pocket. The coat partially covered the torn places in her dress. She had lost her hat. There was a car, evidently a private car, with a Negro chauffeur, standing before an apartment building. She went up to the man and thrust a bill into his hand. “I’m in trouble,” she said. “Run get me a cab. You may keep that,” she said, holding out the bill.

She was amused, angry, hurt. It wasn’t the man Fred Wells who had hurt her most.

“I was too sure of myself. I thought the other woman Helen was the naïve one.

“I am myself naïve. I’m a fool.”

“Are you hurt?” the Negro had asked. He was a large man of middle age. There was blood on her cheeks and he could see it in the light from the apartment entrance. One of her eyes was swollen. Afterwards it became black.

Already she was thinking of the tale she would tell when she had got to the place where she had a room. An attempt at robbery, two men had attacked her in the street.

Knocking her down, being quite brutal with her. “They snatched my purse and ran. I don’t want to report it. I don’t want to get my name in the papers.” It would be understood and believed in Chicago.

She told the colored man a tale. She had been fighting with her husband. He laughed. He understood that. He left his car and ran to get her a cab. While he was gone Ethel stood with her back against the wall of a building, standing where the heavier shadows were. Fortunately no one passed to see her, battered and bruised, standing and waiting.
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IT WAS A summer night and Ethel was lying in bed in her father’s house in Langdon. It was late, long past midnight and the night was hot. She could not sleep. There were words in her, little flocks of words, like birds flying... “a person has to decide, to decide.” What? Thoughts became words. Ethel’s lips moved. “It hurts. It hurts. What you do hurts. What you don’t do hurts.” She had come in late and, being tired from much thinking and feeling, had simply slipped off her clothes in the darkness of her room. Her clothes fell from her, leaving her there naked — what she was. She knew that when she had come in, her father’s wife Blanche had been awake. Ethel and her father both slept in rooms downstairs but Blanche had moved herself upstairs. It was as though she had wanted to get as far away from her husband as possible. Escape from man... for the woman... to escape that.

Ethel had thrown herself, quite naked, on her bed. She felt the house, the room. At times a room in a house becomes a prison. Its walls push against you. Now and then she stirred restlessly. Little waves of feeling ran through her. She had had the feeling, when she had crept into the house, that night, half ashamed, annoyed with herself for what had happened during the evening, that Blanche was awake and had been watching for her return to the house. When Ethel entered, Blanche might even have come softly to the head of the stairs to look down. There was a little light burning in the hallway downstairs and the stairs went up out of the hallway. If Blanche had been up there, looking down, Ethel would have been unable to see her in the darkness above.

Blanche would have waited, perhaps to laugh, and Ethel felt like laughing at herself. It takes a woman to laugh at a woman. Women can really love each other. They dare. Women can hate each other; they can hurt and laugh. They dare. “I might have known it wouldn’t do,” she kept thinking. She was thinking of her evening. There had been another adventure, with another man. “I have done it again.” This had been her third one. Three tries at something with men. Letting them try something — to see if they could. Like the others, it hadn’t worked. She didn’t quite know why.

“He didn’t get me. He didn’t get me.”

What did she mean by that?

What was it to be got? What was it she wanted?

She had thought she wanted this one. It was the young man, Red Oliver, she had been seeing in the library. She had looked at him in there. He kept coming in. The library was open on three evenings a week and he always appeared.

He spoke to her more and more. The library closed at ten and, after eight they were often alone. People had gone to the movies. He helped close for the night. There were windows to be closed, sometimes books to be put away.

If he had really got her. He hadn’t dared. She had got him.

It was because he was too shy, too young, too inexperienced.

She herself hadn’t been patient enough. She didn’t know him.

She might just have used him to find out whether or not she wanted him.

“It was unfair, unfair.”

To find out about another and older man, whether or not she wanted him.

At first the younger one, young Red Oliver, who began coming to the library, looking at her with his young eyes, stirring her, hadn’t dared offer to walk home with her but had left her at the library door. Later he grew a little bolder. He wanted to touch her, ached to touch her. She knew that. “May I walk along with you?” he had asked, awkwardly enough. “Yes. Why not? It will be very pleasant.” She had been quite formal with him. He began walking home with her sometimes at night. The Georgia summer evenings were long. They were hot. When they got to the house there was the judge, her father, sitting on the porch. Blanche was there. Often the judge had gone to sleep in his chair. The nights were hot. There was a swinging couch and Blanche had curled herself up in that. She lay there wide awake, watching.

When Ethel came in, she spoke, having seen young Oliver leave Ethel at the gate. He lingered there, hating to go. He wanted to be Ethel’s lover. She knew that. It was in his eyes now, in his shy hesitating speech... a young man in love, with an older woman, suddenly, passionately in love. She could do as she pleased with him.

She could open the gates for him, let him into what he thought would be paradise. It was tempting. “I will have to do it if it is done. I will have to say the word, let him know the gates have opened. He is too shy to push forward,” Ethel thought.

She didn’t think it definitely. She thought it. There was a feeling of being superior to the young man. It was nice. It wasn’t so nice.

“Well,” Blanche said. Her voice was small, sharp and inquiring. “Well,” she said. And “Well,” Ethel replied. The two women looked at each other and Blanche laughed. Ethel did not laugh. She smiled. There was love between the two women. There was hatred.

There was something man seldom understands. When the judge was awake, both women remained silent and Ethel went at once to her room. She got a book and, lying in bed, tried to read. The nights that summer were almost too hot for sleep. The judge had got a radio and on some nights he turned it on. It was in the living-room of the house downstairs. When he had turned it on and had filled the house with voices, he sat beside it and slept. He snored when he slept. Presently Blanche arose and went upstairs. The two women left the judge sitting there, asleep in the chair near the radio. The noises, coming from distant cities, from Chicago where Ethel had lived, from Cincinnati, from St. Louis, did not awaken him. There were men talking about tooth paste, bands played, men made speeches, Negro voices sang. Northern white singers were trying hard, valiantly, to sing like Negroes. The noises went on a long time. “WRYK... CK... coming to you through the courtesy of... change your underwear... get some new underwear....

“Brush your teeth. Go to your dentist.

“Courtesy of.”

Chicago, St. Louis, New York, Langdon, Georgia.

What do you suppose is going on in Chicago to-night? Is it hot up there?

“The exact time is now ten-nineteen.”

The judge, awakening suddenly, turned off the machine and stumbled off to bed. Another day had gone.

There were too many days, Ethel thought. There she was, in that house, in that town. Now her father had become afraid of her. She knew how he felt.

He had brought her back there. He had schemed and saved. Her going away to school, staying away for several years, had cost money. Then, at last this position had come up. She had become the librarian of the town. Did she owe something to him, to the town because of him?

To be respectable... as he was.

“To hell with that.”

She had come back there to where she had lived as a girl, where she had gone to high school. When she had first come home her father had wanted to talk to her. He had even looked forward to her coming, thinking they might be companions.

“He and I pals.” Spirit of Rotary. “I make a pal of my son. I make a pal of my daughter. She and I are pals.” He was angry and resentful. “She is going to make a fool of me,” he thought.

It was because of men. Men were after Ethel. He knew it.

She had begun running about with a mere boy, but that wasn’t all. Since she had come home, another man had been attracted to her.

He was an older man, a man much older than herself and his name was Tom Riddle.

He was a lawyer of the town, a criminal lawyer and he had made money. He was an alert scheming man, a Republican and a politician. He handled Federal patronage in that part of the State. He was no gentleman.

And he had been attracted to Ethel. “Yes,” her father would be thinking, “she would have to go and attract one of that sort.” When she had been in town some weeks he came to see her at the library, coming boldly up to her. There had been none of the shyness of the boy, Red Oliver, in him. “I want to talk with you,” he had said to Ethel, looking directly into her eyes. He was a rather tall man of forty-five with thin hair, turning gray, and with a heavy pock-marked face and small bright eyes. He had been married, but his wife was dead, had been dead for ten years. Although he was said to be tricky and was not respected by some of the outstanding men of town — men like Ethel’s father, who being Georgians were Democrats and gentlemen — he was the most successful lawyer in town.

He was the most successful criminal lawyer in that part of the State. He was alive, sly and clever in the court room and the other lawyers and the judge were both afraid and envious of him. It was said he made money out of the distribution of Federal patronage. “He consorts with niggers and cheap whites,” his enemies said, but Tom Riddle didn’t seem to care. He laughed. Since the coming of prohibition his practice had grown enormously. He owned the best hotel in Langdon and had other property scattered about town.

And this man had become enamored of Ethel. “You suit me,” he said to her. He invited her to go riding with him in his car and she went. It was another way of annoying her father, being seen in public with that man. She did not want that. That wasn’t her purpose. It seemed inevitable.

And there was Blanche. Was she merely malicious? Had she taken some queer perverted kind of fancy to Ethel?

Although she herself seemed to care nothing for clothes, she had a constant interest in Ethel’s clothes. “You are going to be with a man. Do put on the red gown.” A queer look in her eyes... hatred... love. If Judge Long did not know of Ethel’s going about with Tom Riddle, being seen with him in public, Blanche would let him know.

Tom Riddle did not attempt to make love to her. He was patient, shrewd, determined. “Why, I do not expect you to fall in love with me,” he said one evening, when they were riding over the red Georgia roads past a pine forest. The red road ran up and down over low hills. Tom Riddle stopped the car at the edge of the forest. “You wouldn’t expect me to grow sentimental, but I do sometimes,” he said laughing. Beyond the forest the sun was going down. He referred to the loveliness of the evening. It was late on a summer evening, one of the evenings when the library was not open. All of the land in that part of Georgia was red and the sun was setting in a red haze. It was hot. Tom had stopped the car and had got out, to stretch. He was clad in a white suit, somewhat soiled. He lighted a cigar and spat on the ground. “Pretty grand, isn’t it?” he said to Ethel, who was sitting in the car, a sport roadster painted a bright yellow and with the top down. He walked up and down and then came and stood by the car.

He had, from the beginning, a way of saying... without saying, without words.... his eyes said it... his manner said it... “We understand each other... we should understand each other.”

It was tantalizing. It interested Ethel. He began talking of the Southern country, of his love for it. “I guess you know about me,” he said. The man was said to have come from a good Georgia family in a neighboring county. Formerly his people had owned slaves. They had been people of some importance. They had been ruined by the Civil War. By the time Tom had come into the world they had nothing.

He had managed in some way to escape the slavery of the soil in that country and had got himself educated sufficiently to become a lawyer. Now he was a prosperous man. He had been married and his wife had died.

There had been two children, both sons, and they were dead. One had died in infancy and the other, like Ethel’s brother, had been killed in the World War.

“I married when I was a mere boy,” he said to Ethel. It was queer being with him. In spite of a rather rough exterior, something hard-boiled in his attitude toward life, he had a quick sharp trick of intimacy.

He had got it dealing with many people. There was something in his manner that said... “I’m not good, not even honest.. I’m a man like you.

“I do things. I pretty much do as I please.

“Don’t come to me expecting to find any Southern gentleman... like Judge Long... like Clay Barton... like Tom Shaw.” It was a manner he continually used in the court room with juries. Jurymen were, almost always, just common enough, ordinary men. “Well, here we are,” he seemed to be saying to the men he addressed. “There are certain legal formalities to be gone through here but we are men together. Life is so and so. So and so has happened. There is a sensible view to be taken of this matter. We common dubs have to stand together.” A grin. “Here is how I believe men like you and me feel. We are sensible men. We have to take life as it comes.”

He had been married and his wife had died. He told Ethel frankly about it. “I want you for my wife,” he said. “You are, of course, not in love with me. I do not expect it. How could you be?” He told her of his marriage. “To be frank with you, it was a shot-gun marriage.” He laughed. “I was a boy and had gone to Atlanta where I was trying to work my way through school. I met her.

“I guess I was in love with her. I wanted her. The chance came and I took her.”

He knew of the feeling Ethel had got for the young man, Red Oliver. He was the sort of man who would know everything that went on in a town.

He himself had defied the town. He had always done that. “While my wife was alive, I behaved,” he said to Ethel. He had become, in that queer way, without her asking it, without her doing anything to lead him on, intimate with her about his own life without asking anything of the sort of her. When they were together he talked while she sat beside him and listened. He had big shoulders that were slightly stooped. Although she was a tall woman, he was nearly a head taller.

“So I married the woman. I thought I ought to marry her. She was in the family way.” He said it as one might say... “She was a blonde, or a brunette.” He took it for granted she wouldn’t be shocked. She liked that. “I wanted to marry her. I wanted a woman, needed one. Maybe I was in love. I don’t know.” The man Tom Riddle talked to Ethel in that way. He stood beside the car and spat on the ground. He lit a cigar.

He did not try to touch her. He made her comfortable. He made her want to talk.

“I could tell him everything, all the mean low-down things in myself,” she thought sometimes.

“She was the daughter of a man in whose house I had a room. He was a workingman. He fired the boilers in some sort of a manufacturing plant. She helped her mother take care of the rooms in a rooming house.

“I began to want her. There was something in her eyes. She thought she wanted me.” Again laughter. Was he laughing at himself or the woman he had married?

“My chance came. One night we were alone together in the house and I got her into my room.”

Tom Riddle laughed. He told Ethel as though they had been intimate for a long time. It was odd, amusing... it was nice. After all, in Langdon, Georgia, she was the daughter of her father. It would have been impossible for Ethel’s father ever in his whole life to have talked so frankly to a woman. He would never, even after long years of living with her, have dared talk so frankly to Ethel’s mother or to Blanche, his new wife. It would have been a bit more in the picture of Southern womanhood — after all she was a Southern woman, of a so-called good family — to have been a bit shocked. Ethel wasn’t. Tom Riddle had known she wouldn’t be. How much did he know about her?

It wasn’t as though she wanted him... as a woman is presumed to want a man... the dream... the poetry of existence. To be stirred, aroused, awakened, Ethel could be stirred by the younger man, Red Oliver. She was stirred by him.

Although Tom Riddle took her out in his car a dozen times that summer he never offered to make love to her. He did not attempt to hold her hand or to kiss her. “Why, you are a grown woman. Besides being a woman, you are a person,” he seemed to be saying. It was sure she had no physical impulse toward him. He knew that. “Not yet.” He could be patient. “It’s all right. Perhaps that will come. We’ll see.” He had told her about life with his first wife. “She had no flair,” he said. “She had no flair, no style, there was nothing she could do to my house. She was a good woman, all right. She could not do anything to me or to the children I had by her.

“I began to play about. I have been doing that for a long time. I guess you know I am tired of it.”

There were all sorts of stories running about town. Since Tom Riddle had come to Langdon, as a young man, and had set up a law practice there, he had always been in with the rougher elements of the town. He was in thick with them. They were his friends. His cronies from the beginning of his life in Langdon had been gamblers, young Southern men who had taken to drink, politicians.

Formerly, when there were saloons in the town, he was always in the saloons. Respectable men of the town said he conducted his law office from a saloon. At one time he had taken up with a woman, the wife of a railroad conductor. Her husband was much away from town and she rode openly about in Tom Riddle’s car. The affair had been conducted with startling boldness. When the husband was in town, Tom Riddle went nevertheless to his house. He drove there and went in. The woman had a child and the town said it was Tom Riddle’s child. “It is,” they said. — 

“Tom Riddle has bought her husband off.”

It had gone on for a long time, and then, suddenly, the railroad conductor was transferred to another division and he and his wife, with the child, had left town.

So Tom Riddle was that kind of man. Ethel lay in her bed on a hot summer night thinking of him and of things he had said to her. He had made an offer of marriage. “Any time you think well of it, Ο. K.”

A grin. He was tall and stoop-shouldered. He had a queer little trick of occasionally shaking his shoulders — as though to shake off a burden.

“You will not be in love,” he said. “I am not the sort that could inspire romantic love in a woman.

“What, with my pock-marked face, my bald head? “You may get tired of living in that house.” He meant her father’s house. “You may get tired of that woman your father has married.”

Tom Riddle had been frank enough about his reasons for wanting her. “You have style. You would decorate a man’s life. It would be worth while making money for you. I like making money. I like the game of it. If you can make up your mind to come live with me, then afterwards, after we begin living together... Something tells me we are made for each other.” He had wanted to say something about Ethel’s passion for the younger man, Red Oliver, but had been too shrewd to do so. “He is too young for you, my dear. He is too immature. You have a flair for him now but it will pass. — 

“If you feel like experimenting with him, go on and do it.” Could he have thought that?

He hadn’t said so. One day he came for Ethel when there was a ball game to be played between the Langdon mill team, the one on which Red Oliver was playing, and a team from a neighboring town. The Langdon team won and it was largely Red’s playing that had made them win. The game was held on one of the long summer evenings and Tom Riddle took Ethel in his car. It wasn’t just his interest in the baseball game. She was sure of that. She had begun to like being with him, although she felt in his presence none of the quick physical longings she felt in Red Oliver’s presence.

On the very evening before the ball game, Red Oliver had been in the library, sitting at a table in there, and he had run his hand through his thick hair. There had been a quick stab of desire in Ethel. She wanted to run her hand through his hair, hold him close. She took a step toward him. It would be so easy to sweep him away. He was young and sex hungry for her. She knew that.

Tom Riddle did not take Ethel to the grounds where the game was played but stopped his car on a nearby hill. She sat beside him wondering. He seemed for the moment quite lost in admiration of the younger man’s playing. Was it a bluff?

It had been a day when Red Oliver had played sensationally. Balls came singing down toward him over the hard clay infield and he fielded them brilliantly. He led his team at bat, once, at a critical moment, knocking out a three base hit, and Tom Riddle squirmed in his car seat. “He’s the best player we ever had in this town,” Tom said. Could he really be like that, wanting Ethel for himself, knowing of her feeling for Red and, at the time, could he be carried away by Red’s playing?

*

HAD he wanted Ethel to experiment? She had done it. On the hot summer night, as she lay, quite naked, on her bed in her room, unable to sleep, nervous and excited, the windows of the room open, hearing from outside the noises of the Southern night, hearing the steady heavy snoring of her father in a neighboring room, herself upset, angry with herself, on that very evening she had carried it through.

She was angry, upset, annoyed. “Why did I do it?” It had been easy enough. There had been the young man, really in her eyes a boy, walking along the street with her. It had been one of the evenings when the library was not officially open but she had gone back there. She was thinking of Tom Riddle and of the proposal he had made to her. Could a woman do that, go to live with a man, lie with him, be his wife... as a sort of bargain? He had seemed to think it would be all right.

“I won’t crowd you.

“After all, beauty in a man cuts little figure to a woman.

“It is a question of living, of everyday living.

“There is a kind of friendship achieved that is something more than a friendship. It is a kind of partnership.

“It grows into something else.”

Tom Riddle talking. It was as though he addressed a jury. He had big lips and his face was heavily pock-marked. Sometimes he leaned toward her, talking earnestly. “A man gets tired going it alone,” he said. He had an idea. He had been married. Ethel did not remember his first wife. The Riddle house was in another part of town. It was a fine house on a poor street. There was a large lawn. Tom Riddle had built his house among the houses of the sort of people with whom he associated. They were certainly not the first families of Langdon.

When the wife was alive she seldom left her own house. She must have been one of the meek mouse-like kind who devote themselves to housekeeping. When Tom Riddle had prospered he had built his house on that street. Once it had been a very respectable neighborhood. There had been an old house that had belonged to one of the so-called aristocratic families of the old days, before the Civil War. There had been a big yard going down to a small creek that tumbled down into the river below the town. The whole yard had become overgrown with dense bushes he had cleared away. He always had men working about his place. Often he took the cases of poor whites or Negroes who had got into trouble with the law, and if they couldn’t pay him he let them work out the fee on the place.

Tom had said of his first wife, “Well, I married her. I just about had to.” After all, and in spite of the life he had led Tom was still, in his own way, an aristocrat at bottom. He had contempt. He didn’t care for the respectable standards of others and did not go to church. He laughed at churchgoing people like Ethel’s father and when the K.K.K. was strong in Langdon he had laughed at that.

He had got a sense of something that was more Northern than Southern. That was the reason he was a Republican. “There is always some class going to rule,” he said once to Ethel, speaking of his Republicanism. “Of course,” he said, laughing cynically, “I make money by it.”

“Just the same, in our day in America it is money that rules. The big money crowd in the North, in New York, have picked the Republican Party. They are betting on that. I am stringing with them.

“Life is a game,” he said.

“There are the poor whites. To a man they are Democrats.” He laughed. “Do you remember what happened a few years ago?” Ethel remembered. He spoke of a particularly brutal lynching. It had happened in a small town, not far from Langdon. A lot of people from Langdon had gone there to take part in it. It had happened at night and people had gone in cars. The Negro, accused of the rape of a poor white girl, the daughter of a small farmer, was being brought to the county seat by the sheriff. The sheriff had two deputies with him and a string of cars had gone down along the road to meet him. The cars were filled with young men from Langdon, merchants and respectables. There were Fords, filled with poor white employees of the Langdon cotton mills. It had been a kind of circus, a public entertainment, Tom said. “Nice, eh!”

Not all of the men who went to the lynching had a part in it. It had happened while Ethel was a student in Chicago. Afterwards it turned out that the girl, who said she had been raped, was abnormal. She was of low mentality. A good many men, whites and blacks, had already been with her.

They took the Negro from the sheriff and his deputies and strung him up to a tree, riddled his body with bullets. Then they burned his body. “They seemed unable to let it alone,” Tom said. He laughed, a cynical laugh. Many of the best people went.

They stood to one side, looking on, seeing the Negro man... he was a huge black.... “He would go two hundred and fifty pounds,” Tom said, laughing. He spoke as though the Negro man were a hog butchered by the crowd, as a kind of holiday performance... respectable men going down to see it done, standing at the edge of the crowd. Life in Langdon was what it was.

“They look down on me. Let them.”

He could put men or women on the witness stand in court, torture them mentally. It was a game. He liked it. He could twist what they had said, lead them into saying things they didn’t mean.

The law was a game. All of life was a game.

He had got his house. He had made money. He liked to go to New York several times a year.

He wanted a woman who would decorate his life. He wanted Ethel as he might have wanted a fine horse.

“Why not? Life is like that.”

Was it a proposal for a kind of whoredom, a kind of high-class whoredom? Ethel was puzzled.

She had resisted. She had left the house that night because she could not bear being either with her father or with Blanche. Blanche also had a kind of talent. She had noted everything about Ethel, what clothes she wore, the mood she was in. Now her father had become afraid of his daughter, of what she might do. He took it out in silence, sitting at table in the Long house, saying nothing. He knew about her going to ride with Tom Riddle and walking through the streets with young Red.

Red Oliver had become a mill hand and Tom Riddle was a shady lawyer.

She was endangering his own position in the town, his own dignity.

And there was Blanche, amused, really pleased because her husband was displeased. It had got to that with Blanche. She lived by the discomfiture of others.

Ethel had left the house in disgust. It was a hot cloudy evening. On that evening her body was tired and she had to make an effort to walk with her accustomed dignity, to keep her feet from dragging. She went through Main Street toward the library, just off Main Street. Black clouds were drifting across an evening sky.

There were people gathered in Main Street. On that evening Ethel saw Tom Shaw, the little man who was president of the cotton mill where Red Oliver worked. He was being driven hurriedly through Main Street. There was a train going North. Very likely he was off to New York. A Negro man drove the big car. Ethel thought of something Tom Riddle had said. “There goes the Prince,” Tom had said. “Hello, there goes the Prince of Langdon.” In the new South Tom Shaw was the sort of man who had become the prince, the leader.

There was a woman, a young woman, going through Main Street. Once she had been Ethel’s friend. They had gone to high school together. She had married a young merchant. Now she was hurrying homeward, pushing a baby carriage. She was round and plump.

She and Ethel had been friends. Now they were acquaintances. They smiled and bowed coldly to each other.

Ethel hurried along the street. In Main Street, near the court house, she was joined by Red Oliver.

“May I walk with you?”

“Yes.”

“Are you going to the library?”

“Yes.”

Silence. Thoughts. The young man was hot, like the night. “He’s too young, too young. I don’t want him.”

She saw Tom Riddle standing with other men before a store.

He had seen her with the boy. The boy had seen him standing there. Thoughts in them. Red Oliver was embarrassed by her silence. He was hurt, afraid. He wanted a woman. He thought he wanted her.

Ethel’s thoughts. One night in Chicago. A man... once in her rooming-house in Chicago... just an ordinary man... a big strong fellow... he had quarreled with his wife... he was living there. “Am I common? Am I just dirt?”

It was on just such a hot rainy night. He had a room on the same floor of the house on lower Michigan Avenue. He had been after Ethel. Red Oliver was after her now.

He got her. It happened suddenly, unexpectedly.

And Tom Riddle.

She was alone on that floor of the house that night in Chicago and he... that other man... just a man, a male, nothing more... and he was there.

Ethel had never understood that in herself. She was tired. She had dined that evening in a noisy hot cafeteria, as she thought, among noisy ugly people. Were they ugly or was she? For the time she was disgusted with herself, disgusted with her life in the city.

She had gone to her room and had not locked her door. That man had seen her go in there. He was sitting in his own room with the door open. He was big and strong.

She had gone to her room and had thrown herself on the bed. There were such moments came to her. She did not care what happened. She wanted something to happen. He came boldly in. There had been a short struggle, not at all like the struggle with the advertising man Fred Wells.

She surrendered... let it happen. Afterwards he wanted to do something for her, take her to a theatre, take her to dine. She could not bear seeing him. It had stopped like that, abruptly as it had begun. “I was such a fool to think anything could be got at in that way, as though I were just an animal, nothing else, as though I wanted just that.”

Ethel went to the library and, unlocking the door, went in. She left Red Oliver at the door. “Good night. Thank you,” she said. She put up two windows, hoping to get a breath of air and lighted a desk lamp over her desk. She sat there, over the desk, leaning over, her head in her hands.

It went on a long time, thoughts traveling through her. Night came, a hot dark night. She was nervous, as she had been that night in Chicago, on just such another hot tired night, when she had taken that man she did not know... it was strange she hadn’t got into trouble... got a child... am I just a whore?... how many women were as she was, blown about in life as she was... did a woman need a man, some sort of anchor? There was Tom Riddle.

She thought of life in her father’s house. Now her father was upset and uncomfortable about her. There was Blanche. Blanche felt actual enmity toward her husband. There was no frankness. Blanche and her father had both shot and both missed. “If I take a chance with Tom,” Ethel thought.

Blanche had taken a certain attitude toward herself. She wanted to give Ethel money for clothes. She dropped little hints about that, knowing Ethel’s love of clothes. Perhaps she merely let herself go as she did, neglecting her own clothes, often not even bothering to be clean, to punish her husband. She would have wormed money out of her husband and would have given it to Ethel. She wanted to.

She wanted to touch Ethel with her hands, the hands with dirty fingernails. She approached. “You are lovely, dear, in that dress.” She smiled, a funny cat-like little smile. She made the house unhealthy. It was an unhealthy house.

“What would I do to Tom’s house?”

Ethel was tired thinking. “You think and you think and then you do something. Very likely you make a fool of yourself.” It had grown dark in the street outside the library. There was an occasional flash of lightning, lighting up the room in which Ethel sat, the light from the little desk lamp shining on her head, making her hair red, making it shine. There came occasional peals of thunder.

*

YOUNG Red Oliver had been watching and waiting. He had walked restlessly about. He had wanted to follow Ethel into the library. Once, early in the evening, he opened the street door softly and looked in. He had seen Ethel Long sitting in there, her head in her arm, by her desk.

He had become frightened, had gone away, but he had come back.

He had been thinking of her for days and for many nights. After all, he was a boy, a nice boy. He was strong and clean. “If I had seen him when I was myself young, if we had been of the same age.” Ethel had thought sometimes.

At night, sometimes, when she could not sleep. She had not slept well since she had come back to the Long house. There was something about such a house. Something gets into the air of the house. It is in the walls, in the wall-paper on the walls, in the furniture, in the carpets on the floor. It is in the bed clothes, on which you are lying.

It hurts. It makes everything gigantic.

It is hatred, alive, watching, eager. It is a living thing. It is alive.

“Love,” Ethel thought. Would she ever find that?

Sometimes, when she was alone in her room at night, when she could not sleep... she thought of young Red Oliver then. “Do I want him like that, just to have him, perhaps to quiet myself, as I had that man in Chicago?” She was there in her room, lying awake, pitching restlessly about.

She saw young Red Oliver sitting at a table in the library. Sometimes his eyes looked hungrily toward her. She was a woman. She could note what went on in him without letting him see what went on in her. He was trying to read a book.

He had gone to college in the North and had got ideas in his head. She could tell a good deal by the books he read. He had become a workman in the mill at Langdon; perhaps he was trying to get in with other workmen.

He might even want to fight their cause, the cause of working people. There were young men like that. They having a dream of a new world, as Ethel herself had had at moments in her life.

Tom Riddle not having such a dream. He would have laughed at the idea. “It is pure romanticism,” he would have said. “People are not born equal. Some men are meant to be slaves, some masters. If they are not slaves in one way they will be in another.

“There are slaves to sex, to what they think is thought, to food, to drink.

“What difference does it make?”

Red Oliver would not have been like that. He was young and eager. Men had put ideas into his head.

He wasn’t, however, all mind, all idealism. He wanted a woman, as Tom Riddle did, wanted Ethel; he thought he did. She had got fixed in his mind in that way. She knew it. She could tell it by his eyes, looking at her, by his embarrassments.

He was innocent, glad and ashamed. He came toward her hesitatingly, confused, wanting to touch her, hold her, kiss her. Blanche came toward her sometimes.

Red’s coming, his emotions coming toward her, left Ethel feeling rather nice, a little stirred, often a good deal stirred. At night, when she was restless and couldn’t sleep, she, in fancy, saw him as she had seen him playing ball.

He was running furiously. He had got the ball. His body fell into balance. He was like an animal, like a cat.

Or he was standing at bat. He stood poised. There was something in him delicately adjusted, delicately timed. “I want that. Am I just greedy, ugly, a greedy woman?” The ball came toward him swiftly. Tom Riddle had explained to Ethel how the ball was made to curve as it approached the batsman.

Ethel sat up in bed. Something within her ached. “Would it do him harm? I wonder.” She got a book and tried to read. “No, I will not let it happen.”

There were older women, with boys, Ethel had heard. It was odd, the notion many men had, that women were inherently nice. Some of them at least got ugly, were filled with blind desires.

The South, Southern men always being romantic about women... never giving them a chance really... getting off patter. Tom Riddle was certainly a relief.

In the library that night it had happened, suddenly, quickly as it did that time with the strange man in Chicago. It wasn’t like that. Perhaps Red Oliver had been standing for some time just outside the library door.

The library was in an old house, just off Main Street. It had belonged to some old pre-Civil War slave-owning family, or to a rich merchant. There was a little flight of steps.

The rain that had been threatening all evening came. It was a fierce summer rain accompanied by a high wind. It threshed against the walls of the library building. There were loud peals of thunder and sharp flashes of lightning.

It might have been the storm that had affected Ethel that evening. Young Oliver had been waiting for her, just outside the library door. People passing along the street would have seen him standing there. He had thought... “I’ll walk home with her.”

A young man’s dreams. Red Oliver was a young idealist; he had in him the making of one.

Men like her father began like that.

More than once, as she sat that night at her desk, her head in her hands, the young man opened the door softly to look in.

He stepped in. The rain drove him in. He had not dared to disturb her.

Afterwards Ethel thought that on that evening she had suddenly become again the young girl — half girl, half tomboy — who had once gone to a tough little boy in a field. When the door opened, admitting young Red Oliver into the large main room of the library, a room that had been made by tearing out walls, there came with him a heavy gust of rain. Already rain was pouring into the room from the two windows Ethel had opened. She looked up and saw him standing there, in the dim light. At first she could not see distinctly, but at that moment there was a flash of lightning.

She got up and walked toward him. “So,” she thought. “Shall I? Yes, I will.”

She was living again as she had lived that night when her father had come into the field, when he had suspected her when he had put his hands on her. “He is not here now,” she thought. She thought of Tom Riddle. “He isn’t here. He wants to conquer me, make something of me I am not.” She was in rebellion again now, was doing something, not because it was something she wanted but to defy something.

Her father... and perhaps Tom Riddle too.

She walked toward Red Oliver, who stood by the door, a little frightened. “Is there something the matter?” he asked. “Shall I close the windows?” She did not answer. “No,” she said. “Am I going to do this?” she asked herself.

“It will be like that man who came to my room in Chicago. No, it will not be like that. I will be the one who does it.

“I want to.”

She had got quite close to the young man. A queer weakness came into her body. She fought it. She put her hands on Red Oliver’s shoulders and let herself half fall forward. “Please,” she said.

She was against him.

“What?”

“You know,” she said. It was like that. She could feel the life surging up in him. “Here? Now?” He was trembling.

“Yes.” The words weren’t said.

“Here? Now?” He understood at last. He could scarcely speak, couldn’t believe. He thought, “I’m lucky. How lucky I am!” His voice was husky. “There isn’t any place. It can’t be here.”

“Yes.” Again no need of words.

“Shall I close the windows, put out the light? Some one might see.” The rain was threshing against the walls of the building. The building shook. “Quick,” she said. “I don’t care who sees us,” she said.

It had been like that, and then afterwards Ethel had driven young Red Oliver away. “You go now,” she said. She was even gentle, wanting to be motherly with him. “It wasn’t his fault.” She half wanted to cry. “I must drive him away or I will...” There was childish gratitude in him. She had looked aside once... while it was happening... there was something in his face... in his eyes... “If I had only earned this”... it had all happened on a table in the library, the table at which he was accustomed to sit, reading his books. He had been there the afternoon before, reading Karl Marx. She had ordered the book especially for him. “I’ll pay for it out of my own pocket if the library board objects,” she had thought. She had looked aside once and there was a man passing in the street, his head thrust forward. He did not look up. “It would be queer,” she thought, “if it was Tom Riddle...

“Or father.”

“There is a good deal of Blanche in me,” she thought. “I dare say I could hate well.”

She wondered if she could ever love well. “I don’t know,” she said to herself as she led Red to the door. She was at once getting tired of him. He was saying something about love, protesting awkwardly, persistently, as though not sure, as though he had been rebuffed. He was queerly ashamed. She was silently confused.

Already she was sorry for him, for what she had done. “Well, I did it. I wanted to. I did it.” She did not say that aloud. She kissed Red, a cold forbidding little kiss. A story popped into her head, a story some one had told her once.

It was about a prostitute who saw somewhere, on a public street, a man who had been with her during the night before. The man bowed and spoke pleasantly to her, and she was angry, indignant and said to a companion, “Did you see that? Imagine his speaking to me here. Just because I was with him at night, what right has he to speak to me in the daytime and in the public street?”

Ethel smiled thinking of the story. “I may be a prostitute myself,” she was thinking. “I am.” Perhaps all women had somewhere, hidden away in themselves, like the marbling in fine meat, a strain of something... (desire for complete abandon?)

“I want to be alone,” she said. “To-night I want to walk home alone.” He went awkwardly out of the door. He was confused... in some queer way his manhood had been assaulted. She knew that.

Now he felt baffled, confused, impotent. How could the woman, after what had happened... so suddenly... after much thinking and hoping and dreaming on his part... he had even thought of marriage, of proposing marriage to her... if he could get up courage... what had happened had been her work... the boldness had all been hers... how could she, after that, dismiss him like that?

The summer storm that had been threatening all afternoon and that had been so violent was passing quickly. It was perplexing to Ethel but, even at that moment, she knew that she was going to marry Tom Riddle.

If he would have her.

*

ETHEL did not know it definitely at that moment, in the moment, after Red had left her, after she had got him out through the door and was alone. There was a sharp little reaction, half shame, half remorse... a little flow of thoughts she didn’t want... they came singly, then in little clusters... thoughts can be lovely little winged things... they can be sharp little stinging things.

Thoughts... as though a boy had run along the dark night street of Langdon, Georgia, with a handful of little stones. He stopped in the dark street outside the library. The little stones were thrown. They came rattling sharply against a window.

Thoughts like that.

She had brought a light rain-coat with her and went and put it on. She was tall. She was slender. She began doing the little trick Tom Riddle did. She straightened her shoulders. Beauty has a queer trick with women. It is a quality. It plays about in the penumbra. It settles suddenly upon them, sometimes when they think they have been most ugly. She turned out the one light, the one over her own desk, and went to stand near the door. “Things pass like that,” she thought. There had been for some weeks this desire in her. The young man, Red Oliver, was nice. He had been half frightened, eager. He had kissed her eagerly with half-frightened hunger, her lips, her neck. It had been nice. It had been not-nice. He had been convinced by her. He had not been convinced. “I am a man and have got a woman. I am not a man. I have not got her.”

No, it hadn’t been nice. There had been no real surrender in her. All the time she had known... “All the time I knew how it would be after it had happened, if I let it happen,” she told herself. Everything had been in her own hands.

“I have done something not nice to him.”

People were perpetually doing it to each other. It wasn’t just this one thing... two bodies clasp together trying that.

People did harm to each other. Her father had done it to his second wife, Blanche, and in turn now Blanche was trying to do it to her father. What an ugly jam... Ethel was mellow now.... There was softness, regret. She wanted to cry.

“I wish I were a little girl.” Little memories. She was a little girl again. She saw herself as a little girl.

Her own mother was alive. She was with her mother. They were walking in a street. Her mother held the hand of the girl child that was Ethel. “Was I that child once? Why did life do it to me?”

“Now don’t be blaming life. Damn self-pity.”

There was a tree, in spring wind, in early April wind. The leaves on the tree played. They danced.

She was standing in the dark large room of the library, near the door, the door through which young Red Oliver had just disappeared. “My lover? No!” Already she had forgotten him. She stood there thinking of something else. It was very quiet in the street outside. After the rain the Georgia night would be cooler, but it would still be hot. Now the heat would be damp and heavy. Although the rain had passed there were still occasional flashes of lightning, faint flashes, coming from far off now, from the receding storm. She had spoiled her relations with the young Langdon man who had been in love with her, who had had a passionate desire for her. She knew that. It might go out of him now. He might not have it any more. No more dreams of her at night — in him... hunger... wanting... for her.

If, for him, in him, for some other woman, now, presently. Had she also spoiled her relations with the room in which she worked? A little shudder ran through her and she went quickly outside.

It was to be an eventful night in Ethel’s life. When she got outside she thought at first she was alone. At least the chances were that no one would ever know what had happened. Did she care? She didn’t care. She did care.

When you are a mess inside, you don’t want any one to know. You straighten your shoulders. Push against ft. Push against it. Push. Push.

“Everybody doing it. Everybody doing it.

“For Christ’s sweet sake be merciful to me, a sinner.” The library building was just off Main Street and at the corner of Main Street there was a tall old brick building with a clothing store on the ground floor and a hall above. The hall was the meeting place of some lodge and there was an open stairway leading up. Ethel walked along the street and when she came to the stairway she saw a man standing there, half hidden in the darkness. He stepped toward her.

It was Tom Riddle.

He was there standing. He was there coming.

“Another?

“I might with him too... be a whore, take them all.

“Damn. To hell with all of them.

“So,” she thought. “He has been watching.” She wondered how much he had seen.

If he had come down past the library, during the storm. If he had looked in. It seemed unlike what she thought of him. “I saw a light in the library and then I saw it go out,” he said, simply. He lied. He had seen the younger man, Red Oliver, go into the library.

Then he had seen the light go out. There was a hurt in him.

“I have no rights over her. I want her.”

His own life wasn’t so nice. He knew. “We might begin. I might learn, even to love.”

His own thoughts.

The younger man, leaving the library, had passed quite close to him, but had not seen him standing in a hallway. He had drawn himself back.

“What right have I prying on her? She has promised me nothing.”

There had been something. There was a light, a street light. He had seen young Red Oliver’s face. It wasn’t the face of a satisfied lover.

It was the face of a puzzled boy. Gladness in the man. A queer not understandable sadness in the man, not for himself, but for the other.

“I thought you would be coming along,” he said to Ethel. He was walking along beside her now. He was silent. They walked thus through Main Street and got presently into the residential street at the end of which Ethel lived.

There had come a reaction in Ethel now. She was even frightened. “What a fool I was, what a damn fool! I’ve spoiled everything. I have spoiled things with that boy and with this man.”

After all, a woman is a woman. She wants a man.

“She can be such a fool, throwing herself away, throwing herself here and there, so that no man will want her.

“Now don’t blame that boy. You did it. You did it.”

It might be that Tom Riddle had suspected something. It might have been his test of her. She did not want to believe that. There was a way in which this man, this so-called hard-boiled man, obviously a realist, if there could be such a thing among Southern men... there was a way in which he had already won her respect. If she was to lose him. She did not want to lose him, because — out of weariness and perplexity — she had been a fool again.

Tom Riddle walked along beside her in silence. Although she was tall, for a woman, he was taller. In the light of the street lights through which they passed she tried to look at his face without his knowing that she was looking, that she was anxious. Did he know? Was he judging her? Drops of water from the recent heavy rain kept pattering down from the shade trees under which they walked. They had got through Main Street. It was deserted. There were little pools of water on the sidewalks and water, shining and yellow in the lights from corner street lamps, ran in the gutters.

At one place there was no walk. There had been a brick walk but it had been taken up. A new cement walk was to be laid. They had to walk in wet sand. A thing happened. Tom Riddle started to take Ethel’s arm and then he didn’t take it. There was a little hesitant shy movement. It touched something in her.

There was a moment... a little passing thing. “If he, this one, is like that, he can be like that.”

It was an idea, faint, drifting across her mind. Some man, older than herself, more mature.

To know that she, like any woman, perhaps like any man, wanted... wanted nobility, cleanliness.

“If he knew and forgave me, I would hate him.

“There has been too much hatred. I don’t want any more.”

Could he, this older man... could he know why she had taken the boy... he was a boy really... Red Oliver... and knowing, could he... not blame... not forgive... not think of himself in the impossibly noble position of being one to forgive?

She grew desperate. “I wish I hadn’t done it. I wish I hadn’t done it,” she thought. She tried something. “Were you ever in a certain position...” she said to Tom Riddle... “I mean going ahead and doing something you wanted to do and at the same time didn’t want to do... that you knew you didn’t want to do... and didn’t know?”

It was a fool question. She was frightened by her own words. “If he suspects something, if he saw that boy come out of the library, I am only confirming his suspicion.”

She was frightened by her own words, but went ahead hurriedly. “There was something you were ashamed of doing, but wanted to do and knew that after you had done it you would be more ashamed.”

“Yes,” he said quietly, “a thousand times. I’m always doing it.” They walked in silence after that until they got to the Long house. He did not try to detain her. She was curious and excited. “If he knows and can take it like this, really wanting me as his wife, as he says, he is something new in my experience of men.” There was a little warm feeling. “Is it possible? We are neither of us good people, do not want to be good.” Now she was identifying herself with him. At table in the Long house, sometimes nowadays, her father spoke of this man, of Tom Riddle. He did not address his remarks to his daughter, but to Blanche. Blanche encouraged it. She mentioned Tom Riddle. “How many loose women has that man had?” When Blanche asked that she looked up quickly at Ethel. “I am only goading him on. He’s just a fool man. I want to see him blow himself up — with wind.”

Her eyes saying that to Ethel. “We women understand. Men are only foolish windy children.” There would be some such question thrust out, Blanche wanting to put her husband in a certain position in relation to Ethel, wanting a little to bother Ethel.. there was the fiction carried on that Ethel’s father did not know of the lawyer’s interest in his daughter....

If the man, Tom Riddle, had known of that, he might perhaps only have been amused.

“You women settle it... settle your own goodness, your own badness.”

“A man walking, being, eating, sleeping... unafraid of men... unafraid of women.

“Not having too much bunk in him. Every man would have to have some. You could forgive some.

“Don’t expect too much. Life is full of bunk. We eat it, sleep it, dream it, breathe it.” There was a chance that, for such men as her father, the good solid men of the town, Tom Riddle had his own kind of contempt... “as I have,” Ethel thought.

Stories told about the man, his bold running about with loose women, his being a Republican, making deals about Federal patronage, handling Negro delegates at national conventions of the Republican Party, being in with gamblers, horsy men... He must have been into all sorts of what were called, “crooked political deals,” fighting all the time a queer battle in life in that so-smug religious, portentous Southern community. In the South every man seemed to hold up as his ideal what he called, “being a gentleman.” Tom Riddle, if he were the Tom Riddle Ethel had now begun to build up, was suddenly building up that night as he walked with her, would have laughed at that idea. “Gentleman, hell. You ought to know what I know.” Now suddenly she could imagine his saying that, without much bitterness, taking a kind of hypocrisy in the others for granted... not being made too sore, too resentful by it. He had said he wanted her as his wife, and dimly she now understood, or suddenly hoped, she was realizing what he had meant.

He even wanted to be tender with her, surround her with a sort of elegance. If he suspected... he must at least have seen Red Oliver coming out of the dark library but a few minutes before she came out... since she had seen him earlier in the evening in the street.

Had he been watching her?

Could he understand something else... that she had wanted to try something out, find out something?

He had taken her to see that young man play baseball. The name of Red Oliver had never been mentioned between them. Had he taken her there, merely to watch her?... to find out something about her?

“Maybe you know now.”

She was resentful. The feeling passed. She was not resentful.

He had implied, or even said, that, in asking her to marry him, he wanted something definite. He wanted her because he thought she had style. “You are nice. It’s nice walking beside a proud fine woman. You say to yourself, ‘she’s mine.’

“It’s nice having her in your house.

“A man feels himself more the man having a fine woman he can call his woman.”

He had worked and schemed to get money. Obviously his first wife had been something of a frump, pretty dull. Now he had a fine house and wanted a partner in life who would run his house in a certain style, who knew clothes and could wear clothes. He wanted people to be aware...

“Look. That’s Tom Riddle’s wife.”

“She sure has style, hasn’t she? There is some class to that one.”

For the same reason perhaps that such a man might like to own a stable of race horses, wanting the best, the fastest. It had been frankly such a proposal. “Let’s not be romantic or sentimental. We both want something. I can help you and you can help me.” He hadn’t used exactly these words. They were implied.

If he could feel now, even if he knew what had happened on that evening, if he could feel.... “I haven’t got you yet. You are free yet. If we make a deal I will expect you to stick to your side of the bargain.

“If, knowing what had happened, if he did know, could feel like that.”

All of these thoughts running through Ethel’s head during the walk homeward with Tom Riddle that evening, he saying nothing. She was nervous and excited. There was a low picket fence before Judge Long’s house and he stopped at the gate. It was rather dark. She fancied he was smiling, as though he knew her thoughts. She had made another man feel ineffectual, unsuccessful with her, in spite of what had happened... in spite of the thing that was presumed to make a man, any man, feel very manly and strong.

Now she was feeling ineffectual. At the gate that night Tom Riddle said something. She had been wondering how much he knew. He knew nothing. What had happened in the library had happened during a violent rainstorm. To have seen he would have had to creep through the rain to a window. Now suddenly she remembered that, as they had walked through Main Street, some section of her brain had noted that fact, that the rain-coat he had on was not very wet.

He wasn’t the sort who would creep to a window. “Now wait,” Ethel said to herself that night. “He might even have done that, if he had thought of it, if he had been suspicious, if he had wanted to do it.

“I am not going to begin by setting him up as some sort of nobleman.

“After what has happened it would make him impossible for me.”

At that it might have been rather a fine test of a man, of a man with this man’s realistic viewpoint on life... to have seen that... another man and the woman he wanted....

What would he tell himself? How much figure would what he thought her style, her class, how much figure would it cut then?

“It would have been rather too much. He couldn’t have stood it. No man could stand it. If I were a man, I wouldn’t.

“We go along, hurting, slowly educating ourselves, fighting toward some sort of truth. It seems inevitable.”

Tom Riddle was speaking to Ethel. “Good night. I can’t help hoping you will decide to do it. I mean... I’m waiting. I’ll be waiting. I hope it won’t be long.

“Come any time,” he said. “I’m ready.”

He leaned a little toward her. Was he going to try to kiss her. She wanted to cry out, “Wait. Not yet. I must have time to think.”

He didn’t. If he had in mind trying to kiss her, he changed his mind. His body straightened itself. There was that queer little gesture in him, a straightening of stooped shoulders, a pushing... as though against life itself... as though to say, “push up... push up...” to himself... talking to himself... like herself in that. “Good night,” he said, and walked rapidly away.

*

“IT begins. Will it never end?” Ethel thought that. She went into the house. There was that queer feeling, immediately she had got inside, that Blanche sensed that it had been an upsetting night for her.

Ethel was resentful. “At any rate, she couldn’t know anything.”

“Good night. What I have said goes.” Tom Riddle’s words also in Ethel’s mind. It sounded as though he did know something, suspected something.... “I don’t care. I hardly know whether or not I care,” Ethel thought.

“Yes, I would care. If he is to know I’d rather tell him.

“But I am not close enough to him to go tell him things. I don’t want a father confessor.

“Perhaps I do.”

Evidently it was going to be a night of intensive selfconsciousness for her. She went into her room, out of the hallway downstairs, where there was a light burning. It was dark upstairs where Blanche now slept. She took off her clothes hurriedly and threw them on a chair. Quite naked, she threw herself on the bed. There was a little light coming into the room, faintly, through a transom. She lit a cigarette but did not smoke. It tasted stale in the darkness and she got out of bed and put it out.

It wasn’t quite out. There was a little pale insistent cigarette stink.

“Walk a mile for a Camel.”

“Not a cough in a carload.” It was to be a dark soft sticky Southern night after rain. She felt exhausted.

“Women. What things they are! What a thing I am!” she thought.

Was it because she was aware of Blanche, the other woman in that house, now perhaps awake in her room, also thinking. Ethel was herself trying to think her way through something. Her mind had got started. It wouldn’t quit. She was tired and wanting to sleep, wanting to forget the experiences of the night in sleep, but she knew she couldn’t sleep. If her affair with that boy, if it had come off, if it had been what she really had wanted.... “I might then have slept. I would have been at least a satisfied animal.” Why was she now so suddenly conscious of that other woman in the house, that Blanche? Nothing to her really, her father’s wife, “his problem, thank God, not mine,” she thought. Why did she have the feeling that Blanche was awake, that she also was thinking, that she had been watching for the homecoming, had seen the man, Tom Riddle, at the gate with Ethel?

Her thoughts... “Where have they been in this storm? They aren’t driving.”

“Damn her and her thoughts,” Ethel said to herself.

Blanche would be thinking that Ethel with Tom Riddle might get into some such position, as regards her man, she was herself in.

Was there something to be settled with her, as there had been with the young man, Red Oliver, as there was still something to be settled between herself and Tom Riddle? “Not to-night anyway, I hope. For God’s sake not to-night.”

“It’s the limit. It’s enough.”

And anyway what was to be settled as between her and Blanche? “She is another woman. I am glad of that.” She tried to put Blanche out of her mind.

She thought of the men now concerned in her life, of her father, of the young man Red Oliver, of Tom Riddle.

Of one thing she could be quite sure. Her father would never be much aware of what was going on about him. He was a man for whom life separated itself into broad lines, the good and the bad. He would make quick judgments always, as he decided cases in court. “You are guilty. You are not guilty.”

For that reason, life, actual life, would always baffle him. It must always have done that. People wouldn’t behave as he thought they should. With Ethel, his daughter, he had got puzzled and confused. He had got personal. “Is she trying to punish me? Is life trying to punish me?”

This because she, the daughter, had problems her father couldn’t understand. He had never tried to get understanding. “How the hell does he think it comes to people, if it does come? Does he think certain people, good people, like himself, are born with it?

“What is wrong with my wife, Blanche? Why does she not behave as she should?

“Now there is my daughter, too. Why is she turning out like this?”

There was her father and there was the young man with whom she had suddenly dared be so intimate without really being intimate at all. She had let him make love to her. She had practically compelled him to make love to her.

There was a kind of sweetness in him, even a kind of cleanness. He had not been soiled as she had...

She must have wanted his sweetness, his cleanness, had grabbed at it.

“Did I only succeed in soiling him, too?

“I know this. I grabbed, but I didn’t get what I grabbed for.”

*

ETHEL was feverish. It was a night. She wasn’t through with the night yet.

It never rains but it pours. She was lying on the bed in the dark hot room. Her long slender body was stretched out there. There was a tension, little nerves crying out. The little nerves under her knees were taut. She raised her legs and kicked impatiently. She lay still.

She sat up stiffly in the bed. The door from the hallway had opened softly. Blanche had come into the room. She advanced halfway across the room. She was clad in a white night-gown. She whispered, “Ethel.”

“Yes.”

Ethel’s voice was harsh. She was startled. In all of the communication between the two women, since Ethel had come home to Langdon to live, to be the town librarian, there had been a kind of play. It was half play, half something else. The two women had wanted to help each other. Was something else going to happen to Ethel now? She had a premonition. “Don’t. Don’t. Go away,” she wanted to cry.

“To-night I did something not nice. Now something is going to be done to me.” How did she know that?

Blanche was always wanting to touch her. She always got up late in the morning, after Ethel did. She had strange habits. At night, when Ethel was not at home, she went upstairs to her room early. What did she do up there? She did not sleep. Sometimes, at two or three in the morning, Ethel was awakened, hearing Blanche prowling about the house. She went to the kitchen and got food. In the morning she heard Ethel preparing to leave the house and came downstairs.

She looked untidy. Even her night-gown was not very clean. She approached Ethel. “I wanted to see what you were wearing.” There was that queer passion, always to know what Ethel was wearing. She wanted to give Ethel money to buy clothes. “You know how I am. I don’t care what I wear,” she said. She said it with a little fling of her head.

She wanted to approach Ethel, put her hands on her. “That’s nice. It’s lovely on you,” she said. “That cloth is nice.” She put her hands on Ethel’s dress. “You understand what to wear and how to wear it.” When Ethel left the house, Blanche came to the front door. She stood there watching Ethel go off along the street.

Now she was in the room where Ethel was lying naked on the bed. She came softly across the room. She hadn’t even put on bedroom slippers. She was in her bare feet and her feet made no sound. She was like a cat. She sat on the edge of the bed.

“Ethel.”

“Yes.” Ethel wanted to get up quickly and put on her pajamas.

“Lie still, Ethel,” Blanche said. “I have been waiting for you, waiting for you to come.”

Her voice now was not sharp and harsh. A kind of softness had crept into it. It was a pleading voice. “There has been a misunderstanding. We haven’t understood each other,”

Blanche said. There was a faint light in the room. It came through an open transom from a dim lamp burning in the hallway outside the door. It was the door by which Blanche had entered. Ethel could hear her father snoring in his bed in a nearby room.

“It has been a long time. I have waited a long time,” Blanche said. It was queer. Tom Riddle had, just an hour before, said something of the same sort. “I hope it will not be long now,” Tom had said.

“Now,” Blanche was saying.

Blanche’s hand, her little sharp bony hand touched Ethel’s shoulder.

She had put her hand out, touching Ethel. Ethel had grown rigid. She said nothing. At the touch of the hand her body trembled. “I thought to-night I thought... it is to-night or never. I thought something was to be decided,” Blanche said.

She spoke in a low soft voice, unlike her voice as Ethel knew it. She spoke as one in a trance. For just a moment Ethel was relieved. “She is walking in her sleep. She is not awake.” The conviction passed quickly.

“I have been knowing all evening. ‘There are the two men, the older one and a younger. She will be making up her mind,’ I thought. I wanted to stop it.

“I don’t want you to do it. I don’t want you to do it.”

She was soft and pleading. Now her hand had begun to caress Ethel. It was creeping down along her body, over her breasts, over her hips. Ethel remained rigid. She felt cold and weak. “It’s coming,” she thought.

What was coming?

“You have to decide sometime. You have to be something.

“You are a whore or you are a woman.

“You have to take responsibility.”

There were queer distorted sentences running through Ethel’s mind. It was as though some person, not Blanche, not young Red Oliver, not Tom Riddle, were whispering to her.

“There is a self and another self.

“A woman is a woman or she is not a woman.

“A man is a man or he is not a man.”

More and more sentences running through Ethel’s head, apparently disjointed sentences. It was as though some older, some more sophisticated and evil thing, like another person, had come into her, had come in with the touch of Blanche’s hand.... The hand continued creeping up and down her body, over her breasts, over her hips... “It can be sweet,” a voice said. “It can be very very sweet.

“There was a snake in Eden.

“Do you like snakes?”

Thoughts in Ethel, racing thoughts, thoughts she had never had before. “There is this thing we call individuality in us. It is a disease. I have thought, ‘I must save myself.’ That is what I have been thinking. I have always been thinking that.

“Once I was a young girl,” Ethel thought suddenly. “I wonder if I was nice, if I was born nice.

“Was I intended to be something, a woman perhaps?” There was a queer dawning notion of womanhood, something even noble, something patient, something understanding.

What a mess life could get into! Every one saying to some one, “Save me. Save me.”

Sex twisting people. It had twisted Ethel. She knew it.

“I am sure you have experimented. You have tried men,” Blanche said in her strange new soft voice. “I don’t know why but I am sure.”

“They won’t do. They won’t do.

“I hate them.

“I hate them.

“They spoil everything. I hate them.”

Now she had put her face down close to Ethel’s face.

“We let them. We even go toward them.

“There is something in them we think we want.”

“Ethel. Don’t you understand? I love you. I have tried to make you know.”

Blanche had put her face down close to Ethel’s. For a time she was still there. Ethel could feel the woman’s breath on her cheek. The minutes passed. There was an interval that, to Ethel, seemed hours. Blanche’s lips touched Ethel’s shoulders.

*

IT was enough. With a kind of spasmodic movement, a twist of her body, throwing the woman off, Ethel sprang out of bed. A struggle began in the room. Afterwards Ethel never knew how long it went on.

She knew it was the end of something, the beginning of something.

She was fighting for something. When she sprang, twisted herself out of bed, out of Blanche’s arms, and stood on her feet, Blanche sprang at her again. Ethel stood erect beside the bed and Blanche threw herself at her feet. She threw her arms about Ethel’s body, clung desperately there. Ethel was dragging her across the room.

The two women had begun to wrestle. How strong Blanche was! Now her lips were kissing Ethel’s body, her thighs, her legs! The kisses did not touch Ethel. It was as though she were a tree and some strange bird with a long sharp bill was pecking away at her, at some outer part of her. She was not sorry for Blanche now. She herself had become cruel.

She had got one of her hands into Blanche’s hair and was pulling the face and lips away from her body. She had become strong, but Blanche was also strong. Slowly she forced Blanche’s head away from herself. “Never. Never that,” she said.

She did not say the words aloud. Even then, at that moment, she was conscious of the fact that she did not want her father to know what was going on in his house. “I wouldn’t want to hurt him like that.” Here was something she would never want any man to know. Now it would be comparatively easy for her to tell Tom Riddle about Red Oliver... if she decided she wanted Tom Riddle for her man... what she had thought she had wanted of the younger man, the experiment she had made, its failure.

“No! No!”

“Blanche! Blanche!”

It was necessary to bring Blanche back out of the place into which she had got. If Blanche had made a mess of her life it was her own mess. She had a desire not to betray Blanche.

She had hold of Blanche’s hair and was pulling. With a sudden wrench she turned Blanche’s face up to her own and with her free hand struck her in the face.

She kept striking. With all her strength she struck. She remembered something she had heard sometime, somewhere. “If you are a swimmer and have gone to rescue a drowning man or woman if he resists or struggles, strike him. Knock him unconscious.”

She struck and struck. Now she was dragging Blanche toward the door of the room. It was odd. Blanche did not seem to mind being struck. She seemed to like it. She did not try to turn her face away from the blows.

Ethel had wrenched the door to the hallway open and had got Blanche outside and into the hallway. With a final effort she freed herself from the body clinging to her body. Blanche fell to the floor. There was a look in her eyes. “Well, I am licked. Anyway I tried.”

She had got back the thing by which she lived, her contempt.

ETHEL stepped back into her own room and closed and bolted the door. Inside the door she stood with one hand on the knob, the other hand resting on a door panel. She was weak.

She listened. Her father had awakened. She heard him get out of his bed.

He was fumbling for a light. He was getting to be an old man.

He stumbled against a chair. His voice was quavering. “Ethel! Blanche! What has happened?”

“It will go on now like that in this house,” thought Ethel. “At least I will not be here.”

“Ethel! Blanche! What has happened?” The voice of her father was the voice of a scared child. He was getting old. His voice trembled. He was getting old and he had never grown up. He had always been a child, would be a child to the end.

“It might be why women could so hate and detest men.”

There was a moment of intense silence and then Ethel heard Blanche’s voice. “Great God,” she thought. The voice was as it had always been when Blanche addressed her husband. It was sharp, a little hard, clear. “Nothing has happened, dear,” the voice said. “I was in Ethel’s room. We were talking in there.”

“Go back to sleep,” the voice said. There was something terrible in the command.

Ethel heard her father’s voice. He was grumbling. “I wish you would not wake me up,” the voice said. Ethel heard him getting heavily back into bed.
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IT WAS EARLY morning. The room in the Long house in which Ethel lived had a window looking out toward the field her father owned, the field that sloped down to a creek, the field into which she had gone as a young girl to meet a bad little boy. In the hot summer the field got almost bare; it got burned brown. You looked at it and thought... “a cow won’t get much in that field”... you thought. The cow Ethel’s father had now had a broken horn.

So! The horn of a cow gets broken.

In the morning, even in the early morning, in Langdon, Georgia, heat. If it has rained, it isn’t quite so hot. You have to be born to it. You must not mind.

You can have a lot of things happen to you and then... there you are.

You are standing in a room. If you are a woman, you are putting on a dress. You are a man and are putting on a shirt.

It’s funny, men and women don’t understand each other better. They should.

“I guess they don’t care. I guess they don’t give a goddamn. They get so they don’t give a goddamn.

“Goddamn. Goddamn. Noggle is a nice word. Noggle me. Noggle yourself across a room. Noggle yourself into pants, into a skirt. Noggle yourself into a coat. Noggle yourself downtown. Noggle, noggle.

“It’s Sunday. Be a man. Go on, take a walk with your wife.”

Ethel tired... a little crazy maybe. Where had she heard, or seen, the word “noggle”?

Once, in Chicago, a man talking. It was strange for him to come back to Ethel, that summer morning in Georgia, after the night, after the sleepless night, after the adventure with Red Oliver, after Blanche. He came into her room and sat down.

How absurd! It was only the memory of him that came. That’s nice. If you are a woman, the memory of a man can come right into your room as you sit dressing. You are quite naked. What? What difference does it make! “Come in, sit down. Touch me. Don’t touch me. Thoughts, touch me.”

Suppose the man is a nut. Suppose he is a middle-aged, bald-headed man. Ethel saw that one once. She heard him talk. She remembered him. She liked him.

He talked crazily. Well. Was he drunk? Could anything be crazier than the Long house in Langdon, Georgia? People might go past the house along a street. How would they know it was a crazy house?

The man in Chicago. Again Ethel was with Harold Grey. You go through life gathering up people. You are a woman and are with a man a good deal. Then you aren’t with him any more. So there he is, just the same, a part of you. He touched you. He walked beside you. You liked him or didn’t like him. You were cruel to him. You’re sorry.

His color in you, a little, your color in him.

In Chicago, at a party, a man talking. It was at another evening party, at the house of one of Harold Grey’s friends. This one was a man, a historian, an out-of-doors man, a historian...

A man who gathered people about him. He had a nice wife, a tall handsome dignified wife.

There was a man in his house, sitting with two young women, in a room. Ethel was there, listening. The man was talking of God. Was he drunk? There had been drinks.

“So, every one wants God.”

It was a middle-aged, bald-headed man talking.

Who had started that conversation? It had been started at dinner. “So, I guess every one wants God.”

Some one at table, at dinner, had spoken of Henry Adams, another historian, Mont Saint Michel and Chartres. “White soul of the Middle Ages.” Historians talking. Every one wants God.

A man talked to two women. He was eager, nice. “We have been a lot of fools, we men of the Western world.

“So we took our religion from the Jews... a lot of wanderers... in a dry barren land.

“I guess they did not like the land.

“So they put God up in the sky... a mysterious god, far away.”

“You read about it... in the Old Testament,” the man said. “They couldn’t make it go. The people kept running away. They went off and worshipped a statue of brass, a golden calf. They were right.

“So they got up the story about Christ. Do you want to know why? They had to get it up. All is getting lost. Get up a story. They had to try to get it down to earth where people could get hold of it.

“So. So. So.

“So they got up about Christ. Good.

“They put that in about immaculate conception? Isn’t just any ordinary conception nice? I think it is. It’s nice.”

There were two young women in the room that time, with that man. They blushed. They listened to him. Ethel wasn’t in the conversation. She listened. Afterwards she found out that the man at the historian’s house that night was a painter, a queer bird. Perhaps he was drunk. There were cocktails, plenty of cocktails.

He was trying to explain something, that he thought the religion the Greeks and Romans had, before Christianity came, was nicer than Christianity because it was more earthy.

He was telling something he himself did. He had taken a little house out in the country, at a place called Palos Park. It was at the edge of a forest.

“When out of Palos came the gold To storm the gates of Hercules Was that right?

He tried to imagine gods there. He tried to be a Greek. “I fail,” he said, “but it’s fun trying.”

There was a long tale told. The man was describing to two women, trying to describe, how he lived. He painted and then he couldn’t paint, he said. He went to walk.

There was a small creek and bushes growing at the edge of the creek. He went there and stood. “I close my eyes,” he said. He laughed. “There may be a wind blowing. It blows in bushes.

“I try to convince myself it isn’t a wind. It is a god or a goddess.

“It is a goddess. She has come out of the creek. The creek is nice just there. There is a deep hole.

“There is a low hill.

“She comes out of the creek, dripping wet. She comes up out of the creek. I have to imagine it. I stand with my eyes closed. The water makes shining spots on her skin.

“Her skin is lovely. Every painter wants to paint a nude... against trees, against bushes, against grass. She comes up and pushes through the bushes. It isn’t she. It’s a wind blowing.

“It is she. There you are.”

That was all Ethel remembered. The man might just have been playing with the two women. He might have been drunk. She went with Harold Grey, that time, to the house of the historian. Some one came and spoke to her and she did not hear any more.

The morning, after the strange mixed-up night in Langdon, Georgia, it might just have come back to her because the man had spoken of bushes. On that morning, when she stood by a window and looked out she saw a field. She saw bushes growing by a creek. The rain of the night had made the bushes bright green.

*

IT was early morning, a hot still morning in Langdon. Already Negro men and women, with their children, were at work in the cotton fields near town. The factory workers of the day shift, in the Langdon cotton mill, had been at work for an hour. A wagon with two mules hitched to it went along the road past Judge Long’s house. The wagon creaked dismally. Three Negro men and two women rode a wagon. The street was not paved. The feet of the mules went softly, nicely in the dust.

That morning, at work in the cotton mill, Red Oliver was distraught and upset. Something had happened to him. He had thought he was in love. For many nights he had been lying in his own bed in the Oliver house dreaming of a certain event. “If that would happen, if it could happen. If she...

“It won’t, it can’t happen.

“I am too young for her. She doesn’t want me.

“There isn’t any use my thinking of it.” He had thought of the woman, Ethel Long, as older, wiser, more sophisticated than any woman he had ever seen. She must have liked him. Why had she done what she had done?

She had let it happen there, in the library in the dark. He had never thought it would happen. Even then, at the moment... if she had not been bold. It hadn’t been anything she said. She had let him know, in some quick subtle way, that it could happen. He had been afraid. “I was awkward. If I hadn’t been so damned awkward. I acted as though I didn’t believe it, couldn’t believe it.”

Afterwards he had felt more restless than before. He hadn’t been able to sleep. The way in which, after it happened, she had dismissed him. She had made him feel, not like a man but like a boy. He had been angry, hurt, perplexed.

After he had left her he had walked about alone for a long time, wanting to curse. There were the letters he had been receiving from his friend Neil Bradley, the Western farmer’s son, who was now in love with a school teacher out there, the things that happened to them. The letters had kept coming that summer. They might have had something to do with the state into which Red had got.

A man tells another man, “I’ve got me something nice.”

He starts thoughts.

Thoughts get started.

Could a woman do such a thing to a man, even to a man so much younger than herself, taking him and not taking him, even using him...

As though to try out something for herself. “I’ll see if this suits me, if this is what I want.”

Could a person live like that, thinking only, “Do I want it? Will it be good for me?”

Another person involved in it.

Red Oliver had tramped about alone in the dark of the hot Southern night after the rain. He went out past the Long house. The house was away out, near the edge of town. There were no pavements out there. He had got off the sidewalk, not wanting to make any noise and had walked in the road, in the mud of the road. He had stood before the house. A stray dog came along. The dog approached and then ran away. There was a street light, nearly a block away. The dog ran to the street light and then, turning, stood and barked.

“If a man had guts.”

Suppose he could go to the door and knock. “I want to see Ethel Long.

“You come out here. I’m not through with you yet.

“If a man could be a man.”

Red had stood there in the road thinking of the woman he had been with, with whom he had been so intimate without being at all intimate. Could it be that the woman had come home and had gone quietly to sleep, after that, after she had dismissed him? The thought had angered him and he walked away swearing. All that night and all the next day as he tried to do his work he swung back and forth. He blamed himself for what had happened and then his mood changed. He blamed the woman. “She is older than I am. She should have known what she wanted.” In the early morning, just at daybreak, he had got out of bed. He wrote Ethel a long letter that was never sent and in it he expressed the queer feeling of defeat she had given him. He wrote the letter and then tore it up and wrote another. The second letter expressed nothing but love and longing. He took all the blame on himself. “It was in some way not nice. It was my fault. Please let me come to you again. Please. Please. Let’s try once more.”

He also tore that letter up.

In the Long house there was no formal breakfast. The judge’s new wife had done away with that. In the morning, breakfast was taken about to the rooms on trays. A colored woman, a tall woman with big hands and feet and with thick lips, brought Ethel’s breakfast that morning. There was fruit juice in a glass and coffee and toast. Ethel’s father would have had hot bread. He would have demanded hot bread. He took a sincere interest in food, was always talking about it, as though to say, “I take my stand. Here I take my stand. I’m Southern. Here I take my stand.”

He kept talking about the coffee. “It isn’t good. Why can’t I have good coffee?” When he went out to dinner, to the Rotary Club, he came home and spoke of it. “We had good coffee,” he said. “We had wonderful coffee.”

The bathroom in the Long house was on the ground floor, near Ethel’s room, and that morning she had been up and in the bath at six. She took it cold. It was nice. She plunged in. It wasn’t cold enough.

Her father was already up. He was one of the sort of men who cannot sleep after daylight comes. It comes very early in Georgia in summer. “I have to have the early morning air,” he said. “It’s the best time of the day to get out and breathe.” He got out of bed and tiptoed about the house. He went out of the house. He still kept a cow and went to see the cow milked. A colored man came at an early hour. He got the cow out of the field, the field near the house, the field to which the judge had once gone in anger seeking his daughter Ethel, that time she went there to meet the boy. He hadn’t seen the boy but was sure he was there. He had always thought that.

“But what’s the use thinking? What’s the use trying to make anything out of women?”

He could talk to the man who had brought the cow. A cow he had owned two or three years before had got a disease called “hollow tail.” There wasn’t any veterinary in Langdon and the colored man said the tail would have to be cut open. He explained. “You cut the tail open lengthwise. Then you put in salt and pepper.” Judge Long laughed but he let the man do it. The cow died.

Now he had got another cow, a half Jersey. She had a broken horn. When her time came, would it be better to breed her to a Jersey bull or to some other sort? There was a man, a half mile in the country, who had a fine Holstein bull. The colored man thought he would be a better bull. “The Holsteins give more milk,” he said. It made something to talk about. It was homey and nice talking to the colored man about something of the sort in the morning.

A boy came bringing the Atlanta Constitution and threw it on the porch. He ran across the judge’s lawn, having left his bicycle at the fence, and then he threw the paper. It had been folded and fell with a thump. The judge went to get it and, putting on his glasses, sat on the porch reading.

It was nice in the yard thus, in the early morning, neither of the judge’s perplexing women about, only the colored man there. The colored man, who milked and cared for the cow, also did other jobs about the house and yard. In the winter he brought wood for the fireplaces in the house and in the summer he mowed and sprinkled the lawn and the flower beds.

He worked about the flower beds in the yard, the judge watching and giving directions. Judge Long was passionately devoted to flowers and to flowering bushes. He knew about such things. When he had been a younger man he had made a study of birds and knew hundreds of birds by sight and by their songs. Only one of his children had been interested. It was the son who was killed in the World War.

His wife Blanche never seemed to see birds and she did not seem to see flowers. She wouldn’t have noticed if they had all been suddenly destroyed.

He had manure brought and put about the roots of the bushes. He got the hose and watered the bushes, the flowers and the grass as the colored man pottered about. They talked. It was nice. The judge had no men friends. If the colored man had not been a colored man...

The judge never thought of that. The two men saw and felt things in the same way. To the judge the bushes and flowers and the grass were living things. “He wants a drink, too,” the colored man said, pointing at a particular bush. He made some of the bushes masculine, some feminine, as the fancy struck him. “Give her a little drop, Judge.” The judge laughed. He liked it. “A little for him now.”

The judge’s wife, Blanche, never got out of bed before noon. After she had married the judge, she got the habit of lying in bed in the morning and smoking cigarettes. The habit shocked him. She told Ethel that, before she married, she had smoked in secret. “I used to sit in my room smoking late at night and I blew the smoke out the window,” she said. “In the winter I blew it into the fireplace. I used to lie on my belly on the floor smoking. I didn’t dare let any one know, least of all your father, who was on the school board. Every one thought I was a nice woman then.”

Blanche had burned any number of holes in the bed cover of her bed. She didn’t care. “To hell with the bed covers,” she thought. She did not read. In the morning she stayed in bed, smoking cigarettes and staring out a window at the sky. After marriage and after her husband found out about her smoking, she made a concession. She quit smoking in his presence. “I wouldn’t do that, Blanche,” he had said, rather pleadingly.

“Why?”

“People will talk. They won’t understand.”

“Won’t understand what?”

“Won’t understand that you are a nice woman.”

“I’m not,” she had said brusquely.

She had enjoyed telling Ethel how she had fooled the town and her husband, Ethel’s father. Ethel tried to think of her as she must have been then, as a younger woman, or as a young girl. “It’s all a lie, the picture she makes of herself as she was,” Ethel thought. She might even have been nice, quite nice, quite jolly and alive. Ethel saw, in fancy, a young blonde woman, slender and pretty, alive, rather daring and unscrupulous. “She would have been then terribly eager, as I was myself, ready to take a chance. Nothing offered that she wanted.” She had got her eye on the judge. “What am I to do, go on forever being a school teacher?” she would have asked herself. The judge was on the county school board. She had met him at some function. Once a year one of the civic clubs of the town, either the Rotary or the Kiwanis Club, gave a dinner for all the white school teachers. She would have got her eye on the judge. His wife was dead.

After all a man is a man. What works on one will work on another. You keep telling an older man how young he looks... not too often but you slip it in. “You are nothing but a boy. You need some one to care for you.” It works all right.

She had written the judge a very sympathetic letter when his son died. They began seeing each other in secret. He was lonely.

Without a doubt there was something between Ethel and Blanche. It concerned men. It is between all women.

Blanche had gone too far. She had been a fool. Just the same there had been something about the scene in the room, on the night before Ethel left her father’s house for good, that was pathetic. It had been Blanche’s determination, a kind of insane determination. “I am going to have something. I am not going to be absolutely robbed.

“I am going to have you.”

*

IF Ethel’s father had come into the room at that moment, when Blanche was clinging to Ethel.. Ethel could imagine the scene. Blanche getting to her feet. She wouldn’t have cared. Even though daylight came very early in the summer in Langdon, Ethel had plenty of time to think before daylight came, that night when she decided to leave that house.

Her father, as usual, had got up early. He was sitting on the front porch of his house, reading his newspaper. There was a colored cook in the house, the wife of the yard man. She carried the judge’s breakfast around the house and put it on a little table beside him. This was his time of the day. The two colored people hung about. The judge made little comments on the news. It was the year 1930. The paper was full of the industrial depression that had come on during the fall before. “I never bought a share of any kind of stock in my life,” Ethel’s father said aloud. “Nor I,” the Negro yard man said, and the judge laughed. There was that yard man, that Negro, talking about buying stocks. “Nor I.” It was a joke. The judge gave the Negro man advice. “Well, you let it alone.” His tone was serious... mockingly serious. “Don’t you go buying stocks on margin, now will you?”

“No sah, no sah, I jes won’ do dat, Jedge.”

There was the little chuckling laughter of Ethel’s father, playing with the colored man, his friend really. The two old colored people were sorry for the judge. He had got caught. There was no way for him to escape. They knew that. Negroes might be naive but they weren’t fools. The Negro man knew well enough he was amusing the judge.

Ethel knew something, too. She ate her breakfast slowly that morning and dressed slowly. There was a huge closet in the room she occupied, and her trunks were in there. They had been put in the closet when she came home from Chicago. She packed them. “I’ll send for them later in the day,” she thought.

There was no use saying anything to her father. She had made up her mind what she was going to do. She was going to try a marriage with Tom Riddle. “I guess I will. If he is still willing, I guess I will.”

It was a queer comfortable feeling. “I don’t care,” she told herself. “I’ll even tell him about last night in the library. I’ll see if he’ll stand that. If he won’t... I’ll attend to that when I come to it.

“That’s the way. ‘Tend to things as you come to them.’

“I may, and I may not.”

She went about her room being very particular about her costume.

“What about this hat? It’s a bit out of shape.” She put it on and studied herself in the glass. “I look pretty good. I don’t look very tired.” She decided on a red summer dress. It was rather flaming but it did something nice to her face. It emphasized the dark olive tones in her skin. “The cheeks want a bit of color,” she thought.

Ordinarily, after such a night as she had been through, she would have looked worn-out, but that morning she didn’t.

The fact surprised her. She kept being surprised at herself.

“What queer moods I have been in,” she told herself as she went about her room. After the cook came in with her breakfast on a tray, she bolted the door. Would the woman Blanche be fool enough to come downstairs and say something about the occurrence of the night before, try to explain or apologize? Suppose Blanche should try to do that. It would spoil everything. “No,” Ethel told herself. “She has too much sense, too much real nerve for that. She isn’t that sort.” It was a nice feeling, almost liking Blanche. “She has a right to be what she is,” Ethel thought. She elaborated the thought a little. It explained a lot in life. “Let every one be what he is. If a man wants to think he is good (she was thinking of her father), let him think so. People may even think they are Christians, if it does them any good, if it comforts them any.”

The thought was a comfort. She arranged and rearranged her hair. There was a little, tight-fitting red hat that went with the dress she had put on. She heightened the color in her cheeks a bit and then her lips.

“If it can’t be the feeling I had for that boy, that kind of hungry longing, rather senseless, such as animals have, perhaps it can be something else.”

Tom Riddle was a true realist, even a courageous one. “We are a good deal alike at bottom.” How nice it had been of him to keep his self-respect all during his courtship! He hadn’t tried to touch her, to work on her senses. He had been frank. “We might be able to hit it off,” Ethel thought. It would be a gamble. He would know it was a gamble. She remembered with gratitude the older man’s words...

“You may not be able to love me. I don’t know what love is. I am no youngster. No one ever called me a handsome man.”

“I’ll tell him whatever comes into my head to tell, whatever I think he would like to know. If he wants me, he can take me to-day. I don’t want to wait. We’ll begin.”

Was she sure of him? “I’ll try to do a good job for him. I think I know what he wants.”

She could hear her father’s voice, talking to the Negro yard man on the front porch. She felt resentment and at the same time pity.

“If I could say something to him before I leave. I can’t.” He would be upset when he heard the news of her sudden marriage... if Tom Riddle still wanted to marry her. “He will want it. He will. He will.”

She thought again of young Oliver and of what she had done to him, trying him out as she had, to see if he, rather than Tom Riddle, was what she wanted. A little vicious thought came. From her bedroom window she could see into the cow pasture where her father had come seeking her that night, when she was a young girl. The pasture went down to a creek and there were bushes growing along the creek. That boy that time had got away into the bushes. It would have been an odd thing if, on the night before, she had taken young Oliver in there, into the pasture. “If the night had been fair, I might have done that,” she thought. She smiled, a little revengefully, softly. “He will be all right for some woman. In the end it will not hurt him, what I have done. He may have got educated — a little. Anyway, I did it.”

It was queer and baffling, trying to find out what was education, what was good and what was bad. She remembered suddenly a thing that had happened in the town when she was a young girl.

She was on the street with her father. There was a Negro being tried. He had been accused of raping a white woman. The white woman, as it turned out later, was no good. She came into town and accused the Negro. Afterwards he was cleared. He had been with some man at work on a road at the very hour when she said it happened.

That hadn’t been known at first. There was excitement and talk of a lynching. Ethel’s father was excited. A group of armed deputy sheriffs were standing near the county jail.

There was another group of men in the street, in front of a drug store. Tom Riddle was there. A man spoke to him. The man was a merchant of the town. “Are you going to do it, Tom Riddle, are you going to take that man’s case? Are you going to defend him?”

 

“Yes, and clear him too.”

“Well... You... You The man was excited.

“He wasn’t guilty,” Tom Riddle said. “If he was guilty, I would still take his case. I would still defend him.

“As for you...” Ethel remembered the look on Tom Riddle’s face. He had stepped out in front of the man, the merchant. The little group of men standing about, became silent. Had she loved Tom Riddle at that moment? What was love?

“As for you, what I know about you,” Tom Riddle said to that man, “if I ever get you into court.”

That was all. It had been nice, one man standing out against a group of men, daring them.

When Ethel had completed her packing, she stepped out of her room. All was quiet in the house. Suddenly her heart beat heavily. “So I am leaving this house.

“If Tom Riddle doesn’t want me, when he knows all about me, if he doesn’t want me...”

At first she did not see Blanche, who had come downstairs and was in one of the rooms on the ground floor. Blanche stepped forth. She wasn’t dressed. She was in a suit of soiled pajamas. She stepped across the little hallway to Ethel.

“You look swell,” she said. “I hope it will be a good day for you.”

She stood aside as Ethel went out of the house and down the two or three steps from the porch to the walk leading to the gate. Blanche stood just inside the house, looking, and Judge Long, who was still reading his morning paper, put it down and also looked.

“Good morning,” he said, and “Good morning,” Ethel replied.

She could feel Blanche looking at her. She would go into Ethel’s room. She would see Ethel’s bags and her trunks. She would understand but would say nothing to the judge, her husband. She would creep back upstairs and get into bed. She would lie in her bed, looking out at a window and smoking cigarettes.

*

TOM RIDDLE was nervous and excited. “She was with that boy last night. They were together there in the library. It was dark in there.” He grew a little angry with himself. “Well, I’m not accusing her. Who am I to accuse her?

“If she wants me, I guess she’ll tell me. I don’t believe she can want him, that boy, not for keeps.”

He was nervous and excited as he always was when he thought of Ethel, and went early to his office. He closed his office door and walked up and down. He smoked cigarettes.

Many times that summer, as he stood at his office window, hidden from the street below, Tom had watched Ethel, going to the library. He got excited, seeing her. He became a boy in his eagerness.

On that morning he saw her. She was crossing the street. She was lost from sight. He stood near a window.

There was the sound of feet on the stairs that led up to his office. Could it be Ethel? Had she made up her mind? Was she coming to him?

“Keep still.... Don’t be a fool,” he said to himself. There was the sound of feet on the stairs. They stopped. They came forward again. An outer door to his office opened. Tom Riddle braced himself. He stood there trembling while the door into his inner office opened, and there was Ethel, a little pale, with a queer determined look in her eyes.

Tom Riddle had grown calm. “A woman who is about to give herself to a man does not come to him like this,” he thought. “But why has she come up here?”

“You have come up here?”

“Yes.”

There were the two people facing each other. People do not arrange a marriage in that way, in a lawyer’s office, in the morning... the woman coming to the man.

“Can it be like this?” Ethel was asking herself.

“Can it be like this?” Tom Riddle asked himself.

“Not even a kiss. I’ve never touched her.”

The man and woman stood there, facing each other. There were the sounds of a town coming up from the street, a town getting into its daily, rather meaningless, activities. The office was above a store. It was a simple office with one large room, a large flat-topped desk and law books in cases against the walls. There was a bare floor.

There was a sound from below. A clerk in a store dropped a box on the floor.

“Well,” Ethel said. She said it with an effort. “You told me last night — You said you were ready... any time. You said it was Ο. K. with you.”

She was finding it hard, hard. “I’m going to be a damn fool,” she thought. She wanted to cry.

“I’d have to tell you a lot of things—”

“I bet he won’t have me,” she thought.

“Wait,” she said hurriedly, “I’m not what you think I am. I have to tell you. I must. I must.”

“Nonsense,” he said, stepping toward her and taking her hand. “Hell,” he said, “Let it go. What’s the use talking?”

He stood and looked at her. “Dare I, dare I try it, dare I try taking her into my arms?”

Anyway, she knew she liked him, standing there, hesitant and uncertain, like that. “He’s going to marry me, all right,” she thought. She didn’t, at the moment, think beyond that.


BOOK FOUR. BEYOND DESIRE
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IT WAS NOVEMBER of 1930.

Red Oliver stirred uneasily in sleep. He awoke and then slept again. There is a land between sleeping and waking — a land filled with grotesque shapes — and he was in that land. Things change swiftly and strangely there. It is a land of peace — and then of terrors. Trees in that land become enlarged. They become shapeless and elongated. They come out of the ground and float away into the air. Desires come into the body of the sleeper.

Now you are yourself, but you are not yourself. You are outside yourself. You see yourself running along a beach... faster, faster, faster. The land into which you have got has become terrible. There is a black wave coming up out of a black sea to engulf you.

And now, as suddenly, all is again peaceful. You are in a meadow, lying under a tree, in warm sunlight. Cattle are grazing near by. The air is filled with a warm rich milky smell. There is a woman, beautifully gowned, walking toward you.

She is in purple velvet. She is tall.

It was Ethel Long, of Langdon, Georgia, walking toward Red Oliver. Ethel Long had become suddenly gracious. She was in a mood of soft womanhood and was in love with Red.

But no... it was not Ethel. It was a strange woman, like Ethel Long physically, but at the same time unlike.

It was Ethel Long, beaten by life, defeated by life. See 

.. she had lost some of her upright proud beauty and had become humble. This woman would be glad for love — any love that came to her. Her eyes were saying that now. It was Ethel Long, no longer fighting against life, not even wanting to be victorious in life.

Look... even her gown has changed as she walks across the sunlit field toward Red. Dreams. Does a man in dreams always know he is in dreams?

Now the woman in the field was in an old worn calico dress. Her face looked worn. She was a farm woman, a work woman, merely walking across the field to milk a cow.

There were two small boards laid on the ground under some bushes, and Red Oliver was lying on the boards. His body ached and he was cold. It was November and he was in a field covered with bushes near the town of Birchfield, in North Carolina. He had been trying to sleep in his clothes under a bush on the two boards laid on the ground, and the bed he had made for himself with the two boards, found near by, was uncomfortable. It was late at night and he sat up rubbing his eyes. What was the use of trying to sleep?

“Why am I here? Where am I? What am I doing here?” Life is unaccountably strange. Why did a man like himself get into such a place? Why was he always letting himself do unaccountable things?

Red had come out of the half sleep in confusion and so, first of all, when he awoke, he had to gather himself together.

There was the physical fact of himself — a young man strong enough... a night’s sleep did not matter so much to him. He was in this new place. How had he got there?

Memories and impressions came floating back. He sat upright. A woman, older than himself, a tall woman, a working woman, a farm woman, rather slender, not unlike Ethel Long of Langdon, Georgia, had brought him to the spot where he had been lying on the two boards and trying to sleep. He sat up and rubbed his eyes. There was a small tree near by and he crept over sandy ground to it. He sat on the ground with his back against a little tree trunk. It was like the boards on which he had tried to sleep. The trunk of the tree was rough. If there had been but one board, a broad smooth one, he might have gone on sleeping. He had got one of his nether cheeks down between the two boards and had got pinched. He half leaned over and rubbed the hurt place.

He leaned his back against the little tree. The woman with whom he had come to that place had given him a blanket. She had brought it to him from a little tent some distance away and it was worn thin. “I suppose they haven’t much bedding, these people,” he thought. The woman might have brought him her own blanket from the tent. She was tall like Ethel Long, but wasn’t much like her. As a woman she had none of Ethel’s style. Red was glad to be awake. “It will be more comfortable sitting here than trying to sleep on such a bed,” he thought. He was sitting on the ground and the ground was damp and cold. He crept over and got one of the boards. “Anyway, it will make a seat,” he thought. He looked up at the sky. A half moon was out and there were drifting gray clouds.

Red was in a camp of striking workers in a field near the town of Birchfield, North Carolina. It was a moonlit night in November and rather cold. By what a queer chain of circumstances he had got there.

He had come to the camp in the dark on the evening before with a woman who had brought him into the place and had left him. They had arrived afoot, tramping afoot over hills — over half mountains really — coming afoot, not by a road but by paths that climbed up over hills and went along edges of fenced fields. They had come several miles thus in the gray of the evening and in the darkness of early night.

It was for Red Oliver a night when everything about him was unreal. There had been other times like that in his life. Of a sudden he began to remember other unreal times.

To every man and every boy such times come. There the boy is. He is a boy in a house. The house is suddenly unreal. He is in a room. Everything in the room is unreal. There are, in the room, chairs, a chest of drawers, the bed on which he has been lying. Why do they all seem suddenly strange? Questions asked. “Is this the house in which I have been living? Is this strange room in which I now find myself the room in which I slept last night and the night before?”

Every one knows such times of strangeness. Do we control our own acts, the tone of our own lives? How absurd to ask! We do not. We are all stupid. Will the day ever come when we will shake off this stupidity?

To know even a little of inanimate life, too. There is that chair there... that table. The chair is like a woman. Many men have sat in it. They have thrown themselves into it, sat down softly, gently. Men have sat in it thinking and suffering. The chair is old now. There is an aroma of many people hanging over it.

Thoughts coming swift and strange. The imagination of a man or boy must sleep most of the time. It suddenly goes on a spree.

Why, for example, should any man ever want to be a poet? What is gained by that?

It would be best to go through life just being a common man, going along, eating and sleeping. The poet wants to tear things, to tear the veil that separates him from the unknown. He wants to look far out beyond life into dim mysterious places. Why?

There is something out there he would like to understand. Words that men use every day can perhaps be given a new meaning, thoughts given a new meaning. He has let himself run out into the unknown. Now he would like to run back, into a familiar everyday world, carrying back with him into that world something, a sound, a word out of the unknown into the familiar. Why?

Thoughts grouping themselves in the mind of a man or boy. What is this thing called the mind? It gets out-of-hand, playing the deuce with a man or boy.

Red Oliver, in a strange cold place at night, thought dimly of his own boyhood. When he was a boy he went sometimes with his mother to Sunday school. He thought of that.

He thought of a story heard there. There was a man called Jesus, in a garden with his followers about him, the followers lying on the ground asleep. Perhaps followers always sleep. The man was suffering in the garden. Soldiers were near by, brutal soldiers who wanted to take him and crucify him. Why?

‘What have I done that I should be taken to be crucified? Why am I here?” Fear coming. A man, a Sunday-school teacher, was trying to tell the story of the man’s night in the garden to the children in a Sunday-school class. Why had memories of that come back to Red Oliver sitting with his back against a tree in a field?

He had come to that place with a woman, a strange woman, met almost casually. They had walked in moonlit places, through upland fields and in and out of dark stretches of forest. The woman Red was with had stopped now and then to speak to him. She had got tired during the walk, not being strong.

She had talked to Red Oliver a little, but there had been a shyness between them. That, as they came along in the darkness, gradually passed off. It hadn’t passed completely, Red thought. The conversation between them had been, for the most part, concerned with the path. “Look out. There’s a rut there. You will stumble.” She called the root of the tree that protruded into the path a “rut.” She was taking it for granted that she knew about Red Oliver. He was to her a definite thing she knew about. He was a young communist, a leader of labor, going to a town where there was labor trouble and she was herself one of the laborers in trouble.

Red was ashamed that he had not stopped her along the way, that he hadn’t told her— “I’m not what you think I am.”

“Perhaps I would like to be the thing you think I am. I don’t know. Anyway, I’m not.

“If the thing you think I am is something brave and fine, then I would like to be it.

“I want that: to be something brave and fine. There is too much ugliness in life and people. I don’t want to be ugly.”

He hadn’t told her.

She had thought she knew about him. She had kept asking him, “Are you tired? Are you getting tired?”

“No.”

As they had come along, he had pressed close to her. They were going through dark places along the way and she had stopped to breathe. When they had climbed up steep places in the path he had insisted on pushing ahead and had put out a hand to her. There was enough moonlight to see her form dimly below. “She is a good deal like Ethel Long,” he kept thinking. She had seemed most like Ethel when he was following her in the paths, she striding along ahead.

Then he ran in front of her to help her up a steep place. “They will never get you coming this way,” she said. “They don’t know about this path.” She thought he was a dangerous man, a communist, come into her country to fight for her people. He went ahead and taking her hand pulled her up the steep place. There was a resting place and they both stopped. He stood looking at her. Now she was thin and pale and worn-looking. “Now you aren’t much like Ethel Long,” he thought. The darkness of the woods and fields had helped the shyness between them. They had arrived together at the place where Red was now.

Red had got into the camp unnoticed. Although it was late at night, he could hear little sounds. A man or a woman stirred somewhere near by or a child whimpered. There was a particular little sound. Some woman among the striking workers he had got in with had a nursing child. The child had stirred uneasily in sleep and the woman had put it to the breast. He could even hear the baby’s lips, sucking and pulling at a woman’s paps. A man, some distance away, crawled out through the door of a small shack made of board and, getting to his feet, stood stretching. He seemed huge in the dim light, a young man, a young worker. Red pressed his body against the trunk of the little tree, not wanting to be seen, and the man went softly away. In the distance there was a somewhat larger shack with a light. The sound of voices came from the little building.

The man Red had seen stretching went toward the light.

The camp into which Red had come reminded him of something. It was on a gently sloping hillside that had been covered with bushes, but some of the bushes had been cut away. There was a little open place with shacks, like dog houses stuck up. There were a few tents.

It was like places Red had seen before. In the South, in Red’s own country, in Georgia, there were such places set up sometimes in a field at the edge of a town or in the country at the edge of a pine forest.

The places were called camp meetings and people came there to worship. They got religion there. As a young boy Red used to drive sometimes with his father, the country doctor, and once, when they were driving on a country road at night, they had come upon such a place.

There had been something in the air of the place, that night, that Red remembered now. He remembered his own wonder and the contempt of his father. The people were religious enthusiasts, his father had said. His father hadn’t explained much, not being a talkative man. Still Red had understood, had sensed what was going on.

Poor people of the South, religious enthusiasts, Methodists and Baptists for the most part, gathered in such places. They were poor whites from nearby farms.

They had put up little tents and shacks as in the camp of strikers to which Red had now come. Such a religious meeting, in the South, among the poor whites, was carried on sometimes for weeks or even months. People came and went. They brought food from their houses.

There was an in-flocking. The people were ignorant and illiterate and came from the little tenant farms or at night from a mill village. They dressed in their best clothes and came afoot along the red Georgia roads at evening, young men and women walking together, older men with their wives, women with babes in their arms and sometimes men leading children by the hand.

There they were at the camp meeting at night. There was preaching going on day and night. There were long prayers said. There was singing. The poor whites worshipped thus sometimes in the South and so also did the Negroes but they didn’t do it together. In the white camps, as in the Negro camps, as the nights grew late, there was intense excitement.

There was preaching going on out of doors under the stars. Quavering voices arose in song. People suddenly got religion. Men and women became excited. Sometimes a woman, often a young woman, began to shout and scream.

“God. God. Give me God,” she cried.

Or, “I’ve got him. He’s here. He has hold of me.

“It’s Jesus. I can feel his hands touching me.

“I can feel his face touching me.”

Women, often young unmarried women, came to such meetings and sometimes grew hysterical. There would be a young white woman, the daughter of some poor white tenant farmer of the South. All of her life she had been shy and afraid of people. She was a little starved thing, physically and emotionally starved, but now at the meeting something happened to her.

She had come with her own people. It was night and she had been working all that day in a cotton field or in the cotton mill in the nearby town. There had been for her that day ten, twelve or even fifteen hours of hard labor in the mill or in a field.

Now there she was at the camp meeting.

She could hear the voice of a man, the preacher, shouting under the stars or under trees. The woman sat, a little thin, half-starved being, looking up occasionally through branches of trees to the sky and the stars.

And even for her, the poor starved one, there was a moment. Her eyes could see the stars and the sky. Red Oliver’s own mother had got religion in that way, not at a camp meeting but in a poor little church at the edge of a mill village.

No doubt, Red thought, hers had also been a starved life. He hadn’t thought of that when he was a boy with his father and when he had seen the poor whites at a camp meeting. His father had stopped his car in the road. There were voices calling in a little grassy place under trees and he saw men and women kneeling under a torch made from a pine knot. His father had smiled and a look of disdain had flitted across his face.

There was a voice calling to the young woman at the camp meeting. “He’s there... up there... it’s Jesus. He wants you.” In the young woman a trembling began. There was something going on in her unlike anything she had ever known before. She felt hands touching her body in the night. “Now. Now.”

“You. You. I want you.”

Could there be some one... God... a strange being off somewhere in the mysterious distance who wanted her?

“Who wants me, with my thin little body and the tiredness in me?” She would have been like that little girl named Grace who used to work in the cotton mill at Langdon, Georgia, the one Red Oliver had seen the first summer he worked in the mill... the one the other mill woman named Doris was always trying to protect.

Doris going to that one at night, caressing her with her hands, trying to take the tiredness out of her, trying to bring life into her.

But you may be a tired, thin young woman and have no Doris. Dorises are, after all, pretty rare in this world. You are a poor white working girl in a mill or you work all day with your father or mother in a cotton field. You look at your own thin sticks of legs and at your thin arms. You don’t even dare say to yourself, “I’d like to be rich, or beautiful. I’d like to have the love of a man.” What would be the use?

But at the camp meeting. “It’s Jesus.”

“White. Wonderful.”

“Up there.”

“He wants You. He will take you.”

It might be just a debauch. Red knew that. He knew his father had felt that way about the camp meeting they had watched when Red was a boy. There was such a young woman letting herself go. She screamed. She fell to the ground. She groaned. People gathered about — her own kind of people.

“Look, she has got it.”

She had wanted it so. She hadn’t known what she wanted.

It was an experience for that girl, vulgar but certainly strange. Nice people didn’t do it. That might be the trouble with nice people. It might be only the poor, the humble, the ignorant, who could let themselves go like that.

*

RED OLIVER sat with his back against the little tree in the camp of workers. There was something in the air of the place, a kind of subdued tenseness that had got into him. That might have been due to the sound of the voices of people coming from the shack where the light was. Voices of people talked low and earnestly in the dark places. There came times of silence, then the talk began again. Red couldn’t distinguish words. His nerves were stirred. He had grown wide awake. “Lord,” he thought, “I am here, in this place now.”

“How did I get here? Why did I let myself get here?”

This wasn’t a camp of religious enthusiasts. He knew that. He knew what it was. “Well, I don’t know,” he thought. He smiled a little sheepishly, sitting under the tree and thinking. “I have got myself into a mess,” he thought.

He had wanted to come to the communist camp. No, he hadn’t. Yes, he had. He sat quarreling with himself as he had been doing for days. “If I could only be sure of myself,” he thought. Again he thought of his mother getting religion in the little church at the edge of the mill village when he was at home, still a high school boy. He had been for a week, for ten days, for perhaps two weeks, coming toward this place into which he had now got. He had wanted to come. He hadn’t wanted to come.

He had let himself get excited about something that perhaps didn’t concern him at all. He had been reading newspapers, books, thinking, trying to think. The newspapers of the South had been full of strange news. They announced the coming of communism into the South. The newspapers hadn’t told Red much.

He and Neil Bradley used to talk about that, about the lying of the newspapers. They didn’t lie openly, Neil said. They were clever. They twisted the stories, made things seem as they weren’t.

Neil Bradley had wanted a social revolution or had thought he did. “I guess he wants it okay,” Red thought that night sitting in the camp.

“But why should I be thinking about Neil?”

It was strange to be sitting there in that place and thinking that only a few months before, that very spring, when he had got out of college, he had been with Neil Bradley on a Kansas farm. Neil had wanted him to stay out there. If he had stayed, how different his summer might have been He hadn’t stayed. He had felt guilty about his mother, alone after his father’s death, and after a few weeks had left the Bradley farm and had gone home.

He had again got a job in the cotton mill at Langdon. The mill people had taken him on again, even though they didn’t need him.

That had been strange, too. There were workers in the town that summer, men with families, who had needed any work they could get. The mill people had known that, but they had hired Red.

“I guess they had thought... they thought I would be all right. I guess they knew labor trouble might come, that it was likely to come. Tom Shaw’s pretty slick,” Red thought.

The mill at Langdon had kept cutting wages all that summer. The mill people made all the piece-workers do more work for less money. They had cut Red’s wages, too. He got less pay than he got the first year he had worked in the mill.

Thump. Thump. Thump. Thoughts kept running through Red Oliver’s head. He was excited thinking. He was thinking of his summer in Langdon. Suddenly across his thoughts, as across his dreams when he had tried to sleep, went the figure of Ethel Long. It might have been because he had been with a woman that night that he had suddenly now begun thinking of Ethel. He didn’t want to think of her. “She did me dirt,” he thought. The other woman, whom he had stumbled upon by accident during the late evening of the day before and who had brought him to the communist camp, was as tall as Ethel. “She’s not like Ethel, though. By God, she’s not like her,” he thought. There was a queer crosscurrent of thoughts in his head. Thump. Thump. Thump. The thoughts were like little hammers beating in his head. “If I could only let go like that woman at the camp meeting,” he thought, “if I could begin, be a communist, fighting the battle of the under-dog, be anything definite.” He tried to laugh at himself. “Ethel Long, eh. You thought you had her, didn’t you? She played with you. She made a fool of you.”

Just the same, Red couldn’t help remembering. He was a young man. He had been with Ethel a moment, such a delicious moment.

She was such a woman, so swank. His thoughts had gone flying back to the night in the library. “What does a man want?” he asked himself.

His friend, Neil Bradley, had got himself a woman. It might have been Neil’s letters, coming to Red that summer, that had got him stirred up.

Then suddenly had come the chance with Ethel.

Suddenly, unexpectedly, he had her... in the library that night when it stormed. It had taken his breath away.

God, a woman could be strange. She had just wanted to find out whether or not she wanted him. She had found out she didn’t.

A man, such a young man as Red, was a queer creature, too. He had wanted a woman — why? Why had he so wanted Ethel Long?

She was older than he was and didn’t think the same kind of thoughts he did. She wanted swell clothes — to put on a certain kind of swank in life.

She had wanted a man, too.

She had thought she wanted Red.

“I’ll try him out, put him through his paces,” she had thought.

“I didn’t make good with her.” Red felt uncomfortable when the thought came to him. He stirred uneasily. He was a man making himself uncomfortable by his own thoughts. He began trying to justify himself. “She never gave me a fair chance. Just that once. How could she know?

“I was too shy and frightened.

“She let me go — bang. She went and got that other man. Right away — bang — the next day, she did it.

“I wonder if he suspected, if she told him.

“I’ll bet she didn’t.

“Maybe she did.

“Ah, lay off that.”

There was a strike of mill workers in a mill town in North Carolina and it wasn’t just an ordinary strike. It was a communist strike and word of it had been running through the South for two or three weeks. “What do you think of it... it’s at Birchfield, North Carolina... actually. These communists have come into the South now. It’s terrible.”

A shiver had run through the whole South. It had been a challenge to Red. The strike was in the town named Birchfield, in North Carolina, a town by a river among hills, well down in North Carolina near the South Carolina line. There was a big cotton mill there... “The Birchfield Mill,” it was called... where the strike had broken out.

Before that there had been a strike in the Langdon mills at Langdon, Georgia, and Red Oliver had been in that one, too. What he had done in it wasn’t, he thought, very nice. He was ashamed thinking of it. His thoughts of it were like little pins pricking him. “I was rotten,” he muttered to himself, “rotten.”

There had been strikes in several Southern cotton-mill towns, strikes breaking out suddenly, upflarings from down below... Elizabeth ton, Tennessee, Marion, in North Carolina, Danville, in Virginia.

Then one at Langdon, Georgia.

Red Oliver had been in that strike; he had got into it.

It had come as a sudden outbreak — a strange, unexpected thing.

He had been in it.

He wasn’t in it.

He was.

He wasn’t.

Now he sat in another place, at the edge of another town, in a camp of strikers, his back against a tree — thinking.

Thoughts. Thoughts.

Thump. Thump. Thump. More thoughts.

“Well, why not let myself think, then? Why not try to face myself? I’ve got all night. I’ve got plenty of time to think.”

Red had wished that the woman with whom he had come to the camp — the tall, thin woman, half factory hand, half farm hand — he wished she hadn’t left him lying on the boards in the camp and gone off to bed. It would have been nice if she had been one of the sort of women who could talk.

She could have stayed outside the camp with him, anyway for an hour or two. They might have stayed up above the camp in the dark path that came over the hills.

He wished he were himself more of a woman’s man, and for a few minutes he sat again lost in woman thoughts. There used to be a fellow in college who said — you met him — he seemed absorbed — he was a wit — he was having wants-woman thoughts — he said, “I was having me a big think time — I was in bed with a woman. Why did you speak to me? You jerked me out of her bed. Boy, she was a hot baby.”

Red had begun doing that. For a moment he let his fancy go. He had lost out with the Langdon woman, Ethel Long, but had got him another. In fancy he held her. He began kissing her.

His body was pressed against hers. “Quit it,” he said to himself. When he had got to the camp with the new woman he had been with that night, to the edge of the camp... they were in the path in the woods then, near the field in which the camp had been set up... they had stopped together in the path at the edge of the field.

She had already told him what she was and she thought she knew what he was. She had made the mistake about him at a place several miles away, over the hills, at the back of a little cabin on a side road, when she had first seen him.

She had thought he was something he wasn’t. He had let her thoughts go on. He wished he hadn’t.

*

SHE had thought that he, Red Oliver, was a communist going to Birchfield to help in the strike. Red smiled, thinking that he had forgotten the chill of the night and the discomfort of the seat under the tree at the edge of the camp. In front of the little camp and below it there was a paved road and just before the camp a bridge crossed a rather wide river. It was a steel bridge and the paved road crossed the bridge and went on up into the town of Birchfield.

The Birchfield Mill, in which the strike had been called, was across the river from the camp of strikers. Evidently some sympathizer owned the land and had let the communists set up their camp there. The land, being thin and sandy, was of no value for farming.

The mill owners were trying to run their mill. Red could see long rows of lighted windows. His eyes could make out the outlines of the bridge that had been painted white. Now and then a loaded truck came along the paved road and crossed the bridge, making a heavy rumbling sound. The town itself lay beyond the bridge on rising ground. He could see the spread of the lights of the town beyond the river.

His mind was on the woman who had brought him to the camp. She had been working in the cotton mill at Birchfield and was in the habit of going home to her father’s farm for the week-ends. He had found that out. Weary from the long week of work in the mill she nevertheless started out on Saturday afternoon to walk home over the hills.

Her people were growing old and feeble. There was a feeble old man and an old woman back there in a little log cabin hidden away in one of the hollows in the hills. They were illiterate hill people. Red had got a glimpse of the old people after the woman had come upon him in the woods. He had gone into a little log barn that stood near the mountain house and the old mother had come into the barn while the daughter was milking a cow. He had seen the father sitting on a little porch before the house. He was a tall old man with a bent form, in figure rather like the daughter.

At home the daughter of the two old people kept busy over the week-end. Red had a sense of her flying about and giving the old people a rest. He imagined that she cooked the food, cleaned the house, milked the cow, worked in the little garden back of the house, made butter and put everything in order for another week away from home. It is true that most of the things that Red had found out about her were imagined. Admiration had been born in him. “There’s a woman,” he had thought. She was, after all, not much older than he was. Certainly, she was not older than Ethel Long of Langdon.

It had been late on a Sunday afternoon when she had first seen Red. She thought at once that he was something he wasn’t.

A communist.

She had gone into a wood above the house late on the Sunday afternoon to get the family cow. To get it she had to go through the wood to where there was an upland pasture. She had gone there. She got the cow and had come out along an over-grown lumber road in the wood to where she saw Red. He must have come into the wood after she passed through the first time and before she returned. He was sitting on a log in a little open place. When he saw her he got up and stood facing her.

She wasn’t frightened.

A thought came to her swiftly. “You ain’t that fellow they air looking for, air you?” she asked.

“Who?”

“The law — the law was here. You ain’t that communist they air looking for?”

She had an instinct which Red had already found out was common to most poor people in America. The law in America was something that could be depended upon to be unfair to the poor. You had to look out for the law. If you were poor, it got you. It lied about you. If you were in trouble, it bullied you. The law was your enemy.

Red hadn’t answered the woman for a moment. He had to think fast. What had she meant? “Be you the communist?” she said again, anxiously. “The law’s been looking for you.”

Why had he answered as he did?

“Communist?” he asked again, looking sharply at her.

And then suddenly — in a flash — he had got it, he understood. He had taken a quick resolution.

“It was that man,” he thought. A traveling salesman had given him a lift that afternoon along the road toward Birchfield and something had happened.

There had been talk. The traveling man had begun talking about the communists who were leading the strike at Birchfield and as Red had listened he had suddenly grown angry.

The man in the car was a fat man, a salesman. He had picked Red up in the road. He talked loosely, cursing the communist who had dared to come into a Southern town and lead a strike. They were all of them, he said, dirty snakes who should be hung up to the nearest tree. They wanted to put Negroes on the same basis as the whites. The fat traveling man was such a man, talking loosely, cursing as he talked.

Before he had got onto the subject of the communist, he had been boasting. Perhaps he had picked Red up to have some one to whom to boast. On the night before, on the Saturday night just past, he had been, he said, at another town back along the road, some fifty miles back — another industrial town, a mill town, and he had got drunk with a man there. He and a man of the town had got themselves two women. They were married women, he boasted. The husband of the one he had been with was a clerk in a store. The man had to work late on the Saturday night. He couldn’t watch his wife and so the salesman and a man he knew in the town had got her and another woman into a car and had driven into the country. The man he had been with was, he said, a merchant of the town. They had managed to get the women half drunk. The salesman had gone on bragging to Red... he said he had got the woman... she had tried to put him off but he had got her into a room and had closed the door... he had made her come across.... “They can’t fool with me,” he said... and then suddenly he had begun cursing the communists who were leading the strike at Birchfield. “They are just cattle,” he said. “They’ve got their nerve coming into the South. We’ll fix ’em,” he said. He had gone on talking thus, and then suddenly he had grown suspicious of Red. It might have been Red’s eyes that had betrayed him. “Say,” the man cried suddenly... they were traveling at that moment on a paved road and were drawing near the town of Birchfield... the road was deserted... “say,” said the salesman, suddenly stopping the car. Red had begun to hate the man. He didn’t care what happened. His eyes had betrayed him. The man in the car had asked the same question later asked by the woman with the cow in the wood.

“You ain’t one of them fellows, are you?”

“Ain’t what?”

“One of them damn communists.”

“Yes.” Red had said it calmly, quietly enough.

A sudden impulse had come to him. It would be great fun frightening the fat salesman in the car. In trying to stop the car suddenly he had almost driven it into a ditch. His hands began to tremble violently.

He sat there in the car, his fat hands on the steering wheel, staring at Red.

“What, you ain’t one of them... you’re fooling.” Red looked hard at him. There were little flecks of white spittle gathering on the man’s lips. The lips were thick. Red had an almost uncontrollable desire to hit the man in the face with his fist. The man’s fright grew. After all Red was young and strong.

“What? What?” The words came tremblingly and jerkily from the man’s lips.

“You air?”

“Yes,” Red had said again.

He had got slowly out of the car. The man, he knew, would not dare order him out. He was carrying a small worn hand-bag with a rope to be thrown over his shoulder when he was traveling the road and it had been sitting on his knees. The fat man in the car was pale now. His hands fumbled about, trying to start the car quickly. It started with a jerk, ran two or three feet and then stopped. In his excitement, he had killed the engine. The car hung on the edge of the ditch.

Then he had got the car started and Red, standing at the road’s edge... an impulse had come to him. He had a passionate desire to frighten the man still more. There was a stone lying beside the road, a rather large stone, and he picked it up and dropping the bag ran toward the man in the car. “Look out,” he yelled. His voice rang across the nearby fields and along the empty road. The man had managed to drive off, the car running crazily from one side of the road to the other. It disappeared over a hill.

“And so,” Red thought, standing in the woods with a factory woman— “and so, it was him, that fellow.” Since he had left the man in the car he had been wandering rather aimlessly for two or three hours along a sandy country road at the foot of a mountain. He had left the main road into Birchfield after the traveling salesman drove away and had gone into the side road. He remembered suddenly that there had been a small unpainted house at the place where the side road he had been following left the main road. A country woman, some poor white tenant farmer’s wife, had been sitting barefooted on a little porch before the house. The man he had frightened in the road would have driven on into Birchfield, crossing the bridge before the communist camp. He would have reported the incident to the police. “God only knows what kind of a tale he would tell,” Red thought. “I bet he would make himself out some kind of hero. He would brag.”

“And so” — as he had been loitering in a country road... the road followed the windings of a small stream, crossing and re-crossing it... he had been excited by the incident in the road, but the excitement had gradually passed... to be sure he had never meant to hit the man in the car with the stone... “and so.”

Just the same he had hated the man with a sudden furious hatred new to him. He had been exhausted afterwards, a queer kind of emotional cyclone had run through him, leaving him, like the salesman in the car, weak and trembling.

He had left the little road he was following and had gone into a wood, loitering there for perhaps an hour, lying on his back under a tree and afterwards he had found a deep place in the creek, in a field of laurel bushes, and taking off his clothes had bathed in the cold water.

Then he had put on a clean shirt and had gone along the road and had climbed up a hillside into the wood where the woman with the cow had found him. The incident in the road had happened at about three. It might have been five or six when the woman came upon him. It was getting late in the year now and darkness came early, and all that time, while he had been loitering along, going into the woods, finding the place to bathe, officers of the law had been out after him. They would have found out from the woman at the cross-roads which way he had gone. They would have gone inquiring along the way. They would have been inquiring for him — for a crazy communist gone suddenly berserk — a man who attacked respectable citizens on the highway, a man gone suddenly dangerous and like a mad dog. The officers, “the law,” as the woman in the woods called them, would have had a story to tell. He, Red, had attacked a man who was giving him a ride. “What do you think of that?” A respectable traveling salesman, who had picked him up in the road. He had tried to kill the man.

Red in his place near the communist camp suddenly remembered standing later with the woman who was driving the cow in the wood and looking at her in the dim light of evening. When he had been bathing in the creek he had heard voices in the nearby road. The place he had found to bathe was quite near the road, but there was a laurel thicket between the creek and the road. He was half dressed, but had dropped to the ground to let the car pass. The men in the car were talking. “Keep your gun in your hand. He may be hiding along here. He is a dangerous son-of-a-bitch,” he had heard a man’s voice declaring. He hadn’t connected the incident with himself. It was lucky the men hadn’t come into the thicket to search. “They would have shot me like a dog.” It was a new feeling for Red — this being a hunted man. When the woman with the cow told him that the law had just been to the house where she lived and had asked whether such a man as himself had been seen about, Red suddenly trembled with fright. The officers hadn’t known that she was one of the strikers at the mill at Birchfield, that she was herself now called a communist... these poor workers in a cotton mill had suddenly become dangerous people. “The law” had thought she was a farm woman.

The officers had driven up to the house and had called in loud voices and the woman was just leaving the house to go up the hill to get the cow. “Have you seen so and so?” gruff voices demanded. “There’s a red-headed son-of-a-bitch of a communist loose somewhere around in this country. He tried to kill a man back on the highway. He wanted to kill him and get his car, I guess. He’s a dangerous man.”

The woman to whom they were talking had lost some of her country-woman’s fear and respect for the law. She had had experience. Since the strike led by the communists had broken out in Birchfield there had been several riots. Red had seen accounts of them in the Southern newspapers. He already knew from his experience at Langdon, Georgia, during the strike there — the experience that had sent him out of Langdon, wandering for the time being on the road, upset, really trying to straighten himself out, get his own mind straight as to what he felt about the growing labor difficulties in the South and all over America, ashamed of what had happened to himself during a strike in Langdon... he had already found out something of what workers on strike came to feel about the law and about accounts of strikes published in newspapers.

They felt that, whatever happened, lies would be told. Their own story would not be rightly told. They had learned that they could depend upon the newspapers to give the news a twist in favor of the employers. At Birchheld there had been attempts at parades broken up, attempts to hold meetings broken up. Because the leaders of the strike at Birchfield had been communists, the whole community had been up in arms. The bitter feeling between the people of the town and the strikers had grown as the strike went on.

Crowds of deputy sheriffs, sworn in for the time being, for the most part tough men, some of them imported from the outside, called special detectives, often half drunk, descended upon strike meetings. They bullied and threatened the strikers. Speakers were pulled down from platforms erected for meetings. Men and women were beaten.

“Smash the damn communists if they resist. Kill them.” A working woman, an ex-farm woman from the hills... no doubt very like the one who had brought Red Oliver to the communists’ camp... had been killed during the strike at Birchfield. The woman Red had got in with had known her, had worked near her in the mill. The newspapers and the citizens of the town of Birchfield hadn’t, she knew, told the true story of what had happened.

The newspapers had said simply that there was a strike riot and that the woman had been killed. The ex-farm woman who had become Red’s friend knew that. She knew what had happened. There had been no riot.

The woman who had been killed had been one with a particular talent. She was a song maker. She made up songs about the life of the poor white people, men, women and children who worked in Southern cotton mills and in Southern fields. There were songs she had made up about the machines in cotton mills, about the speed-up in the mills, about women and children getting tuberculosis working in cotton mills. She was like the woman named Doris, Red Oliver had known in the mill at Langdon, and whom he had once heard singing with other mill girls on a Sunday afternoon as he lay in tall weeds by a railroad track. The songmaking woman in the Birchfield mill had also made up songs about the girls going to the water closet in the mill.

Or like the women in the Langdon mills they were waiting for the hour to come when they could rest a moment during the long mornings and afternoons — to drink Coca-Colas or to eat a kind of candy called “Milky Way.” Lives of such people, caught thus in the trap of life, hung on little moments like that, a woman cheating a little, going into the toilet to rest there, the foreman of the room watching her — trying to catch her cheating.

Or the woman, a mill worker, squeezing out of her meager pay enough money to buy five cents’ worth of cheap candy.

 

Twicet a day.

 

Milky Way.

 

There were songs like that. No doubt in every mill each group of workers had its song-maker. Little fragments were picked up out of the meager hard lives. The lives were made doubly, a hundred times more pathetic and real, because a woman, a song-maker, being a kind of genius, could make a song out of such fragments. It was going on wherever people were gathered together in groups and were down-trodden. The factories had their songs and the prisons their songs.

Red had got the story of the death of the song-making woman at Birchfield, not from the newspapers, but from a tramp in a place where he had stopped with another young man near the city of Atlanta. There had been a little grove of trees out of the edge of a town near some railroad yards to which he had gone one day with another young man he had met in a box car. It had happened two or three days after he had fled from Langdon.

A man there, in that place, a bleary-eyed young man... young yet, but with his face all blotched and broken out, no doubt from drinking cheap moonshine whiskey... the man was talking to several others, also tramps and workingmen out of employment.

There had been a discussion going on. “You can’t go work at Birchfield,” the bleary-eyed young man said, fiercely. “Yes, God damn it, I was there. They’ll take you on as a scab if you go there,” he said. “I thought I’d do it. By God, I did. I thought I’d go be a scab.”

The man in the tramps’ hang-out was a bitter, bitten man. He was a drunkard. There he sat in the tramps’ hangout, “the Jungle,” they called it. He hadn’t minded being a scab, scabbing on the strikers at Birchfield. There was, with him, no principle involved. Anyway, he didn’t want to work, he said, laughing unpleasantly. He was simply broke. He wanted something to drink.

He was describing an experience. “I didn’t have a cent and was dead for the stuff,” he said. “Well, you know. I couldn’t stand it.” It might not have been liquor the man wanted. Red had guessed that. He might have been a dope. The man’s hands were twitching as he sat on the ground in the jungle talking with the other tramps.

Some one had told him that he could get work at Birchfield and he had gone there. He swore violently telling about it. “Bastard that I am, I couldn’t do it,” he said. He had told the story of the singing woman killed at Birchfield. It had been to Red a simple, a pathetic tale. The woman, the songmaking woman, an ex-farm woman from the hills, now a mill woman, was like the other woman driving the cow who had found Red in the wood. The two women had known each other, had worked near each other in the mill. Red didn’t know about that when he heard the bleary-eyed young man telling the story in the tramps’ jungle.

That one, the singing, ballad-making workwoman, had been sent, with several other women and girls... they were standing together on a truck.. they were sent thus through the streets of the town of Birchfield with instructions to stop on crowded street corners and sing their songs. One of the communist leaders had thought out the scheme. He had managed to get for them a truck, a cheap Ford truck owned by one of the men strikers. The communist leaders were alert. They knew the technique of stirring up trouble. The communist leaders thought up schemes to keep the strikers in the strikers’ camp busy.

“Beware of the enemy, capitalism. Fight him in every possible way. Keep him worried. Frighten him. Remember that you are fighting for the minds of the people, the imaginations of people.”

The communists, from the point of view of fellows like Red Oliver, were unscrupulous, too. They didn’t seem to mind sending people out to be killed. They were in the South leading a strike. It was a chance for them. They were snatching at it. There was something in them harder, more unscrupulous, more determined... they were something quite different from the old leaders of labor in America.

Red Oliver had got a look at the old kind of labor leaders. One of them had come to Langdon when the strike had broken out there. He was all for what he called “conferences” with the bosses, talking it over with them. He wanted the strikers to remain peaceful, kept begging them to remain peaceful. He kept talking about labor sitting at the council table with the bosses... “with capitalism,” the communists would have said.

Talk. Talk.

Bunk.

Perhaps it was that. Red didn’t know. He was a man looking into a new world. The world into which he had got himself suddenly plunged, almost by accident, was new and strange to him. It might be, after all, an actual new world, just coming into being in America.

There were new words, new ideas, striking on the consciousness of people. The words themselves bothered Red. “Communism, socialism, the bourgeoisie, capitalism, Karl Marx.” The bitter, long struggle that had to come... the war... that was what it would be... between those who had and those who couldn’t get... was making for itself new words. Words were flying into America from Europe, from Russia. There would be all sorts of queer new alignments of people in life... new alignments made, having to be made. In the end every man and every woman, even the children, would have to line themselves up on the one side or the other.

“I won’t. I’ll stay standing here to one side. I’ll watch, look and listen.”

“Ha! You will, will you? Well, you can’t.”

“The communists are the only people who realize that war is war,” Red thought sometimes. “They’ll gain by that. Anyway, they’ll gain in determination. They’ll be the real leaders. It’s a soft age. Men must quit being soft.” With Red Oliver... he was like thousands of young Americans... he had got just enough of communism, its philosophy, to make him afraid. He was afraid and at the same time fascinated. He might at any moment surrender, become a communist. He knew that. His going from the strike at Langdon to the strike at Birchfield was like a moth going toward a flame. He wanted to go. He didn’t want to go.

He could see it all as pure brutal cruelty... a communist leader at Birchfield, for example, sending the singing woman out into the streets of Birchfield, knowing how the town felt, at a time when the town was excited — worked up.... People were bound to be most cruel when they were most frightened. Cruelty in man had its roots in that — in fear.

To send the singing women from the strikers’ camp out in the town knowing... as the communist leaders did know... that they might be killed... was it brutal, useless cruelty? One of the women was killed, the song-maker. The bleary-eyed young man Red saw in the tramps’ jungle, to whom he stood listening, was telling about it.

The truck loaded with the singing women had driven out of the strikers’ camp into the town. It was at the noon hour when the streets were full of people. There had been a riot in the town on the day before. Strikers had tried to parade and a crowd of deputy sheriffs had tried to stop them.

Some of the strikers — ex-mountain men — had been armed. There was shooting. The bleary-eyed man said that two or three deputy sheriffs tried to stop the truck loaded with the singing women. Besides their own ballads they were singing another song the communists had taught them. There couldn’t have been a chance on earth that the women on the truck knew for themselves what communism was, what communism demanded, what the communists were fighting for. “It might be the great curative philosophy,” Red Oliver thought sometimes. He had begun thinking that. He didn’t know. He was puzzled and uncertain.

Two or three deputy sheriffs running out into a crowded street to try to stop a truck loaded with singing work women. They had been taught by the communists a new song.

 

Arise, ye prisoners of starvation, 

Arise, ye wretched of the earth, 

For justice thunders condemnation.

A better world’s in birth.

 

No more tradition’s chains shall bind us.

Arise, ye slaves, no more enthralled.

The world shall rise on new foundations.

Ye have been naught, ye shall be all.

 

It could not have been that the women singers understood the import of the song they had been taught to sing. There were words in the song they had never heard before— “condemnation”— “traditions”— “tradition’s chains”— “enthralled”— “no more enthralled” — but there is something more than exact meaning in words. Words have a life of their own. They have relations to each other. Words are building stones with which dreams may be built. There was dignity in the song the workers sang in the truck. Voices rang out with new courage. They rang through the crowded streets of a North Carolina industrial town. Smell of gasoline — rattle of truck wheels — auto horns — the hurrying, strangely impotent, modern American crowd.

The truck was in the middle of a block, proceeding on its way. The crowd in the streets stared. Lawyers, doctors, merchants, beggarmen, thieves stood silently in the streets with mouths a little open. A deputy sheriff ran out into the street, accompanied by two other deputy sheriffs. A hand went up.

“Stop.”

Another deputy sheriff came running.

“Stop.”

The man driver of the truck — the mill worker driver of the truck — did not stop. Words flew back and forth. “Go to hell.” The truck driver was inspired by a song. He was just a cotton mill worker. The truck was in the middle of a block. Other automobiles and trucks were going forward. “I am an American citizen.” It was like St. Paul saying, “I am a Roman.” What right had he, the deputy sheriff, the big fathead, to stop an American? “For justice thunders condemnation,” the women went on singing.

Some one shot. Afterwards the newspapers said there was a riot. It may have been that a deputy sheriff merely wanted to scare the truck driver. Shot heard around the world. Well, not quite. The leader of the women singers, the ballad-making woman among them, fell down dead in the truck.

 

Twicet a day.

Milky Way.

Twicet a day.

 

Rest in the water closet.

Rest in the water closet.

 

The tramp Red Oliver heard talking in the tramps’ jungle was blue with wrath. It may be that, after all, such shots heard here and there, at factory gates, at mine entrances, on picket lines before factories — deputy sheriffs — the law — protection of property... it may be they do echo and reëcho.

The tramp did not, after that, take a job at Birchfield. He said he saw the killing. He might have been lying. He said he had been standing in the street, had seen the killing and that it was cold-blooded and deliberate. In him it had produced a sudden hunger for new and more profane words — ugly words that came sputtering through blue, unshaven lips.

A man like that — after a life all ugly and dirty — had he got hold at last of a real feeling? “The bastards, dirty sons-of-bitches,” he cried. “Before I’d work for them! The stinking horseflies!”

The tramp in the jungle was even yet, when Red heard him talking, half insanely furious. It might be that you couldn’t trust such a man — wrath in such a man. It might be that he only hungered, with a deep, trembling hunger, for liquor or for dope.
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THE WOMAN WITH the cow on the hill in the wood in North Carolina on a Sunday evening in November had accepted Red Oliver. He wasn’t what “the law,” that had just driven up to the house below, had said he was — a dangerous madman, running about the country, wanting to kill people. That afternoon — it was growing dark rapidly on the hill — she took him for what he said he was. He had said he was a communist. It was a lie. She didn’t know that. A communist had come to mean a definite thing to her. When the strike had come at Birchfield, there the communists were. They had suddenly appeared. There were two young men from somewhere in the North and a young woman. People in Birchfield said, the newspaper in Birchfield said, that one of them, the young woman among them, was a Jew and that the others were foreigners and Yanks. They weren’t foreigners, anyway. The two young men at least were Americans. They had come to Birchfield immediately after the strike had broken out and had at once taken charge.

They knew how. That was something. They had organized the disorganized workers, had taught them to sing songs, had found out the leaders among them, the song-makers, the courageous ones. They had taught them to march shoulder to shoulder. When the strikers had been driven from the houses in the mill village near the mill, the young communist leaders had managed in some way to get permission to set up a camp on a vacant piece of ground near by. The ground belonged to an old man in Birchfield who knew nothing about communism. He was an obstinate old man. People in Birchfield went and threatened him. He grew more obstinate. Going out of Birchfield toward the west you came down a half hill past the mill and then you had to follow the highway across the bridge over the river and there you were at the camp. From the camp, also situated on rising ground, you could see everything going on about the mill and in the mill yard. The young communist leaders had managed in some way to get a few small tents shipped in, and provisions also appeared. Many poor small farmers from the hills about Birchfield, not understanding about communism, came into the camp at night with provisions. They brought beans and pork. They divided what they had. The young communist leaders had managed to organize the strikers into a little army.

There was something else. Many of the workers of the Birchfield mill had been in strikes before. They had belonged to unions organized in the mills. The union grew suddenly strong. A strike broke out and there was an exalted moment. It might last two or three weeks. Then the strike and the union faded away. The workers knew about the old unions. They had talked and the woman Red Oliver had met on the hill on Sunday evening — her name was Molly Seabright — had heard the talk.

It was always the same thing — talk of being sold out. A worker went up and down before a group of other workers. He held his hand behind him with the open palm upward and waved it back and forth. His lips curled unpleasantly. “Unions, unions,” he cried, laughing bitterly. That’s the way it was. The workers in a mill found life pressing down and down on them. In good times they managed to get along, but then, always, after a few years of good times, the bad times came.

There was a sudden slackening of work in the mills and the workers went about shaking their heads. A worker went home at night to his house. He called his wife aside.

He whispered. “It’s coming,” he said. What made good times and bad times? Molly Seabright didn’t know. Workers in the mill began to be laid off. The less strong and alert ones lost their jobs.

There were cuts in wages and those on piece-work were speeded up. They were told “hard times had come.”

You might have been able to stand that. Most of the workers in the mill at Birchfield knew about hard times. They had been born poor. “Hard times,” an old woman said to Molly Seabright, “when’d we ever know any good times?”

You saw men and women in the mill laid off. You knew what it meant to them. Many of the women workers had children. A new cruelty seemed to come into the foreman and into the superintendent. They might be trying to protect themselves. They had to be cruel. They began speaking to you in a new way. You were ordered here and there, gruffly, abruptly. Your work was changed. You weren’t consulted when you were given new work to do. Just a few months before, when there were good times, you and all the other workers had been treated differently. Bosses were even more considerate. There was a different quality in the voices that addressed you. “Well, we need you. There is money to be made from your labor now.” There were many little things that Molly Seabright, although she was but twenty-five and had been in the mill for ten years, had noticed. People of the town of Birchfield, where she went with the other girls sometimes at night, to the movies and sometimes just to look at the shop windows, thought that she and the other girls like her were stupid, but she wasn’t as stupid as they thought. She had feelings, too, and the feelings got into her brain. The men in charge of the rooms at the mill, the foremen — often they were young men who had risen out of the ranks of the workers — even bothered to find out a workwoman’s name in good times. “Miss Molly,” they said. “Miss Molly do this — or Miss Molly do that.” She, being a good worker, a rapid, efficient worker, was even, at times — in good times — when workers were scarce — she was even “Miss Seabright.” The young foremen smiled when they spoke to her.

There was a story about Miss Molly Seabright, too. Red Oliver never knew her story. Once when she was a young woman of eighteen... she was a tall slender well-developed young woman then... once one of the young foremen in the mill...

She herself hardly knew how it happened. She was working on the night shift in the mill. There was something strange, a bit queer about working on the night shift. You worked as many hours as those of the day shift. You grew more tired and nervous. Molly could never have told any one very clearly about what had happened to her.

She had never had a man, a lover. She didn’t know why. There was something in her manner, a kind of reserve, a good deal of quiet dignity. There had been two or three young men in the mill and back in the hills where her father and mother lived who had begun looking at her. They wanted to and didn’t dare. Even then, as a young woman just coming out of girlhood, she had felt her responsibility to her father and mother.

There had been a young mountain man, a rough fellow, a fighter, who had been attracted to her. For a time she was herself attracted. He was one of a big family of boys, living in a mountain cabin a mile from her own home, a tall rawboned strong young man with a long jaw.

He didn’t like to work much and he got drunk. She knew about that. He also made and sold liquor. Most of the young mountain men did. He was a great hunter and could kill more squirrels and rabbits in a day than any other young man in the hills. He caught woodchuck with his hands. The woodchuck was a coarse-haired fierce little creature as big as a young dog. Woodchucks were eaten by the mountain people. They were looked upon as a delicacy. If you knew how to take out a certain gland in the woodchuck, a gland that, if left in, gave the meat a bitter taste, the meat became sweet. The young mountain man brought such delicacies to Molly Seabright’s mother. He killed young coons and rabbits and brought them to her. He always brought them late in the week when he knew Molly would be coming home from the mill.

He hung about, talking to Molly’s father, who didn’t like him. The father was afraid of the man. Once on a Sunday night Molly went with him to church and on the way home, suddenly, in the dark road, in a dark stretch of road where there were no houses near... he had been drinking mountain moonshine... he hadn’t gone into the mountain church with her but had stayed on the outside with the other young men... on the way home in the lonely place in the road he had suddenly attacked her.

There hadn’t been any preliminary love making. Perhaps he thought that she... he was a great young fellow for animals, both domestic and tame animals... he might have thought she was just a little animal too. He had tried to throw her to the ground but he had taken too many drinks. He was strong enough but wasn’t quick enough. The drinks confused him. If he hadn’t been a little drunk... they were walking along the road in silence... he wasn’t one who could talk much... when suddenly he stopped and said to her gruffly, “I’m going to,” he said... “come on now, I am going to.”

He sprang at her, got one of his hands on her shoulder. He tore her dress. He tried to throw her to the ground.

Perhaps he thought she was just another little animal. Molly understood dimly. If he had been a man she cared for enough — if he had gone slowly with her.

He could break a young colt almost by his own strength. He was the best man in the hills for breaking wild young colts. People said, “In a week he can make the wildest colt in the hill follow him like a kitten.” Molly had seen his face pressed down close to her own for a moment, the queer determined terrible look in his eyes.

She had managed to get away. She got over a low fence. If he hadn’t been a little drunk... When he was getting over the fence he fell. She had to run through a field and through a creek with her best shoes on, with her best Sunday dress on. She couldn’t afford it. She had run through bushes — through a strip of wood. She didn’t know how she escaped. She never knew she could run so fast. He was there close behind her. He never said a word. He followed her to the very door of her father’s house, but she managed to get through the door and into the house and get the door closed again ahead of him.

She told a lie. Her father and mother were in bed. “What is it?” Molly’s mother asked that night, sitting up in bed. In the little mountain cabin there was but the one large room downstairs and a little loft upstairs. Molly slept up there. She had to go up a ladder to get to her bed. Her bed was by a little window under the roof. Her father and mother slept in a bed in a corner of the big room downstairs where they all ate and where they sat during the day. Her father also woke up.

“It’s nothing, Ma,” she said to her mother that night. Her mother was already almost an old woman. The father and mother were both old people who had both been married before, away off somewhere in another mountain community, and they had both lost their first mates. They didn’t get married until they were quite old and then they moved to the little cabin and the farm where Molly was born. She had never seen any of their other children. Her father liked to make a joke. He said to people— “my wife has four children and I have five children and together we have ten children. Solve that riddle if you can,” he said.

“It’s nothing, Ma,” Molly Seabright said to her mother that night she was attacked by the young mountain man. “I got scared,” she said. “Something in the yard scared me.

I guess it was a strange dog.” That was her way. She didn’t tell about things that happened to her. She climbed upstairs to her own little half room, her body trembling, and through the window she saw the young man who had tried to attack her standing in the yard. He was standing near her father’s bee gums in the yard and looking up at the window of her room. The moon had come out and she could see his face. There was an angry baffled look in his eyes that increased her fright. She might just have imagined that. How could she see his eyes down there? She couldn’t understand why she had ever let him walk with her, why she had gone off to church with him. She had wanted to show the other girls in the mountain community that she also could get a man. That must have been why she did it. She would have had trouble with him later — she knew that. Just a week after that happened he got into a fist fight with another young mountain man, a quarrel over the ownership of a mountain still, and he shot the man and had to light out. He couldn’t come back, didn’t dare. She never saw him again.
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IN A COTTON mill at night. You are working there. There is a roar of sound — a sustained roar — now low, now high — big sounds... little sounds. There is a singing — a shouting — a talking. There are whispers. There is laughter. Thread laughs. It whispers. It runs softly and swiftly. It leaps. Thread is like a young goat on the mountains of the moon. Thread is like a little hair snake running into a hole. It runs softly and swiftly. Steel can laugh. It can cry out. Looms in a cotton mill are like baby elephants playing with mother elephants in a forest. Who understands inanimate life? A river coming down out of a hill, over rocks, through a quiet glade, can make you love it. Hills and fields can win your love as can also steel made into a machine. Machines dance. They dance on their iron legs. They sing, whisper, groan, laugh. You get woozy-headed sometimes seeing and hearing all the things going on in a mill. It is worse at night. It is better, wilder, more exciting at night. It tires you more.

The lights in a cotton mill at night are cold blue. Molly Seabright worked in the loom room of the mill at Birchfield. She was a weaver. She had been there a long time and could just remember when she had not been a worker. She could remember, sometimes vividly, days with her father and mother in hillside fields. She remembered little creeping crawling buzzing things in grass, a squirrel running up the trunk of a tree. Her father kept gums of bees. She remembered the surprise and pain of a bee stinging her, a ride her father gave her on a cow’s back — he walking beside the cow holding her on — a quarrel her father had with a man in the road, a night of wind and heavy rain, her mother ill and in bed, a calf running suddenly, crazily across a field — so awkwardly Molly had to laugh.

She had come down to Birchfield with her mother out of the hills one year when she was little more than a child. That year her father was half ill and couldn’t work much and there was a drought and a crop failure on the mountain farm. Just the same that year the mill was booming. It wanted workers. The mill sent out little printed circulars into the hills telling the hill people how nice it was in town, in the mill village. The wages offered seemed high to the mountain people and the Seabrights’ cow died. Then the roof of the house in which they lived began to leak. They had to have a new roof put on or get the old one fixed.

The mother, already old, went over the hills to Birchfield that spring and in the fall she put her daughter in the mill. She didn’t want to. Molly was so very young then that she had to lie about her age. The mill people knew she was lying. There were many children in the mill who had lied about their age. It was because of the law. The mother thought, “I won’t let her stay.” The mother walked to work past the offices of the mill. She had a room with a family in the mill village. She saw stenographers in there. She thought, “I’ll get an education for my daughter. She’ll be a stenographer.” The mother thought, “We’ll get some money to buy a new cow and get the roof fixed and then we’ll go back home.” The mother did go back to the mountain farm, but Molly Seabright stayed.

She had got used to being in the mill. A young girl wants a little money of her own. She wants new dresses and new shoes. She wants silk stockings. There are movies in town.

There is a kind of excitement in being in a mill. After a few years, Molly got put on the night shift. The looms in the loom-room in the mill were set in long rows. They are that way in all mills. All mills are pretty much alike. Some are bigger than others and more efficiently run. Molly’s mill was a good one.

It was nice to be in the Birchfield mill. Molly thought sometimes... her thoughts weren’t very definite... she felt sometimes, “It’s nice to be here.”

There were even thoughts of cloth being made — nice thoughts. Cloth for dresses for many women — shirts for many men. Sheets for beds. Pillow cases for beds. People lying in beds. Lovers lying together in beds. She thought that and blushed thinking it.

Cloth for banners to fly in the sky.

Why can’t we, in America — machine people — machine age — why can’t we make it a sacred thing — a ceremony — joy in it — laughter in mills — song in mills — new churches — new sacred places — cloth being made for people to wear?

Molly did not think such thoughts definitely. None of the workers in the mill did. Just the same, the thoughts were there, in the rooms in the mill, wanting to fly into people. The thoughts were like birds flying above the rooms waiting to alight in people. “We have to take it away. It’s ours. It should belong to us — we the workers. Some day we have to take it away from the little money-changers — the cheaters — the liars. We will do it some day. We’ll arise — sing — work — sing with steel — sing with thread — sing and dance with machines — a new day coming — new religion — a new life coming.”

Year by year as machines in America had become more and more efficient the number of looms taken care of by one weaver was increased. A weaver had twenty looms, then thirty, the next year forty, then even sixty or seventy looms. The looms were becoming all the time more and more automatic, more and more independent of the weavers. They seemed more and more to have a life of their own. The looms were outside the lives of the weavers, seemed every year more and more outside. It was odd. It gave you, at night sometimes, a queer feeling.

The difficulty was that, after all, the workers — a few workers at least — were necessary to the looms. The difficulty was that thread did break. If it weren’t for the inclination of the thread to break no weavers would be necessary at all. All the ingenuity of the smart men who made machines had been used to work out better and better ways of working the thread faster and faster. It was kept slightly damp to make it more flexible. There was a spray — a fine mist — that was blown down from somewhere up above over the flying thread.

It was hot in the mills on the long summer nights in North Carolina. You sweated. Your clothes were wringing wet. Your hair was wet. Fine lint, floating in the air, clung to your hair. In town they called you “lint-head.” They did it to insult you. It was said in derision. They hated you in town and you hated them. The nights were long. They seemed endless. The cold blue light, falling down from somewhere up above, came through fine lint floating in the air. You got queer headaches sometimes. The looms you were taking care of danced more and more crazily.

The foreman in the room in which Molly worked had an idea. He put a little colored card attached to a wire on the top of each loom. The cards were blue, yellow, orange, gold, green, red, white and black. Little colored cards danced in the air. That was so you could tell, when you were a long way off, when a thread had broken in one of the looms and it had stopped. The looms stopped automatically when a thread broke. You didn’t dare let them stop. You had to run quickly, sometimes a long way. Sometimes several looms stopped at once. Several of the colored cards quit dancing. You had to run swiftly here and there. You had to tie the broken threads in quickly. You can’t let your loom stop too long. You’ll get fired. You’ll lose your job.

There they go — the dancing looms. Watch them closely. Watch. Watch.

Clatter. Clatter. What a racket there is! There is a dancing — crazily, jerkily dancing — the loom dance. At night the lights make your eyes tired. The colored cards dancing made Molly’s eyes tired. It’s nice in the loom room of the mill at night. It’s strange. It makes you feel strange. You are in a world far from any other world. You are in the world of flying lights, flying machines, flying thread, flying colors. It’s nice. It’s terrible.

The looms in a loom-room had stiff iron legs. Inside each loom the shuttles flew back and forth with flashing speed. You could not follow the flight of the flying shuttles with your eyes. The shuttles were shadowlike things — flying, flying, flying. “What’s the matter with me?” Molly Seabright said to herself sometimes. “I got looms in my head, I guess.” Everything in the room jerked. It was jerky. You had to be careful or you got the jerks. Molly got the jerks sometimes when she was trying to sleep in the daytime — when she worked at night — after the long night in the mill. She jerked awake when she tried to sleep. The loom room in the mill was still in her head. It stayed there. She could see it. She felt it.

Thread is blood running through cloth. Thread is little nerves running through cloth. Thread is a thin stream of blood running through the body of cloth. It is a little flying stream that makes the cloth. When a thread breaks in a loom the loom is hurt. It stops dancing. It seems to jump off the floor as though hurt, stabbed, shot — as the singing woman was shot in the truck in the street of Birchfield when the strike came. Song, and then suddenly no more song. Looms in a mill at night danced in a cold blue light. In the mill at Birchfield they made many-colored cloth. There were blue threads, red threads and white threads. There was always the endless movement. Little arms and little fingers were at work down inside the looms. Thread was always flying in, flying in. It flew off little bobbins set in cylinders atop the looms. In another big room of the mill they filled bobbins... they made thread and filled bobbins.

In there the thread came from somewhere up above. It was like a long slender snake. It never quit coming. It came out of tanks, out of tubes, out of steel, out of brass, out of iron.

It wriggled. It leaped. It ran out of a tube onto a bobbin. Women and girls in the spinning-room got thread in the head. In the loom-room there were always the tiny streams of thread-blood running into the body of cloth. Now it was blue, now white, now red again. The eyes got tired watching.

The point was — Molly came to understand it slowly, slowly — that you have to work in a place to know. People on the outside didn’t know. They couldn’t. You feel things. People from the outside don’t know how you feel. You have got to work in a place to know. You have got to be there through long hours, day after day, year after year. You’ve got to be there at work when you aren’t well, when your head aches. A woman who works in a mill gets... well, you ought to know how she gets. It’s monthlies. It comes sometimes suddenly. You can’t help it. Some feel like hell when it comes, others don’t. Molly did sometimes. Sometimes she didn’t.

But she’s got to stick.

If you are from the outside, not a worker, you don’t know. Bosses don’t know how you feel. The superintendent or the president of the mill walks through sometimes. The president of a mill takes visitors through his mill.

The men and women, the children, working in a mill just stand there. Very likely no threads break just then. It’s just the luck. “You see, they don’t have to work hard,” he says. You hear it. You hate him. You hate the visitors in the mill. You know how they are looking at you. You know they have contempt for you.

“Okay, smarty, you don’t know..’.you can’t know.” You’d like to throw something. How can they know about thread always coming and coming, always dancing, looms always dancing... streaming lights... clatter, clatter?

How can they know? They don’t work in there. Your feet hurt. They hurt all night long. You get a headache. You get a backache. It’s your time again. You look around. Anyway, you know. There’s Kate, and Mary, and Grace, and Winnie. Now it’s Winnie’s time too. See the dark places under her eyes. There’s Jim, and Fred, and Joe. Joe’s going to pieces — you know that. He’s got tuberculosis. You see a little movement — the hand of a worker is going to her back, to her head, it is covering her eyes for a moment. You know. You know how it hurts because it hurts you.

The looms in a loom-room sometimes seem to want to embrace each other. They get suddenly all alive. A loom seems to make a queer jerky leap toward another loom. Molly Seabright thought of the young mountain man who had once leaped toward her in a road at night.

Molly had her own thoughts working in the weaving room of the mill at Birchfield through the long years. She didn’t dare do too much thinking. She didn’t want to. The thing was to keep the attention fixed always on the looms, never to let the attention waver. She had become a mother and the looms were her children.

But she wasn’t a mother. Sometimes at night queer things happened in her head. Queer things happened in her body. After a long time, months of nights, even years of nights, the attention thus fixed hour after hour, the body gradually becoming synchronized to the movements of the machines.... There were nights when she got lost. There were nights when it seemed to her there was no Molly Seabright. Nothing mattered to her. She was in a strange world of movement. Lights were shining through mist. Colors danced before her eyes. She tried to sleep during the day but there was no rest. The dancing machines stayed in her dreams. They went on dancing in her dreams.

If you are a woman and young yet.... But who knows what a woman wants, what a woman is? There are so many smart words written. People say things. You want something alive, leaping toward you, as a loom leaps. You want something determined, coming toward you, outside yourself. You want it.

You don’t. You do.

Days, after the long nights in the mill, in the hot summer, become queer days. The days are nightmares. You can’t sleep. When you do sleep, you can’t rest. The nights when you go back to work again in the mill become just hours spent in a strange unreal world. Both days and nights become unreal to you. “If that young man, in the road that night, if he had come at me more gently, more softly,” she thought sometimes. She didn’t want to think about him. He didn’t come toward her gently. He frightened her horribly. She hated him for it.
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RED OLIVER HAD to think. He thought he had to think. He wanted to think — thought he wanted to think. In youth there is a kind of hunger. “I’d like to understand everything — feel everything,” youth says to itself. After some months working in the mill at Langdon, Georgia... being fairly eager-minded... Red tried to write poetry sometimes... after the strike among the workers at Langdon, a lost strike... he hadn’t shown up very well in that... he had thought... “Now I’ll stand by the workers”... then, at the last, when the pinch came, he didn’t... after the visit in the early summer to the Bradley farm in Kansas... Neil’s talk... afterwards at home, reading radical books... he took the New Republic and the Nation... then after that Neil sent him the New Masses... he thought... “It is time to try to think... we got to do it... we got to try... we young American men have got to try to do it.,. the old ones won’t.”

He thought, “We got to begin to show courage, even fight, even be willing to be killed for it... for what?”... he wasn’t sure... “Anyway,” he thought....

“Let me find out.

“Let me find out.

“I’ll go this road at any price now. If it’s communism, all right. I wonder if the communists would want me,” he thought.

“I’m brave now. Forward!”

Maybe he was brave, maybe not.

“Now I’m frightened. There is too much about life to find out.” He didn’t know how it would be with him if it came to a test. “Oh, hell, let it go,” he thought. What business was it of his? He had read books, had been to college. Shakespeare. Hamlet. “The world is out of joint — wicked spite, that ever I was born to set it right.” He laughed... “ha... Oh, hell... I got tried out once and I caved in... smarter men and better men than me have caved in... but what are you going to do... be a professional ball player?”... Red could have been that; he had had an offer while he was in college... he could have begun in a minor league and worked up... he could have gone to New York and become a bond salesman... other students in college did that.

“Stay in the mill at Langdon. Be a traitor to the workers in the mill.” He had got acquainted with some of the workers in the mill at Langdon, felt close to them. In a queer way he even loved some of them. People, like the new woman he had accidentally stumbled upon in his wanderings... wanderings started because of his uncertainty about himself, because of shame of what had happened to him in Langdon, Georgia, during the strike there... the new woman he had found and to whom he had told a lie, saying he was a communist, implying that he was something braver and finer than he was... he had begun looking upon communists in that way... perhaps he was being romantic and sentimental about them... there were people just like that woman, Molly Seabright, in the mill at Langdon.

“Get yourself in with the bosses in a mill. Be a suck. Rise. Grow rich maybe some day. Grow fat and old and rich and self-satisfied.”

Even a few months spent in the mill at Langdon, Georgia, during that summer and during the summer before, had done something to Red. He had sensed something a little that many Americans do not sense, perhaps never can sense. “Life was an experience full of queer accidents. There was the accident of birth. Who could account for it?

What child could say when or where or how he or she would be born?

“Would the child, to be born, be born in a well-to-do family, or in a middle-class family — lower middle class, upper middle class?... in a big white house on a hill above an American town or in a city tenement or in a coal-mining town... millionaire’s son or daughter... Georgia cracker’s son or daughter, thief’s son, even murderer’s son... children are even born in prisons?... Are you legitimate or illegitimate?”

People are always talking. They say, “So and so comes of nice people.” They mean that his people or her people are rich or well-to-do.

“By what accident did he or she get born so?”

People are always judging others. There was talk, talk, talk. The children of the rich or well-to-do... Red had seen plenty of that kind in college... they never in a long lifetime really knew anything about hunger and uncertainty, year after year of weariness, helplessness that gets into the very bones, poor food, cheap shoddy clothes. Why?

If the mother of such a one — a worker — got sick or the child of a worker got sick... there was the question of having a doctor too... Red knew about that... his father was a doctor... doctors worked for money too... sometimes the children of workers died like flies. Why not?

“Anyway, it makes more jobs for other workers.

“What difference does it make? Are workers — who are always getting it in the neck — who always in the history of man did get it in the neck — are they, can they be, nice people?”

It was all queer and puzzling to Red Oliver. Having been with the workers a little, having worked with them a little, he thought they were nice. He couldn’t help thinking it. There was his own mother — she was also a worker — gone so queerly religious. She was looked down upon by the better-fixed people in his own town of Langdon. He had come to realize that. She was always alone, always silent, always at work or prayer. He hadn’t done very well in his efforts to get close to her. He knew that. When the crisis had come in his own life he had run away from her and from his home town. He hadn’t talked it over with her. He couldn’t. She was too shy and silent and she made him shy and silent. Just the same he knew she was nice, at bottom she was damn nice.

“Oh, hell, it’s true. Those who are always getting it in the neck are the nicest people. I wonder why.”
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ONE SUMMER, WHEN Molly Seabright was working nights in the mill at Birchfield... she had just passed twenty... it was a queer summer for her.... That summer she had an experience. For some reason everything in her body and mind seemed dragged out and slow that summer. There was in her a kind of weariness she couldn’t shake off.

Her sick times were harder on her. They hurt her more.

During that summer the machines in the mill seemed to her to become more and more alive. On some days the queer fantastic dreams of her days, when she was trying to sleep, came into the waking working hours at night.

There were queer desires that frightened her. Sometimes she half wanted to throw herself into one of the looms. She wanted to put her hand or her arm into one of the looms... the blood of her own body woven into the cloth she was making. It was a fantastic notion, a whim. She knew it. She wanted to ask some of the other women and girls, working in the room with her, “Do you ever feel so and so?” She didn’t ask. It wasn’t her way to talk very much.

There were too many women and girls, she thought. “I wish there were more men.” In the house where she had got a room, there were two older women and three younger ones, all workers in the mill. They all worked days and she was alone in the house during the day. There had once been a man in the house... one of the older women had been married but he had died. She wondered sometimes... did men in the mill die easier than women? There seemed so many old women, unattached workers, who had once had men. Did she herself hunger for a man of her own? She didn’t know.

Then her mother grew ill. The days that summer were all hot and dry. The mother had to have the doctor all summer. Every night in the mill she thought about her mother ill at home. The mother had to have the doctor all summer. Doctors cost money.

Molly wanted to quit the mill. She wished she could. She knew she couldn’t. She ached to quit. She would have liked to go, as Red Oliver had gone when a crisis had come into his life, to wander in strange places. She didn’t want to be herself. “I wish I could get out of my body,” she thought. She wished she were more beautiful. She had heard stories about girls... they left their families and the places where they worked... they went out into the world among men... they sold themselves to men. “I don’t care. I’d do it too if I had a chance,” she thought sometimes. She wasn’t beautiful enough. She wondered sometimes, looking at herself in a glass in her room... a room she rented in a mill house in the mill village... she looked pretty dragged out....

“What’s the use,” she kept saying to herself. She couldn’t quit working. Life would never open out for her. “I’ll bet I never can quit working in this place,” she thought. She felt dragged out and tired all the time.

At night she kept having queer dreams. She dreamed all the time of looms.

The looms became alive. They leaped at her. They seemed to say, “There you are. We want you.”

Everything to her that summer became strange and more strange. She looked at herself in the little glass she had in her room, looking both mornings when she came from work and afternoons when she had got out of bed to prepare her own supper before going to the mill. The days got hot. The house was hot. She stood in her room looking at herself. She was so tired all that summer that she thought she couldn’t go on working, but the strange thing was that sometimes... it surprised her... she couldn’t believe it... sometimes she looked all right. She was even beautiful. She was beautiful all that summer, but she didn’t know it for sure, couldn’t have been sure of it. Now and then she thought, “I’m beautiful.” The thought sent a little wave of happiness through her but most of the time she didn’t feel it very definitely. She felt it vaguely, knew it vaguely. It gave her a kind of new happiness.

There were men who knew. Every man who saw her that summer might have known. It may be that every woman has a time like that in her life — her own ultimate beauty. Every grass, every bush, every tree in the forest has its time of bloom. Men were better at making Molly know it than the other women were. The men working with her in the loom-room of the Birchfield mill... there were a few men in there... men weavers... the sweepers... the men who passed through the room kept looking sharply at her.

There was something in her that made them look. Her time of bloom had come. It hurt. She knew without quite knowing and the men knew without quite knowing.

She knew they knew. It tempted her. It frightened her.

There was one man, a young foreman, in her room, who was married but who had a sick wife. He kept walking near her. He stopped to talk. “Hello,” he said. He came near and stood there. He was embarrassed. Sometimes he even touched her body with his body. He didn’t do it often. It was always as though it had happened quite accidentally. He stood there. Then he walked past her. His body touched her body.

It was as though she had said to him, “Don’t. Be gentle now. Don’t. Be gentle now.” He was gentle.

She used to say the words sometimes when he wasn’t about, when there was no one about. “I guess I’m going a little crazy,” she thought. She found herself speaking, not to another human being like herself but to one of her looms.

A thread had broken on one of the looms and she ran to fix it, to tie it in. The loom was standing silently there. It was still. It seemed to want to leap at her.

“Be gentle now,” she whispered to it. Sometimes she said the words aloud. There was always a roar in the room. No one could hear.

It was absurd. It was silly. How could a loom, a thing of steel and iron, be gentle? A loom couldn’t. That was a human attribute. “Sometimes, maybe... even machines... absurd. Take yourself in hand.... If I could only run away from here for a time.”

She thought of her childhood on her father’s farm. Scenes of her childhood returned to her. Nature could be gentle sometimes. There were gentle days, gentle nights, in nature. Did she think all that? They were feelings, not thoughts.

It might have been that the young foreman in her room didn’t want to. He was a man who belonged to a church. He tried not to. There was a small stock room at one corner of the loom-room in the mill. They kept extra supplies in there. “Go in there,” he said to her one night. His voice was husky when he said it. His eyes kept seeking her eyes. His eyes were like the eyes of a hurt animal. “Rest a little,” he said. He used to say that to her sometimes when she wasn’t very tired. “I’m getting woozy-headed,” she thought. Such things happened sometimes in mills, in automobile factories where modern workmen worked with fast-flying modern machines. A factory workman, suddenly, without warning, went fantod. He began to yell. It happened to men more often than to women. When a workman was that way he was dangerous. He might hit some one with a tool, kill some one. He might begin to destroy machines. In some factories and mills they kept special men, big fellows, sworn in as police, to take care of such cases. It was like shell-shock in war. The workman had to be knocked out by a strong man; he had to be carried out of the mill.

At first, when the foreman in the room spoke to Molly so nicely, so gently... Molly didn’t go to rest in the little room as he told her to but sometimes, later, she did. There were bales and piles of thread and cloth in there. There were spoiled pieces of cloth. She could lie down on a pile of goods and close her eyes.

It was very odd. She could rest in there, even sleep a little sometimes that summer, when she couldn’t get any rest or sleep at home in her room. It was odd — so close to the flying machines. It seemed better to be close to them. He put another worker, an extra woman, in her place at her looms and she went in there. The superintendent of the mill didn’t know.

The other girls in the room knew. They didn’t know. They could guess but they pretended they didn’t know. They were pretty decent. They didn’t say anything.

He didn’t follow her in there. When he sent her in... it happened a dozen times during that summer... he stayed in the big loom-room or went away to some other part of the mill, and Molly always thought, afterwards, after what finally happened, that he was off somewhere, after he had sent her into the room, fighting with himself. She knew it. She knew he was fighting with himself. She liked him. “He’s my own kind,” she thought. She never blamed him.

He was wanting to and not wanting to. He did, finally. You could come into the little stock room through a door from the loom-room or by a narrow stairway from an upstairs room and once, in half darkness, with the door to the loom-room half open, the other weavers all out there at work... so near... the dancing looms in the loom-room so near... he was silent... he might have been one of the looms... leaping thread... making firm fine cloth... making fine woven cloth.... Molly feeling so strangely dragged out. She couldn’t have fought anything. She really didn’t want to fight. She got pregnant.

Not caring and at the same time caring terribly.

So did he. He was okay, she thought.

If her mother found out. She never did. Molly was grateful for that.

She managed to lose it. No one ever knew. When she went home, over the week-end after that, her mother lying there in bed, she tried everything. She went up into the wood above the house alone where no one could see her and ran hard up and down. That was in the same overgrown woods’ road in which she afterwards saw Red Oliver. She leaped and jumped like the looms in the loom-room in the mill. She had heard something. She took great quantities of quinine.

She was ill for a week when she lost it but she didn’t have the doctor. She and her mother were ill in the same bed, but when she knew the doctor was coming she crept out of bed and hid in the wood. “He’ll only charge it,” she said to her mother. “I don’t need him,” she said. Then she got well and it never happened again. That fall the foreman’s wife died and he went away and got another job in another mill in some other town. He was ashamed. After it happened he was ashamed to come near her. She wondered sometimes — would he get married again now? He was nice, she thought. He had never been gruff and hard-boiled with the workers in the loom-room as most of the foremen were and he wasn’t a smarty. He never got gay with you. Would he get married again? He never knew what she went through when she was that way. She hadn’t told him she was that way at all. She couldn’t help wondering if he would get him a new wife in the new place and what his new wife would be like.
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MOLLY SEABRIGHT, WHO had found young Red Oliver in the woods above her father’s house and who thought he was a young communist going to help the workers in the strike at Birchfield, did not want her father and mother to know about him or his presence on the farm. She had not tried to explain to them the new doctrines that were being taught to her in the strikers’ camp. She couldn’t. She couldn’t herself understand. She was full of admiration for the men and the women who had come among the strikers and were now leading them, but she didn’t understand their words or their ideas.

They were always, for one thing, using strange words she had never heard before — the proletariat — the bourgeoisie. There was this or that to be “liquidated.” You went to the right or to the left. There was a strange language — big hard words. She had been emotionally aroused. Vague hopes were alive in her. The strike at Birchfield, started over a question of wages and hours, had suddenly become something else. There was talk of a new world to be made, of people like herself lifted out from under the shadow of the mills. There was to be a new world in which the workers were of importance. Those who raised food for others to eat, who made cloth to clothe people, who built houses in which people could live, these people were suddenly to emerge — to stand forth. The future was to be in their hands. The whole thing was to Molly not understandable but the ideas that had been put into her head by the communists, talking in the camp at Birchfield, although perhaps unattainable, were tempting. They made you feel big and real and strong. There was a kind of nobility in the ideas, but you couldn’t explain them to your father and mother. Molly wasn’t a talker.

And then also there was confusion among the workers. Sometimes, when the communist leaders were not about, they talked among themselves. “It can’t be. It can’t be. You? Us?” There was amusement. Fear grew. Uncertainty grew. Just the same, the fear and the uncertainty seemed to draw the workers together. They felt themselves isolated — a little island of people separated from the great continent of other people that was America.

“Can there ever be such a world as these men and this woman talk about?” Molly Seabright couldn’t quite believe, but at the same time something had happened to her. At times she felt herself willing to die for the men and women who had suddenly brought the new promise into her life and into the lives of the other workers. She tried to think. She was like Red Oliver struggling with himself. The woman communist who had come to Birchfield with the men was small and dark. She could get up before the workers and talk. Molly admired and envied her. She wished she could be such another.... “If I had education and wasn’t so shy I’d try,” she thought sometimes. The strike at Birchfield, the first strike she had ever been in, had brought her many new and strange emotions she didn’t much understand and couldn’t explain to others. Listening to the talkers in the camp she had times of feeling suddenly big and strong. She joined in the singing of new songs, full of strange words. She had come to believe in the communist leaders. They were young and full of daring, full of courage, she thought. Sometimes she thought they had too much courage. The town of Birchfield was all alive with threats against them. When the strikers marched singing through the streets of the town, as they sometimes did, the crowds watching scolded at them. There were hisses, oaths, threats shouted. “You sons-of-bitches, we’ll get you.” The newspaper at Birchfield ran a cartoon on its front page showing a serpent twined about the American flag and it was labeled “Communism.” Boys came and threw copies of the paper about the strikers’ camp.

“I don’t care. They lie.”

She felt hatred in the air. It made her afraid for the leaders. It made her tremble. The law had been looking for such a one, she now thought, when she had accidentally come upon Red Oliver in the wood. She wanted to protect him, make him safe but at the same time didn’t want her father and mother to know. She did not want them to get into trouble, but, as for herself, she had come to feel that she didn’t care. The law had been to the house down below once that evening, and now, after asking questions gruffly — the law was always brutal with the poor — she knew that — now the law had driven away along the mountain road, but any minute the law might return and might begin again asking questions. The law might even find out that she was herself one of the Birchfield strikers. The law hated strikers. There had been several half riots already in Birchfield, the strikers, men and women, on the one side, and the scabs brought in from the outside to take their places and the people of the town and the mill owners on the other. The law was always against the strikers. It always would be. The law would be glad of the chance to hurt any one connected with one of the strikers. She thought that. She believed it. She didn’t want her father and mother to know of Red Oliver’s presence. Their hard lives might be made harder.

“No use making them tell lies,” she thought. Her people were good people. They belonged to a church. They could never be good liars. She didn’t want them to be. She told Red Oliver to stay hidden in the wood until darkness came. When she was talking to him in the wood, in the half darkness, looking through trees, they could just see the house down below. There was an opening between trees and she pointed. Molly’s mother had lighted a lamp in the kitchen of the house. She would be getting supper. “You stay up here,” she said softly and blushed saying it. It was strange to her to be talking thus with a strange man, taking care of him, protecting him. Some of the feeling of love and admiration she had got for the communist leaders of the strike she had at once for Red. He would be as they were — no doubt an educated man. Such men, and such women as the little dark communist woman in the strikers’ camp, would have made sacrifices to come to the aid of the strikers, of the poor workers on strike. Already she felt dimly that these men were in some way better, nobler, more courageous, than the kind of men she had always thought of as good. She had always thought that preachers must be the best men in the world but that was strange too. The preachers in the town of Birchfield were against the strikers. They were crying out against the new leaders the strikers had found. Once the woman communist in the camp had talked to the other women. She had pointed out to them how the Christ, the preachers were always talking about, had stood by the poor and lowly. He had stood by people in trouble, by people who were oppressed as the workers were. The woman communist had said that the attitude of the preacher was a betrayal not only of the workers but even of their own Christ and Molly had begun to understand what she meant, what she was talking about. The whole thing was a puzzle and there were other things that also puzzled. One of the women workers, one of the strikers at Birchfield, an old woman, a church woman, a good woman, Molly thought, had wanted to bring a present to one of the communist leaders. She wanted to express her love. She thought the man brave. For the sake of the strikers he was defying the town and the police of the town, and the police had no use for workers on strike. They only liked workers who were always humble, who always submitted. The old workingwoman had thought and thought, wanting to do something for the man she admired. The incident was more amusing, more tragically amusing than Molly knew. One of the communist leaders was standing up before the strikers talking to them and the old woman came up to him. She pushed her way up through the crowd. She had brought him as a present her Bible. It was the only thing she had to give to the man she loved and to whom she wanted to express her love by giving a present.

There was confusion. Molly had gone away from Red that evening, down along the wood road, half overgrown with laurels, driving the cow toward the house. There was a little log barn near the mountain house into which the cow was to be driven to be milked. Both the house and the barn were directly on the road in which earlier Red had been walking. The cow had a young calf that was being kept in a railed enclosure near the barn.

Red Oliver had thought that Molly had nice eyes. When she had been talking to him up there that evening, giving him directions, he had been thinking of another woman, of Ethel Long. It might have been because they were both tall and slender. There had always been something a little tricky about Ethel Long’s eyes. They grew warm and then suddenly they were strangely cold. The new woman was like Ethel Long, but at the same time unlike.

“Women. Women,” Red thought, a little contemptuously. He wanted to be off women. He didn’t want to think of women. The woman in the woods had told him to stay where he was in the woods. “I’ll get you some supper after awhile,” she said to him, speaking softly, shyly. “Then I’ll take you on to Birchfield. I’m going there when it’s dark. I’m one of the strikers. I’ll take you a safe way.”

The cow had a young calf in a fenced-in enclosure near the barn. She ran down the wood road. She bawled loudly. When Molly had let her through an opening in the fence she ran bawling toward the calf and the calf was also excited. It also bawled. It ran up and down on one side of a fenced enclosure and the cow ran up and down on the other and the woman ran to let the cow in to her calf. There was an impulse in the cow to give and there was crying hunger in the calf. They both wanted to tear down the fence that separated them and the woman let the cow in to the calf and stood watching. Red Oliver saw all of this because he hadn’t listened to the woman’s instructions about staying in the woods, but had followed her closely. There it was. She was a woman who had looked at him with kindness in her eyes, and he wanted to be near her. He was like most American men. There was hidden away in him a hope, half a conviction, that in some way, some day, he might find a woman who would save him from himself.

Red Oliver followed the woman and the half-frantic cow down the hill and through the wood into the farmyard. She let the cow into the enclosure with her calf. He wanted to get near her, to see everything, to be near her.

“She is a woman. Wait. What? She might love me. That may be all that is the matter with me. After all I may need only the love of some woman to make my manhood real to me.

“Live in love — in a woman. Go into her and come out refreshed. Raise children. Build a home.

“Now you see. There it is. Now you have something to live for. Now you can cheat, scheme, get on, rise in the world. Now, you see, you are not doing it for yourself alone. You are doing it for these others. You are okay.”

There was a little stream running along the edge of the barnyard and bushes grew along the stream. Red went along the creek stepping on stones dimly seen. It was dark under the bushes. Occasionally he stepped into the water. His feet got wet. He didn’t mind.

He saw the cow hurry to its calf and had got so close that he could see the woman standing and watching as the calf sucked. That, the scene there, the quiet barnyard, the woman standing there watching as a calf sucked a cow — the earth, smell of earth and water and bushes... now flaming with fall colors about Red... impulses that drove a man in life came and went in a man... it would be nice, for example, to be a simple farm man, isolated from others, perhaps not thinking of others... even though you were always poor... what did poverty matter?... Ethel Long... something he had wanted from her and hadn’t got.

.. O man, hoping, dreaming.

.. Always thinking, somewhere there is a golden key... “some one has it... give it to me....”

When she thought the calf had enough she drove the cow out of the little enclosure and into the barn. The cow was quiet and content now. She fed the cow and went to the house.

Red wanted to get nearer. Already there were vague thoughts in his head. “If this woman... perhaps... how can a man tell?” The strange woman, Molly, might be the one.

To find love is also a part of youth. Some woman, a strong woman, will suddenly see in me something... hidden manhood I can’t yet see or feel myself. She will come suddenly toward me. Open arms.

“Something like that might give me courage.” Already she thought he was a certain thing. She thought he was a reckless, a daring young communist. Suppose, through her, he suddenly became something. Love with such a one might be the thing he needed, something splendid. She had left the cow and had gone for a moment to the house and he came out of the bushes and ran through the soft darkness into the barn. He looked quickly about. There was a little loft, filled with hay, above the cow and it had an opening through which he could look down. He could stay up there quietly and watch her milk the cow. There was another opening looking out into the yard. The house was near — not more than twenty yards away.

The cow in the barn was content and quiet. The woman had fed her. Although it was late fall, the night was not cold. Red could see through the opening in the loft the stars coming out in the sky. He took a pair of dry stockings out of his bag and put them on. Again he had been visited by the feeling that was always coming to him. It was the feeling that had led him into a confused affair with Ethel Long. It annoyed him. There he was again near a woman and that fact had excited him. “Can’t I ever be near a woman without feeling like this?” he asked himself. Little angry thoughts came.

It was always the same thing. He wanted and couldn’t get. If he once got, fully, his whole being merged with another... the birth of new life... something to strengthen him... would he be then a man at last? He was lying at that moment quietly in the hayloft remembering sharply other times he had felt as he did then. It had resulted always in his selling himself out.

He was again a boy at home walking on a railroad track. Down along the river, below the town, at Langdon, Georgia, quite removed from the life of the town as was the mill village by the cotton mill, some poor little wooden shacks had been built. Some of the shacks had been made of boards fished out of the stream during floods. They were roofed with tin cans flattened out and made to serve as shingles. Tough people lived down there. The people living down there were outlaws, squatters, tough desperate people out of the poor white class of the South. They were people who made cheap whisky to sell to Negroes. They were chicken thieves. There was a girl who lived down there, red-headed as he was. Red had first seen her one day in town, on the main street of Langdon when he was a schoolboy.

She had looked at him in just a certain way. “What?

Do you mean it?” People of that sort? Young girls coming out of that sort of families. He remembered his surprise at her daring, her boldness. Just the same it was pleasant. It was nice.

There was a hungry look in her eyes. He couldn’t have been mistaken. “Hello, come on,” the eyes said. He had followed her along the street, a mere boy, afraid, ashamed, keeping far back of her, stopping in doorways, pretending he was not following.

Just the same she had known. She may have wanted to tease him. She played with him. How bold she was. She was a little thing, rather pretty but not very clean-looking. Her dress was dirty and torn and her face covered with freckles. She had on an old pair of shoes, too large for her, and no stockings.

He had spent nights thinking of her and dreaming of her, of that girl. He hadn’t wanted to. He went to walk down along the railroad tracks, past where he knew she lived, in one of the poor little shacks. He pretended he was down there to fish in the yellow river that ran below Langdon. He didn’t want to fish. He wanted to be near her. He had followed her. That first day he had followed, keeping far back, half hoping she didn’t know. He had found out about her and her family. He had heard some men speaking of her father on Main Street. The father had got arrested for stealing chickens. He was one of the men who sold cheap bootleg whisky to Negroes. Such men ought to be wiped out. They and their families ought to be driven out of town. Just the same Red had wanted her, had dreamed of her. He walked down that way, pretending he was going fishing. Was she laughing at him? Anyway he never got a chance at her, never even spoke to her. It might have been that all the time she was just laughing at him. Even little girls were that way sometimes. He had found that out.

And if he had got a chance at her he knew, in his heart, that he wouldn’t have had the nerve.

Afterwards, when he was already a young man, when he was in the North at college, there had come another time.

He went with three others — college boys like himself — after a ball game, to a house of prostitution. That was in Boston. They had been playing a game of baseball with another New England college team and returned through Boston. It was the end of the baseball season and they celebrated. They drank and went to the place that one of the young men knew about. He had been there before. The others took women. They went upstairs to the rooms in the house with women. Red didn’t go. He pretended he didn’t want to and so he sat downstairs in what was called the parlor of the house. It was “a parlor house.” They are going out of style. There were several women in there, sitting in there, waiting to serve men. It was their job to serve men.

There was a fat middle-aged man who looked to Red like a business man. That was odd. Had he already, at that time, begun to have contempt for the idea of a man spending his life buying and selling? The man in that house that day was like the traveling salesman he afterwards frightened in the road near Birchfield. The man was half asleep, sitting in a chair in the parlor of the house. Red thought he would never forget the man’s face... its ugliness at just that moment.

He remembered afterwards — thinking... did he have the thoughts at the moment or did they come later?... “Never mind,” he thought... “I wouldn’t mind seeing a man drunk if I could feel the man drunk as drunk, trying to establish something. There might be drunkenness in a man... a man might get drunk trying to establish a dream in himself. He might even be trying to go toward something thus. If he were drunk that way, I bet I would know it.”

There is another sort of drunkenness. “It is disintegration... of personality, I guess. Something slips... falls away... everything becomes loose. I don’t like it. I hate it.” Red’s own face, sitting in that house that time, might have been ugly too. He bought drinks, spent money he couldn’t afford to spend — recklessly.

He lied. “I don’t want to,” he had said it to the others. It was a lie.

There it is. You dream of a thing as being the most lovely thing that can happen in life. It can be as ugly as hell too. After you do it, you hate the one you did it with. Hate comes flooding in.

Sometimes though you want to be ugly — like a dog rolling in offal... or perhaps like a rich man rolling in his wealth.

The others said to Red, “Don’t you want to?”

“No,” he said. He lied. The others laughed at him a little and he kept on lying to himself. They thought he hadn’t the nerve... which was anyway pretty near the truth. They were right. Afterwards, when they had got out of there, when they were outside that house in the street... they had gone to the place in the early evening while it was still daylight... when they came out, the lights in the street were lighted.

Children were playing in the street. Red kept being glad he hadn’t but was, at the same time, deep down in what he thought was some ugly corner in himself, sorry he hadn’t.

Then he began feeling virtuous. That wasn’t a nice feeling either. It was an ugly feeling. “I think I am better than they are.” There were so many such women as the ones in that house — the world was teeming with them.

Oldest trade in the world.

Jesus Maria! Red just went along silently with the others through a lighted street. The world in which he walked seemed queer and strange to him. It was as though the houses along the street were not real houses, the people along the street, even some children he saw running and shouting, weren’t real. They were figures on a stage — unreal. The houses and buildings he saw were made of cardboard.

AND SO Red had got a reputation for being a nice boy... a clean boy... a nice young man.

.. A good ball player... pretty keen in his studies.

“You watch that young man. He’s all right. He’s clean. He’s all right.”

Red had liked it. He hated it. “If they only knew the truth,” he thought.

For example, in that other place into which he had got, in the barn that night.. that woman who had found him in the woods... an impulse in her to save him... to whom he had lied, saying he was a communist.

She came out of the house bringing a lantern with her. She milked the cow. The cow was quiet now. It was eating some sort of soft mash she had put into a box. Red was lying by an opening that looked down and she heard him moving in the hay. “It’s all right,” he said to her. “I came in here. I’m up here.” His voice had got strangely husky. He had to make an effort to control it. “Keep quiet,” she said.

She sat by the cow’s flanks to milk. She sat on a little stool and as he had got his face to the opening above he could see her, could watch her movements in the light of the lantern. So close to one again. So far from her. He couldn’t help making her, in imagination at least, really close to himself. He saw her hands on the udders of the cow. Milk came down, making a sharp sound against the sides of a tin pail held between her knees. Her hands seen thus, in the circle of light down below, made by the lantern... they were strong alive workingwoman’s hands... there was a little circle of light... the hands gripping teats — milk coming... the strong sweet smell of the milk, of animal life in the barn — barn smells. The hay on which he was lying — darkness and the circle of light down there... her hands. Jesus Maria!

Shame too. There it was. There was the little circle of light in the darkness down below. Once, while she was milking, her mother — a little bent white-haired old woman — came to the door of the barn and said a few words to her daughter. She went away. She was speaking of a lunch she was putting up. It was for Red. He knew that.

He knew the mother didn’t know, but just the same these people were being sweet and kind to him. The daughter was wanting to protect him, to take care of him. She would have made up some kind of excuse for wanting to carry the lunch when she left the farm later that evening to return to Birchfield. The mother wouldn’t ask too many questions. The mother had gone to the house.

A soft circle of light down there in the barn. Circle of light about a woman’s form... her hands... the swelling of her breast — firm and round... her hands milking the cow... warm nice milk... swift thoughts in Red....

He was close to her, to a woman. He was very near her. Once or twice she turned her face up toward him but she could not see him in the darkness above. When she turned her face up thus, it — the face — was still in the circle of light but her hair was in darkness. She had lips like Ethel Long’s lips and more than once he had kissed Ethel’s lips. Now Ethel was another man’s woman. “Suppose, after all, that is all I want... all any man really wants... this restlessness in me that has driven me from home, made a tramp of me, made a wanderer of me.

“How do I know that I give a damn for people in general, the generality of people... their suffering... it may be all bunk?”

She didn’t speak to him again until she had finished milking, when she stood under him, whispering up, giving him instructions about getting out of the barn. He was to wait for her by a little corncrib near the road. It was fortunate the family didn’t keep a dog.

It was all nothing, except to Red... his attempt at progress with himself... to understand something if he could... an impulse, a feeling, that went on all the time he was walking with her... behind her... in front of her, in the narrow path, going up over a mountain, down into a hollow... now beside a stream, going toward Birchfield in the dark. It was strongest in him when he stopped at one place along the way to eat the food she had brought... in a little opening near tall trees... quite dark... thinking of her just as a woman... who might possibly have, if he had dared try... to satisfy something in himself... as though doing that would give him something he so much wanted... his manhood... was that it? He even argued with himself— “What the hell? Suppose, when I was with those other women in that house in Boston... if I had, would that have given me my manhood?

“Or if I had got that little girl, in Langdon, long ago?”

He had, after all, had a woman once. He had had Ethel Long. “Well!”

He had got nothing very permanent from that.

“It isn’t that. I wouldn’t do it even if I could,” he said to himself. It was time now for men to prove themselves in a new way.

Just the same — all the time he was with the woman — he was as the foreman in the mill had been with Molly Seabright. In the darkness, on the way to Birchfield that night, he had kept wanting to touch her with his hands, touch her body with his body, as the foreman in the mill had done. Perhaps she didn’t know. He hoped she didn’t. When they had got near the communist camp in the wood — near the clearing where the tents and shacks had been put up — he had asked her not to tell the communist leaders about his presence in the camp.

He had to give her some explanation. They wouldn’t know him. They might even think he was some sort of a spy. “Wait until morning,” he had said to her. “You leave me here,” he whispered, when they came silently to the place where he afterwards tried to sleep. “I’ll go and tell them after awhile.” He had thought vaguely, “I’ll go to them. I will ask them to give me something dangerous to do here.” He felt brave. He wanted to serve or, at least, at the moment when he was with Molly at the edge of the camp, he thought he wanted to serve.

“What?

“Well, maybe.”

Something a little vague in him. She had been very, very nice. She went and got him a blanket, perhaps her own blanket, the only one she had. She went away to a little tent where she was to spend the night with some other working-women. “She’s nice,” he thought, “damn, she’s nice.

“I wish I could be something real,” he thought.
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THE NIGHT WAS passing. Red Oliver was alone. He was in a state of feverish uncertainty. He had got to the place toward which he had been going for a long time. It wasn’t just a place. Was it a chance, at last, to motivate his own life? Men wanting pregnancy as well as women, eh? Something like that. Since he had left Langdon, Georgia, he had been like a moth flying about a flame. He wanted to approach — what? “This communism — is that the answer?”

Could it be made a kind of religion?

The religion the Western world had given itself to wouldn’t do. It had got, in some queer way, corrupt — no good now. Even the preachers knew it. “Look at them — do they walk with fine dignity?

“You can’t bargain like that — promise of immortality — after this life you shall live again. The truly religious man wants to throw away everything — he asks no promise from God.

“Wouldn’t it be better — if you could do it — if you could find some way to do it, to throw away your life for the sake of a better life here — not over there?” A flourish — a gesture. “Live as a bird flies. Die as a male bee dies — in nuptial flight with life, eh?

“There’s something somewhere that’s worth living for — dying for. Is it this thing called communism?”

Red wanted to approach, to try giving himself to that. He was afraid to approach. He was there at the edge of the camp. There was still a chance to leave — to light out. He could creep away unobserved. No one but Molly Seabright would know. Even his friend Neil Bradley wouldn’t know. He and Neil had talked pretty big sometimes. He wouldn’t have to say even to Neil, “I tried but I failed.” He could just lie low, keep numb.

Things kept happening, inside himself, outside himself. When he had given up trying to sleep, he sat listening. All his senses on that night seemed extraordinarily alive. He could hear the low voices of people talking in the small rudely constructed hut in the midst of the camp. He knew nothing of what was going on. Now and then he could see shadowy figures in a narrow little street of the camp.

He was alive. The tree against which his back rested was outside the circle of the camp. Within the camp the small trees and bushes had been cut away, but at the camp’s edge they began again. He sat on one of the boards he had found and on which earlier he had tried to sleep. The blanket Molly had brought was wrapped about his shoulders.

The seeing of the woman Molly, his being with her, the feelings that had come, being in her woman’s presence, all of this was but an incident, but at the same time it was important. He felt the night, still hanging over the camp, pregnant like a woman. A man went toward a certain thing — like communism. He was uncertain. He ran forward a little, stopped, turned back, then went forward again. Until he had crossed a certain line, that committed him, he could always turn back.

“Cæsar crossed the Rubicon.

“O, mighty Cæsar.

“Oh, yeaas!

“I’ll be damned. I don’t believe there ever was a mighty man.

“By God... if there ever was one... world march on... thump, thump... world come to your knees now. Here’s a man.

“Well, anyway it’s not me,” Red thought. “Don’t begin to think big now,” he warned himself.

There was just the trouble — his own boyishness. He was always imagining things — some heroic act he had done or was about to do... he saw a woman — he thought, “Suppose she should suddenly — unexpectedly — fall in love with me.” He had done it that very night — the workingwoman he had been with. He smiled, a bit sadly, thinking of it.

That was the idea. You thought out certain things. Perhaps you even talked a little to others as Red Oliver had talked to Neil Bradley — the one close man friend he had made... as he had tried to talk to the woman with whom he thought he was in love — to Ethel Long.

Red had never been able to talk much to Ethel Long, couldn’t get his ideas explained when he was with her. It was partly because they were half formed in his own mind and partly because he was always excited when he was with her... wanting, wanting, wanting...

“Well... she... will she let me?”...

*

IN the communist camp near Birchfield, across the river from the Birchfield mills, there was an undertone of excitement. Red felt it. Voices kept coming from the rude little hut where, evidently, the leading spirits among the strikers were congregating. Shadowy figures hurried through the camp.

Two men went out of the camp and crossed the bridge that led away into the town. Red saw them go. There was a little light from a waning moon. Daylight would come soon now. He could hear footsteps on the bridge. The two men were going into town. They were scouts sent out by the strike leaders. Red imagined that. He didn’t know.

There had been rumors in the camp that day, on the Sunday while Molly Seabright was away, while she was at home over the week-end with her own people. The struggle at Birchfield had been carried on between the strikers and deputy sheriffs appointed by the sheriff of the county of North Carolina in which Birchfield lay. There had been, from the local newspaper, the mayor of the town, a call sent to the Governor of the State for troops but the Governor was a liberal. He half wanted to stand by labor. There were liberal newspapers in the State. “Even a communist has some rights in a free country,” they said. “A man or woman has a right to be a communist if he wants to.”

The Governor had wanted to be impartial. He was himself a mill owner. He didn’t want people to be able to say— “There, you see.” He even wanted secretly to lean far back, get the name of being the most open-minded and liberal Governor in the whole Union— “these States,” as Walt Whitman had said.

He had found he couldn’t. There was too much pressure. Now it was said that the State was coming in. Soldiers were coming. The strikers had even been allowed to picket the mill. They could picket if they stayed a certain distance from the mill gate, if they stayed out of the mill village. Now all was to be stopped. An injunction had been issued. The soldiers were coming. The strikers were to be hemmed in. “Stay in your own camp. Rot there.” That was the cry now.

But what good is a strike if you can’t picket? The new move meant, if the rumor was true, that the communists were blocked. There would be a new turn to things now. That was the trouble with all this business of being a communist. You got blocked.

“I’ll tell you what — these poor workers — they are being led into a trap,” the mill owners had begun saying. Committees of citizens had gone to see the Governor. There were mill owners among them. “We are not against unions,” they had now begun saying. They even praised unions, the right kind of unions. “This communism is un-American,” they said. “Its aim is to destroy our institutions, you see.” One of them took the Governor aside. “If anything happens and it will happen... already there have been riots, people hurt... the citizens themselves will not stand for this communism. If a few citizens, upright men and women, are killed — you know who will be blamed.”

It was the trouble with anything in America that had any kick. Red Oliver had begun to realize that. He was one of many thousands of young Americans beginning to realize it a little. “Suppose, for example, you were a man in America who really wanted God — suppose, you wanted to try really to be a Christian — a God man.

“How could you do that? All society would be against you. Even the church wouldn’t stand that — it couldn’t.

“Just the same there must have been — once — when the world was younger — when men were more naïve — there must have been godly men, willing and ready enough to die for God. They might even have wanted to.”

*

IN reality Red knew quite a lot. He had got a dose of his own limitations and that experience had perhaps taught him something. It had happened at Langdon.

There had come a strike at Langdon and he was in it and not in it. He tried to get in. It wasn’t a communist strike. There had been a riot in the early morning in front of the plant at Langdon. They were trying to bring in new workers, “scabs,” the strikers called them. They were only poor people out of work. They had come flocking into Langdon from the hills. All they knew was that jobs were being offered. It was a time when jobs were getting scarce. There had been fighting and Red had fought. The people he had come to know a little — not very well — men and women in the plant with whom he had worked — were fighting with other men and women. There were screams and cries. A crowd had surged out to the plant from town. They came racing out in cars. It was early morning and men of the town jumped out of their beds, sprang into their cars and raced out there. Deputy sheriffs, appointed to protect the plant, were in it and Red got in.

That morning he had just gone out there, being curious. The plant had been closed a week and word had been sent out that it was to be opened with new workers. The old workers of the plant were all there. Most of them were pale and silent. A man stood with his fists in the air, swearing. Many of the town people did not get out of their cars. They shouted and cursed the strikers. There were women attacking other women. Dresses were being torn and hair pulled. There was no shooting, but deputy sheriffs ran about waving guns and shouting.

Red had got into it. He sprang in. The amazing thing about it all... it was amusing really... it made him want to cry afterward, when he realized it... was that, although he had fought furiously, in the midst of a mob of people, fists flying, himself taking blows, giving blows, women even attacking men... no one of the town of Langdon knew and even the workers did not know that Red Oliver was in there fighting thus on the side of the strikers.

Things got like that sometimes in life. Life played that kind of a damned joke on a man.

The point was that afterwards, when the fight was over, when some of the strikers had been dragged off to the town jail in Langdon, when the strikers were defeated, dispersed... some of them fighting furiously to the last and others caving in... when it was all over that morning there was no one, either among the workers or among the town people, who even suspected that Red Oliver had been fighting so furiously on the workers’ side, and then, when all was quiet, he had lost his nerve.

There had been a chance. He hadn’t left Langdon at once. After a few days, the strikers, who had been arrested, were brought up for trial. There they were in court. They had been kept in the town jail since the riot. The strikers had formed a union but the union leader had been rather like Red. When the test came he had thrown up his hands. He had declared that he hadn’t wanted trouble. He had been advising, begging the strikers to remain quiet. He had been lecturing them in meetings. He was one of the kind of leaders who wanted to sit at a council table with the employers, but the strikers had got out of hand. When they saw people taking their places they couldn’t stand it. The union leader got out of town. The strike was broken.

There remained the people in jail, who were to come up for trial. Red had been going through a curious struggle with himself. All the town, the people of the town, took it for granted he had been in the fight on the town’s side, on the side of property and of the mill owners. He had got a black eye. Men meeting him on the street laughed and slapped him on the back. “Good boy,” they said, “you got it, didn’t you?”

The men of the town, most of whom had no money interest in the mill, took the whole thing as an adventure. There had been a fight and they had won. They felt it their own victory. As for the people in the jail, who were they, what were they? They were poor mill hands, no-good poor whites, lint-heads. They were to be tried in court. No doubt they would get heavy jail sentences. There were women workers of the mill, women like the one named Doris who had attracted Red’s attention and the blonde woman named Nell who had also attracted him who would be sent away to prison. The woman named Doris had a husband and a baby and Red wondered about that. If she had to go for a long term in prison, would she take the baby with her?

For what? For fighting for the right to work, to make a living. The thought of it sickened Red. The thought of the position into which he had got himself sickened him. He had begun keeping off the streets of the town. In the daytime, during that curious period of his life, he was restless and went to walk all day alone in the pine forest about Langdon and at night he could not sleep. A dozen times, during the week after the strike and before the day came when the strikers were to be brought to trial, he came to a strong resolution. He would go into the court. He would even ask to be arrested and thrown into jail with the strikers. He would say that he had been fighting on their side. What they had done he had done. He wouldn’t wait until the time for the trial but would go at once to the judge or to the sheriff of the county and tell the truth. “Arrest me also,” he would say, “I was on the side of the workers, I fought on their side.” Once or twice Red had even got out of bed at night and had partially dressed, determined to go down into the town, to awaken the sheriff, to tell his story.

He didn’t. He had caved in. The whole notion had seemed to him, most of the time, silly. He would only be playing a heroic rôle, making a silly ass of himself. “Anyway I fought for them. Whether any one knows it or not, I did,” he told himself. In the end, unable longer to bear his own thoughts, he had left Langdon, hadn’t even told his mother where he was going. He didn’t know. It was night and he had packed a few things in a little bag and had left the house. He had a little money in his pocket, a few dollars. He left Langdon.

“Where am I going?” he had kept asking himself. He bought newspapers and had read about the communist strike at Birchfield. Was he a complete coward? He didn’t know. He wanted to test himself. There had been moments, since he had left Langdon, when, if some one had suddenly come up to him saying— “Who are you? what are you worth? — he would have answered:

“Nothing — I am worth nothing. I am cheaper than the cheapest man in the world.”

Red had been through another experience that he remembered with shame. It wasn’t much of an experience after all. It was unimportant. It was terribly important.

It had happened in the camp of the tramps, in the place where he had heard the bleary-eyed man talking of the killing of the singing woman on the streets of Birchfield. He had been going toward Birchfield, hitch-hiking his way along and beating his way on freight trains. For the time he lived as tramps lived, as the unemployed live. He had got in with another young fellow of about his own age. He was a pale young man with feverish eyes. Like the bleary-eyed man he was very profane. Oaths fell constantly from his lips, but Red liked him. The two young men had met at the edge of a Georgia town and had climbed aboard a freight train that was crawling slowly toward the city of Atlanta.

Red was curious about his companion. The man looked ill. They got into a box car. There were at least a dozen other men in the car. There were whites and blacks. The blacks stayed in one end of the car and the whites in the other. There was, however, a feeling of friendliness. Jokes and talk went back and forth.

Red still had seven dollars of the money he had brought from home. He had a guilty feeling about it. He was afraid. If this crowd knew it they would rob him, he thought. He had the bills tucked away in his shoes. “I’ll keep mum about it,” he decided. The train went slowly north and at last stopped at a small town, but a short distance from the city. It was late in the afternoon and the young man, who had attached himself to Red, told him they had better get off there. All the others would be getting off. In Southern towns and cities, tramps and men out of work were often arrested and given jail sentences. They put them to work on the Georgia roads. Red and his companion got out of the car and all along the train — it was a long one — he could see other men, whites and blacks, jumping to the ground.

The young man he was with stuck to Red. When they were in the car he had whispered. “You got any money,” he had asked and Red had shaken his head. The moment Red did it he was ashamed. “Still I’d better stick to it now,” he thought. A little army of men, the whites in one group and the blacks in another, went along the tracks and turned across a field. They went into a little pine wood. There were evidently veteran tramps among the men and they knew what they were doing. They called to the others, “Come on,” they said. There was a tramps’ hang-out at that place — a jungle. There was a little stream and inside the woods an open place covered with pine needles. There were no houses near. Some of the men made fires and began to cook food. They took scraps of meat and bread, wrapped in old newspapers, out of their pockets. There were crude cooking utensils lying about, empty vegetable cans blackened by old fires. There were little piles of blackened bricks and stones other wanderers had gathered together.

The man who had attached himself to Red called him aside. “Come on,” he said, “let’s get out of here. There ain’t nothing here for us,” he said. He went across the field swearing and Red followed him. “I get tired of these dirty bastards,” he declared. They got out on the railroad track quite near the town and the young man told Red to wait. He disappeared along the street. “I’ll be right back,” he said.

Red sat on the track, waiting, and presently his companion reappeared. He had a loaf of bread and two dried herring. “I got it for fifteen cents. That was my pile. I panhandled it out of a fat son-of-a-bitch in a town back there, before I met up with you.” He made a jerking movement with his thumb back along the track. “We had better eat it here,” he said. “There’s too many in that crowd of dirty bastards.” He meant the men in the jungle. The two young men sat on railroad ties and ate. Again shame took possession of Red. The bread was bitter in his mouth.

He kept thinking of the money in his shoes. Suppose they had robbed me. “What of it?” he thought. He wanted to tell the young man, “Look here, I’ve got seven dollars.” His companion would perhaps have wanted to go on a bust.

He would have wanted to get liquor. Red had thought, “I’ll make the money go as far as I can.” Now it seemed to burn the flesh inside his shoes. His companion kept talking cheerfully, but Red grew silent. When they had finished eating he followed the man back to the camp. Shame had taken complete possession of Red. “We got a hand-out,” Red’s companion said to the men sitting about the little fires. There might have been fifteen men gathered in the camp. Some of them had food, others didn’t. Those who had food divided.

Red could hear the Voices of the Negro tramps in another camp near by. There was laughter over there. A Negro’s voice began to sing softly, and Red thought sweetly.

One of the men in the white man’s camp spoke to Red’s companion. He was a tall middle-aged man. “What the hell’s the matter with you?” he asked. “You look like hell,” he said.

Red’s companion grinned. “I got the syph,” he said, grinning. “It’s eating me up.”

There was a general discussion of the disease that had attacked the man and Red drew away to another side and sat listening. Some of the men in the camp began telling of their experiences with the same disease and how they got it. The mind of the tall man took a practical turn. He jumped up. “I’ll tell you what,” he said, “I’ll tell you how to get cured.”

“You get into jail,” he said. He didn’t laugh. He meant it. “Now I’ll tell you what to do,” he continued, pointing along the railroad track toward the city of Atlanta.

“Well, you go in there. So there you are. You walk along the street.” The tall man was something of an actor. He walked up and down. “You have a stone in your pocket — see.” There was the half of a burned brick lying near by and he picked it up but the brick was hot and he dropped it quickly. The other men in the camp laughed, but the tall man was absorbed. He got a stone and put it into the side pocket of his torn coat. “You see,” he said. Now he took the stone out of his pocket and with a wide movement of his arm threw it aside through bushes into the little stream that ran near the camp. His earnestness made the other men in the camp smile. He ignored them. “So you are walking along a street of stores. You see. You get into a fashionable street. You pick out a street where the best stores are. Then you hurl your brick or stone through the window. You don’t run. You stand there. If the store-keeper comes out you tell him to go to hell.” The man had been walking up and down. Now he stood as though defying a crowd. “You might as well smash the window of some rich son-of-a-bitch,” he said.

“So — you see — you get arrested. They put you in jail... you see — they cure your syphilis in there. It’s the best way,” he said. “If you are just broke they won’t pay any attention to you. In the jail they got a doctor. A doctor comes in there. It’s the best way.”

Red had crept away from the camp of tramps and from his companion and after walking a half mile along a road, inquiring his way, he got a street car. The seven dollars in his shoe annoyed and hurt him and he stepped aside behind some bushes and took it out. Some of the men he had been with since he had become a wanderer had laughed at him because of the small bag he carried, but on that day there had been in the crowd a man carrying something even more strange, and the attention of the crowd had been centered upon him. The man said he was a newspaper reporter out of work and was going to try to catch on in Atlanta. He carried a small portable typewriter. “Look at him,” the others in the camp shouted. “Ain’t we getting swell? We are getting high-brow.” Red had wanted to run into the camp that evening and give the men gathered there his seven dollars. “What does it matter to me what they do with it?” he thought. “Suppose they get drunk — what the hell do I care?” When he had got some distance from the camp he went hesitatingly back. It would have been easy enough if he had only told them earlier in the day. For several hours he had been with the men. Some of them were hungry. Just the same if he went back and stood before the men, taking the seven dollars out of his pocket— “Here, you men... take this.”

How silly!

He would be most ashamed before the young fellow who had spent his last fifteen cents buying the bread and herring. When he got again to the edge of the camp the men gathered there had become quiet. They had built a little fire of sticks and were lying about. Many of them would sleep there on the pine needles. They were gathered in little groups, some talking softly and others stretched out already asleep on the ground. It was then Red heard the story of the death of the singing woman at Birchfield from the lips of the bleary-eyed man. The young man who had syphilis had disappeared. Red wondered if he had already gone off to the city to smash the store window and get himself arrested and put into jail.

No one had spoken to Red when he returned to the edge of the camp. He held the money in his hand. No one looked at him. He stood leaning against a tree holding the money, a little ball of bills, gripped in his fingers. “What’ll I do?” he thought. Some of those in the camp were veteran tramps but many of them were men out of work, not young men like himself, adventuring, trying to find out about themselves, seeking something, but just mature men with no work, drifting about the country, seeking work. It would have been something wonderful, Red thought, that night, if there had been something of the actor in himself as in the tall man, if he could have gone to stand before the group at the fire. He might have told a lie, as he did afterwards when he met Molly Seabright. “Look here, I found this money,” or “I held up a man.” That would have sounded big and fine, being a hold-up man. He would have got admiration. What happened was that he did nothing. He stood leaning against the tree embarrassed, shaking with shame and then, not knowing how to do what he wanted to do, went quietly away. When he got into the city that night he was still ashamed. He wished he had thrown the money in among the men and then run. He got a bed that night in the Y. M. C. A. building in Atlanta, and when he had got into bed he again took the money out of his pocket and held it in his hand looking at it. “Hell,” he thought, “men think they want money. It only gets you into trouble. It makes a fool out of you,” he decided. Just the same, already, after a week on the road, he had got to the place where seven dollars seemed almost a fortune. “It doesn’t take much money to make a man pretty cheap,” he had thought.
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THEY WERE THE same boy — the same young man — that was the queer part of it. They were American young men and had read the same magazines and newspapers... heard the same talks on the radio... political conventions... the man who... Amos and Andy... Mr. Hoover at Arlington, Mr. Harding and Mr. Wilson at Arlington... America the hope of the world... the eyes of the world upon us... “this rugged individualism.” They had seen the same talkies. Life keeps moving, too. Stand aside and see it move. Stand aside and see the glory of the Lord.

“Have you seen Ford’s new car? Charley Schwab says we are all poor together now. Oh yeaas!”

Naturally the two young men had gone through many of the same experiences — boyhood loves — material for later novels, if they had happened to be novelists — school — baseball — going swimming in the summer — not, of course, in the same creek, river, lake, pond... the economic urges, drifts, pushes that make men — that seem so like the accidents of life — are they accidents? “The next revolution that comes will be economic, not political.” Talk in drug stores, in court houses, on streets.

A young man gets his dad’s car in the evening. Ned Sawyer had done that more than Red. He was a young man who felt freer — moved more freely in the atmosphere into which he was born.

His mother and father felt freer in their atmosphere — neither of them ever having been poor or having been of working people like Red Oliver’s mother. They were respected, looked up to. They subscribed. Ned’s father was never a drunkard. He had never been a chaser of loose women. The mother was soft speaking and gentle. She was a good church member.

If you are a young man like Ned Sawyer, nowadays, you get the family car in the evening and drive out into the country. You pick up a girl. The automobile has certainly changed life. With some girls you can go in for big petting. With some you can’t.

It’s a problem for the girls, too — to pet or not to pet. How far is it safe to go? What is the best line?

If you are a young man you pass through times of depression. Some young men like to read books. They go in for being intellectuals. They like to get into a room with books and read and then later they go out and talk bookish talk while other young men are all for action. They have got to be doing something or they’ll bust. Extraverts and introverts, hello.

Some young men go big with women while others do not. You can never tell what will get a woman.

The two young men who met so strangely, tragically, one morning in a town called Birchfield, in North Carolina, didn’t know they were so much alike. They had never before seen each other or heard of each other. How were they to know they were so much alike?

Were they both just ordinary young American middle-class men? Well, you can’t blame yourself, being middle-class, if you are an American. Isn’t America the greatest middle-class country on earth? Haven’t its people more middle-class comforts than any other people on earth?

“Sure.”

The one young man was named Ned Sawyer and the other Red Oliver. One was the son of a North Carolina smalltown lawyer and the other the son of a Georgia small-town doctor. One was rather stockily built, a broad-shouldered young man with thick, rather stiff red hair and with troubled questioning gray-blue eyes, while the other was tall and slender. He had yellow hair and gray eyes that also occasionally grew questioning and troubled.

With Ned Sawyer it wasn’t a question of communism. It wasn’t that definite with him. “Damn communism,” he would have said. He didn’t know about it and didn’t want to know about it. He thought of it as something un-American — strange and ugly. However, there were disturbing things in his life, too. There was something going on in America in his day, an under-current of questionings pretty much voiceless yet, that disturbed him. He didn’t want to be disturbed. “Why can’t we, in America, go on just as we have always gone on?” was about what he thought. He had heard of communism and thought of it as something strange and foreign to American life. He even talked about it now and then to other young men he knew. He made pronouncements. “It’s foreign to our way of thought,” he said. “So? You think? Yes, we believe in individualism here in America. Give every man a chance and let the devil take the hindmost. That’s our way. If, in America, we don’t like a law we break it and have a good laugh. That’s our way.” Ned was himself half intellectual. He had read Ralph Waldo Emerson. “Selfreliance, that’s what I stand for.”

“But,” a young man friend said to him. “But?”

One of the two young men, mentioned above, shot the other. He killed him. It all happened in this way....

The one young man — the one named Ned Sawyer — had joined up with the military company of his town. He had been too young to get into the World War, just as had Red Oliver. It wasn’t that he thought of war-wanting — wanting killing and all that. He didn’t. There wasn’t anything cruel or savage about Ned. He liked the idea... a company of men swinging along a street or along a road, all in uniform, himself one of them — himself in command.

Wouldn’t it be strange if this individualism we Americans so love to talk about was something we don’t want after all?

There is a gang spirit in America, too — 

Ned Sawyer had gone to college as Red Oliver had. He also played baseball in college. He was a pitcher while Red played shortstop and sometimes second base. Ned was a pretty good pitcher. He had a fast ball with a little hop on it and a tantalizing slow ball. He was a rather nice, steady curve-ball pitcher.

One summer, while he was still in college, he went to an officers’ training camp. He liked it. He liked commanding men and later, when he was back again in his own home town, he got elected, or appointed, first lieutenant of the military company of his town.

It was nice. He liked it.

“Fours-right into line.”

“Present arms!” Ned had a good voice for it. He could bark it out — sharp and nice-like. — 

It was a nice feeling. You took the young men, your company, awkward fellows — white men from the farms near the town and young fellows from town — and you drilled them up by the schoolhouse, in the vacant lot up there. You took them swinging down Cherry Street into Main.

They were awkward and you made them not awkward. “Come on, now! Try that again! Catch it! Catch it!

“One, two, three, four! Count it off in your own minds like that! Make it snappy, now! One, two, three, four!”

It was nice, nice — in the evening in the summer, taking the men thus out into the street. Up in the hall, in the big town hall in the winter, it wasn’t quite so gaudy. You felt shut in up there. You got tired of it. There wasn’t any one watching as you drilled the men.

There you were. You had a nice uniform to wear. An officer bought his own uniform. He wore a sword and at night it glistened in the town lights. After all, you know — being an officer, it was — every one admitted that — it was being a gentleman. In the summer young women of the town were sitting in cars parked along the streets, the streets down which you swung your men. The daughters of the best people in town were looking at you. The captain of the company was in politics. He was getting rather fat. He hardly ever came out.

“Shoulder arms!”

“Mark time!”

“Company, halt!”

There was the rattle of gun butts hitting the pavement in the main street of a town. Ned halted his men before the drug store where there was a crowd loitering about. The men wore uniforms furnished them by the State or by the national government. “Be ready! Be prepared!”

“For what?”

“My country, right or wrong, but always my country!” It wasn’t likely that Ned Sawyer ever thought... surely no one ever mentioned it when he went to the officers’ training camp... he didn’t think about taking his men out and facing other Americans. There was a cotton mill in his home town and some of the fellows in his company were cotton-mill hands. It was nice for them, he thought, being in the company. After all, they were cotton-mill hands. They were mostly unmarried cotton-mill hands. They lived up there in the mill village at the edge of town.

It was true, you had to admit it, that such young fellows were rather separated from the life of the town. It was nice for them, getting a chance like that — joining up with a military company. Once a year, in the summer, the men went to a camp. They got a fine vacation, costing them nothing.

Some of the cotton-mill hands were great joiners and a lot of them, only a few years earlier, had joined up with the Ku Klux Klan. The military company was a lot better than that.

In the South — you understand — it isn’t the tradition for the first-class white men to work with their hands. First-class white men don’t work with their hands.

“I mean — you understand — the kind of men who have made the South and the traditions of the South.”

Ned Sawyer never made any such pronouncement, not even to himself. He had been for two years up North in college. The traditions of the old South were being broken down. He knew that. He would have laughed at the idea of himself having contempt for a white man who had to work in a factory or on a farm. He often said so. He said there were Negroes and Jews who were okay. “I like some of them fine,” he said. Ned always wanted to be broad-minded and liberal.

His home town in North Carolina was called Syntax, and the Syntax mills were there. His father was the leading attorney of the town. He was an attorney for the mills and Ned intended to be an attorney. He was three or four years older than Red Oliver and that year — the year he went with his military company to the town of Birchfield — he had already been graduated from college, from the North Carolina State University at Chapel Hill, and after Christmas that year he had planned to go to law school.

But things in his family had got a little tightened up. His father had lost a good deal of money in the stock market. It was the year 1930. His father said, “Ned,” he said— “I’m a little tight just now.” Ned had one sister in school yet, taking post-graduate work in Columbia University in New York, and she was a bright woman. She was as bright as hell. Ned would have said it himself. She was several years older than Ned and had got her M.A. and was now working for her Ph.D. She was a lot more radical than Ned and hated his going to the officers’ training camp and later she hated his taking the lieutenancy in the local military company. When she came home she said, “Look out, Ned.” She was going to take her Ph.D. in economics. Women like that get notions in their heads. “There’s going to be trouble,” she said to Ned.

“What do you mean?”

They were at home, in the summer, and were sitting on the front porch of their house. Ned’s sister — named Louise — would sometimes, suddenly, break out at him like that.

She foretold the struggle coming in America — a real struggle, she said. She didn’t look like Ned, but was small like the mother. Like the mother, her hair was inclined to turn prematurely gray.

Sometimes, when she was at home, she jumped out at Ned like that and sometimes at her father. The mother sat listening. The mother was the kind of woman who never offered an opinion when men were about. Louise said, either to Ned or to the father, “It can’t go on,” she said. The father was a Jeffersonian Democrat. He was counted a keen man in his North Carolina county and was even well known in the State. Once he had served a term in the State Senate. She said, “Father — or Ned — unless all the men under whom I am studying — unless the professors, men who ought to know, the men who have spent their lives studying such things — unless they are all wrong, something is going to happen in America — one of these days — perhaps soon — it may, for that matter, happen all over the Western world. Something is cracking.... Something going.”

“Cracking?” Ned had a queer feeling. It was almost as though something, perhaps the chair in which he was sitting, was going to give way. “Cracking?” He looked sharply around. Louise had such a damn way.

“It’s capitalism,” she said.

Once, she said, in an earlier day, what her father believed might have been all right. Thomas Jefferson, she thought, might have been all right in his day only, “You see, Dad — or Ned — he didn’t count on something.

“He didn’t count on modern machinery,” she said.

Louise had in her a lot of talk like that. She disturbed the family. There was a kind of tradition... the position of women and girls in America and particularly in the South... but it also was cracking up. When the father lost most of his money in the stock market he didn’t tell his daughter or his wife and when Louise came home she kept talking. She didn’t know how it hurt. “It’s opening out, you see,” she said, seeming pleased. “We’re going to get it. Middle-class people like us are going to get it now.” The father and the son didn’t much like being called middle-class. They winced. They both loved and admired Louise.

There was so much that was fine and even splendid in her, they both thought.

Neither Ned nor the father could quite understand why Louise hadn’t married. They both thought— “God, but she would make some man a good wife.” She was a passionate little thing. To be sure, neither Ned nor the father let that thought quite come up into words. A Southerner — a gentleman — didn’t think — of a sister or of a daughter— “she’s a passionate one — she’s a live one. If you could have such a one as your own, what a beautiful lover she might be!” They didn’t think that. But...

Sometimes in the evening when the members of the family were sitting on the porch of their house... it was a big old brick house with a wide brick terrace across the front... you could sit there on the summer evenings looking at pine forests on low hills in the distance... the house was almost in the center of town but was on high ground... Ned Sawyer’s grandfather and great-grandfather had lived there. You could look over roofs of other houses into distant hills... neighbors liked to drop in there in the evenings....

Louise would sit on the edge of her father’s chair with her soft bare arms about his shoulders or she would sit like that on the edge of her brother Ned’s chair. On the summer evenings when he had put on his uniform and was later going down into town to drill his men, she looked at him and laughed at him. “You do look grand in it,” she said, touching his uniform. “If you weren’t my brother I’d fall for you, I swear I would.”

The trouble with Louise, Ned said sometimes, was that she was always analyzing things. He didn’t like it. He wished she wouldn’t. “I guess,” she said, “it’s us women, falling for you men in your uniforms... you men going out to kill other men... there’s something savage and ugly in us too.

“There must be something brutal in us too.”

Louise thought.. she spoke out sometimes... she didn’t want to... she hated to disturb her father and mother... she thought and said that unless things changed rapidly in America, “new dreams,” she said, “growing up to take the place of old hurtful individualistic dreams... dreams become utterly corrupted now — by money,” she said. She grew suddenly serious. “The South will have to pay bitterly,” she said. Sometimes when Louise talked to her father and brother in the evening like that they were both glad there weren’t any others present... people of the town who might have heard her going on....

It wasn’t any wonder that men, Southern men, the kind you would have expected to be courting such a woman as Louise were a little afraid of her. “Men don’t like an intellectual woman. That’s the truth... only with Louise — if the men had only known — but never mind that—”

She had queer notions. She had got that way. Sometimes the father answered her almost sharply. He was half angry. “Louise, you’re a damn little red,” he said. He laughed. Just the same — his own daughter — he loved her.

“The South,” she said, seriously to Ned or the father, “it’ll have to pay and pay bitterly.

“This old gentleman idea you men down here have built up — the statesman, the soldiers — the man who never works with his own hands — all that sort of thing....

“Robert E. Lee. An attempt at kindness built into it. It’s sheer patronage. It’s a feeling built on slavery. You know it, Ned — or Father....

“It’s an idea in us, ingrained in us — sons of good Southern families like Ned here.” She looked sharply at Ned. “Isn’t he perfect in his uniform?” she said. “Such men couldn’t work with their hands — they wouldn’t dare work with their hands. It would be a disgrace, wouldn’t it, Ned?

“It’s going to come,” she said, and the others grew serious. She was speaking now outside her own class. She was trying to explain to them. “There’s this new thing in the world now. It’s machinery. Your Thomas Jefferson, in his thinking, didn’t count on that, did he, Father? If he were alive to-day perhaps he would say — I’ve a notion — quickly enough — now machinery has thrown all his thoughts into the scrap heap.

“It’ll begin slowly,” Louise said, “consciousness in labor. They’ll begin more and more to realize that there is no hope for them — looking to people like us.”

“To us?” the father asked sharply.

“You mean us?”

“Yes. We are middle-class, you see. You hate the word, don’t you, Father?”

The father was annoyed, as Ned was. “Middle-class,” he said contemptuously— “if we’re not first-class, who is?”

“Just the same, Father — and Ned... you, Father, are a lawyer and Ned’s going to be one. You are the lawyer for the mill people here in this town. Ned hopes to be.”

There had been, a short time before, a strike in a mill town in the South, in a town in Virginia. Louise Sawyer had gone there.

She had gone as a student of economics to study what was going on. She had seen something. It concerned a newspaper of the town.

She had gone with a newspaper man to a strike meeting. Louise moved about among the men freely... they had confidence in her... as she and the newspaper man were leaving a hall, where a strike meeting had been held, a small excited fat little workingwoman had rushed up to the newspaper man.

The workingwoman was almost tearful, Louise said later, telling her father and brother about it. She had clung to the newspaper man and Louise had stood a little to one side, listening. She had a sharp mind — that Louise. She was a new kind of woman to her father and brother. “The future, God knows, may after all lie with our women,” the father sometimes said to himself. The thought forced itself upon him. He didn’t want to think that. The women had — some of them at least — a way of facing facts.

The workingwoman in the Virginia town had pleaded with the newspaper man. “Why, oh, why, don’t you give us a fair break? You’re on the Eagle here?” The Eagle was the only daily paper in the Virginia town. “Why don’t you give us a square deal?

“We’re humans even if we are workers.” The newspaper man had tried to reassure her. “That’s what we want to do — it’s all we want to do,” he said brusquely. He had edged away from the excited little fat woman but afterwards when he was in the street with Louise and Louise had asked him, directly, frankly, in a way she had, “Well, are you giving them a square deal?”

“Hell, no,” he said, and laughed.

“What the hell,” he said. “The lawyer for the mill company writes the editorials for our paper and we slaves have to sign them.” He was an embittered man too.

“Now,” he said to Louise, “don’t squeal on me. I’m telling you. I’d lose my job.”

*

“AND SO you see,” Louise said afterwards, talking of the incident to her father and Ned.

“You mean that we?” That was her father speaking. Ned was listening. The father was hurt. There had been in that tale — told by Louise — something — it had cut in close to the father. You could tell it by looking into his face while Louise was talking.

Ned Sawyer knew. He knew that his sister Louise — in bringing up such things — he knew she didn’t want to hurt him or his father. Sometimes, when she was at home, she would begin talking thus and then stop. The family might be sitting on the porch of the house on a hot summer evening and birds were chirping in the trees in the yard. You could see over roofs of other houses into distant hills — pine-clad. The country roads in that section of North Carolina were red and yellow as in Red Oliver’s Georgia country. There was the low night call of bird to bird. Louise would begin to talk and then stop. It happened once on an evening when Ned had on his uniform. The uniform always seemed to excite Louise, to make her want to talk. She was frightened. “Some day, perhaps soon,” she thought, “people like us — middle-class, nice people in America — plunged perhaps into something new and terrible... what fools we are not to see it.. why can’t we see?

“We may be shooting down the workers on whom everything rests. Because they are workers who produce everything and who begin to want — out of all this richness that is American — a new, a stronger, perhaps even a dominant voice... upsetting in the process all American thought — all American ideals....

“I guess we thought — we Americans really believed — that every one had an equal opportunity here.

“You go on saying, thinking that to yourself — year after year — and of course you come to believe it.

“It makes you comfortable — believing.

“It’s a lie, though.” A queer look came into Louise’s eyes. “The machine has made a joke of it,” she thought.

These thoughts in the mind of Louise Sawyer, Ned Sawyer’s sister. Sometimes, when she was at home with the family, she began talking and then suddenly stopped. She got up from her chair and went into the house. Once Ned followed her. He also was disturbed. She was standing by a wall, crying softly, and he went and took her in his arms. He didn’t tell the father.

He said to himself, “After all — a woman.” Perhaps the father said the same thing to himself. They both loved Louise. That year — the year 1930 — when Ned Sawyer put off going to law school until after Christmas — his father had said to him — he laughed saying it— “Ned,” he said, “I’m in a tight fix. I put a lot of money into stocks,” he said. “I think we’re all right. I think they’ll come back.

“You’re bound to be safe betting on America,” he said, trying to be cheerful.

“I’ll stay on here in your office for a time if you don’t mind,” Ned said, “I can study here.” He was thinking of Louise. She was to try for her Ph.D. that year and he didn’t want her to stop. “I don’t agree with anything she thinks but she’s got the brains of the family,” he thought.

“That’s it,” the father said to Ned. “If you don’t mind waiting, Ned, I can see Louise through all right.”

“I don’t see why she need know anything about it,” and “Of course not,” Ned Sawyer replied.
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MARCHING WITH SOLDIERS in the darkness before dawn through the streets of Birchfield was exciting to Ned Sawyer.

“Atten-shun.”

“Forward — guide right.”

Tramp. Tramp. Tramp. There was the shuffle of heavy uncertain feet on pavement. Listen to the sound of feet on pavements — the feet of soldiers.

Do the feet like it — this taking of the bodies of men — Americans — to where they must put down other Americans?

Common soldiers are common men. This may happen more and more often. Come on, feet, hit the pavements firmly! My Country ’Tis of Thee.

The dawn was coming. Three or four companies of soldiers had been ordered to Birchfield but Ned Sawyer’s company was the first to arrive. His captain being ill, being indisposed, hadn’t come and so Ned was in command. The company detrained at a railroad station across the town from the Birchfield mill and the camp of the strikers, at a station quite far out at the edge of town, and at that hour just before dawn the streets of the town were deserted.

There are always in every town a few men who will be abroad before the dawn. “You miss the best part of the day if you sleep late,” they say, but no one listens. They are annoyed that others will not listen. They speak of the air in the early morning. “It’s good,” they say. They tell how, in the early morning, just at dawn in the summer, the birds sing. “The air is so good,” they keep saying. Virtue is virtue. A man wants credit for what he does. He even wants credit for his habits. “They are good habits, they are mine,” he says to himself. “You see, I’m continually smoking these cigarettes. I do it to give people employment in cigarette factories.”

In the town of Birchfield a citizen saw the arrival of the soldiers. There was a little thin man who ran a stationery store on a side street in Birchfield. He was on his feet all day every day and his feet were tender. At night they hurt him so that for a long time he could not sleep. He was unmarried, a bachelor, and slept on a cot in a little room at the back of his shop. He wore heavy glasses of a sort that magnified his eyes in the eyes of others. They looked like owl’s eyes. In the morning, before dawn and after he had slept a little, his feet began to hurt again so he got up and dressed. He went along the main street of Birchfield and sat on the steps of the court house. Birchfield was a county-seat town and the jail was immediately back of the court house. The jailer was also an early riser. He was an old man with a little stubby gray beard and sometimes he came out of the jail to sit with the stationer on the court-house steps. The stationer told him about his feet. He liked talking of his feet and liked people who would listen. There was some kind of growth. It was unusual. No other man in town had such feet. He was always saving up money to have operations, and during his life had read a good deal about feet. He had studied them. “They are the most delicate part of the body,” he said to the jailer. “There are so and so many small delicate bones in the feet.” He knew how many. There was a thing he liked to speak about. “You know, soldiers now,” he said. “Well, you take a soldier. He wants to get out of war or out of a battle so he shoots himself in the foot. He’s a damn fool. He doesn’t realize what he is doing. The damn fool, he couldn’t shoot himself in a worse place.” The jailer thought so too, although his own feet were all right. “You know,” he said, “you know what... if I was a young man and a soldier and wanted to get out of war or a battle I’d say I was a conscientious objector.” That was his idea. It was the best way, he thought. They might throw you into jail but what of it? He thought jails were all right, pretty good places to live. He spoke of the men held in the Birchfield jail as “my boys.” He wanted to talk about jails, not about feet.

There was this man, the stationer, awake and abroad in the early morning when Ned Sawyer took his soldiers to Birchfield to put down the communists there — to hem them in in their camp — to make them quit trying to picket the Birchfield mills... to make them quit trying to parade... no more singing in the public streets... no more public meetings.

There was the stationer awake on the streets of Birchfield, and his friend the jailer hadn’t come out of the jail yet. The sheriff of the county was awake. He was at the railroad station with two deputy sheriffs to meet the soldiers. The town had heard rumors that the soldiers were coming, but there wasn’t anything definite. The time set for their coming hadn’t been given out. The sheriff and his deputies had kept mum. The owners of the mill at Birchfield had issued an ultimatum. There was the one company that owned mills in several North Carolina towns. The president of the company had told the manager at Birchfield to speak sharply to some of the prominent citizens of Birchfield... to the three bankers in town, to the mayor of the town and a few others... some of the more influential merchants had been told... “We don’t care whether we run our Birchfield mill or not. We want protection. We don’t care. We’ll close the mill.

“We don’t want any more trouble. We can close the mill and keep it closed for five years. We’ve got other mills. You know how business is in these times.”

There was the stationer of Birchfield awake when the soldiers arrived, and the sheriff and his two deputies were at the station, and there was another man. He was a tall old man, a retired farmer, who had moved into town and who also got up before dawn. When there was no work to be done in his garden... it was late fall now... gardening for the year was at an end... this one took a walk before breakfast. He walked through the main street of Birchfield and past the court house, but he would not stop to talk to the stationer.

He just wouldn’t. He wasn’t a talker. He wasn’t very sociable. “Good morning,” he said to the stationer sitting on the court-house steps and without stopping went on his way. There was a kind of dignity in the man striding along thus in the empty street in the early morning. Rugged individuality! You couldn’t approach such a man, sit with him, talk with him about the pleasure of getting up early, speak to him about how good the air is — what fools others are to lie abed. You couldn’t speak with him about your feet, about operations on your feet and what delicate things the feet are. The stationer hated the man. He was a man filled with many little obscure hatreds. His feet did hurt. They hurt all the time.

Ned Sawyer liked it. He didn’t like it. He had his orders. The only reason the sheriff met him at the railroad station at Birchfield that morning was to show him the way to the Birchfield mill and to the communist camp. The Governor of the State had come to a decision regarding the communists. “We’ll hem them in,” he thought.

“We’ll let them fry there in their own fat,” he thought... “the fat won’t last long”... and Ned Sawyer commanding the company of soldiers that morning also had thoughts. He thought of his sister Louise and wished he hadn’t gone into the military service of his State. “Still,” he thought, “these soldiers are only boys.” Soldiers, the kind of soldiers who belonged to a military company, at a time like that, when they are called out — they whisper to each other. Rumors run through the ranks. “Silence in the ranks.” Ned Sawyer called to his company. He barked the words out — barked them out harshly. At the moment he almost hated the men of his company. When he had got them off the train and had made them fall into company formation, all of them a little sleepy-eyed, all a little worried and perhaps a little frightened, dawn was coming.

Ned saw something. There was an old warehouse near the railroad station at Birchfield and he saw two men come out from under the shadow of the warehouse. They had bicycles and, getting on them, they rode rapidly away. The sheriff hadn’t seen that. Ned thought of speaking to him about it but didn’t. “You drive on slowly to this camp of communists,” he said to the sheriff who had come in his car. “Drive slowly and we’ll follow you,” he said. “We’ll surround the camp.

“We’ll hem them in,” he said. At the moment he also hated the sheriff, a man he didn’t know, a rather fat man in a broad-brimmed black hat.

He swung his soldiers off along the street. They were heavily accoutered. They had their blanket rolls. They had belts filled with loaded cartridges. On Main Street before the court house, Ned halted his men and made them fix bayonets. Some of the soldiers — after all they were mostly raw boys — kept on whispering in the ranks. Their words were little bombs. They were frightening each other. “This communism. These communists, they carry bombs. A bomb can blow up a whole company of men like us. A man doesn’t get a chance.” They saw their young bodies torn by a terrible explosion in their midst. Communism was something strange. It was un-American. It was foreign.

“These communists kill every one. They are foreigners. They make women public property. You ought to see what they do to women.”

“They are against religion. They will kill a man for worshipping God.”

“Silence in the ranks,” Ned Sawyer cried again. In Main Street, when he had halted his men to have them fix bayonets, he saw the little stationer sitting on the court-house steps and waiting for his friend the jailer, who hadn’t yet appeared.

The stationer sprang to his feet and when the soldiers had moved on he also got into the street and limped along behind. He was also a communist hater. “They ought to be wiped out, every one of them. They are against God. They are against America,” he thought. Since the communists had come to Birchfield it had been good to have something to hate in the early morning before he got out of bed when his feet hurt. Communism was some vague foreign idea. He didn’t understand it, said he didn’t, said he didn’t want to understand, but he hated it and hated the communists. Now the communists, who had so disturbed things in Birchfield, were going to get it. “God, it’s good, it’s good, it’s good. God, it’s good,” he muttered to himself limping along behind the soldiers. He was the only man in Birchfield, besides the sheriff and his two deputies, who saw what happened that morning and all the rest of his life he was to be made happy by that fact. He became an admirer of Ned Sawyer. “He was as cool as a cucumber,” he said afterwards. It gave him something to think about, something to talk about. “I saw it. I saw it. He was as cool as a cucumber,” he cried.

The two men on bicycles who had ridden out from under the shadow of the warehouse near the railroad station were scouts from the communist camp. They rode off to the camp, driving their bicycles at a furious pace through the main street and down the sloping road past the mill and over the bridge to the camp. There were several deputy sheriffs on guard about the mill gate and one of them shouted. “Halt,” he shouted but the two men did not stop. The deputy took out his revolver and shot into the air. He laughed. The two men rode quickly over the bridge and into the camp.

In the camp all was excitement. Dawn was breaking. Leaders of the communists, suspecting what was coming, had been awake all night. Rumors of the coming of the soldiers had also reached them. They had kept their scouts out. It was to be a test. “It has come,” they said to themselves, when the bicycle riders, leaving their wheels in the road below, ran up through the camp. Red Oliver saw them arrive. He heard the shot from the revolver of the deputy sheriff. Men and women were now running through the street of the camp. “The soldiers. The soldiers are coming.” The strike at Birchfield was to come to something definite now. This was the critical moment, the test. What would the communist leaders, the two young men, both pale now, and the little Jewish woman Molly Seabright so admired, who had come with them from New York — what would they think now? What would they do?

It was all right to fight deputy sheriffs and citizens of the town — a few men, for the most part excited and untrained as they were — but what of the soldiers? The soldiers are the strong arm of the state. Afterwards it was said of the communist leaders at Birchfield, “Well, you see,” people said, “they got what they wanted. They only wanted to use these poor mill people at Birchfield for propaganda. That’s what they were up to.”

The hatred of the communist leaders grew after the affair at Birchfield. In America, the liberals, the broad-minded people, the intellectuals of America, also accused the communists of this cruelty.

The intellectuals do not like bloodshed. They hate it.

“The communists,” they said, “will sacrifice any one. They get these poor people killed. They get them thrown out of work. They stand aside and push the others in. They get their orders from Russia. They get money from Russia.

“I’ll tell you what — it’s true. The people are starving. So these communists get in money. Tender-hearted people give money. Do communists feed the starving? No, you see they do not. They will sacrifice any one. They are insane egotists. They use any money they get for their propaganda.”

As for the matter of some one getting killed — there was Red Oliver waiting at the edge of the communist camp. What would he do now? What of him?

During the strike at Langdon he had fought, as he thought, for labor, and then, when it came to the test afterward — it would have meant going to jail — it would have meant facing down the public opinion of his own town — when the test had come, he had drawn back.

“If it were just a question of death — a question of walking up to it — of just taking it — taking death,” he had said to himself. He remembered with shame the incident of the seven dollars hidden in his shoe in the tramps’ jungle, his lying about the money to the companion picked up on the road. Thoughts of that moment, or his failure in that moment, clung to him. His thoughts were like wasps flying about his head, stinging him.

In the camp as the dawn came there was a hum of voices, a rush of people. Strikers, men and women, were running excitedly about. There was a little open place in the midst of the camp and the woman among the communist leaders, the little Jewish woman, her hair hanging down about her eyes, her eyes shining, was trying to harangue the people. Her voice was shrill. It rang through the camp. “Men and women. Men and women. Now. Now.”

Red Oliver heard her voice. He started to creep away from the camp and then stopped. He turned back.

“Now. Now.”

What a fool a man is!

At any rate, no one but Molly Seabright knew of Red’s presence in the camp. “A man talks and talks. He listens to talk. He reads books. He gets himself into a position like this.”

The voice of the woman in the camp went on. Voice heard round the world. Shot heard round the world.

Bunker Hill. Lexington.

Bunk. Bunker Hill.

“Now. Now.”

Gastonia, North Carolina. Marion, North Carolina Paterson, New Jersey. Remember Ludlow, Colorado.

Is there a George Washington among the communists? No. They are rag-tag people. The rag-tag people of the earth — the workers — who knows anything about them?

“I wonder if I am a coward. I wonder if I am a fool.”

Talk. Shots. On the morning when the soldiers came to Birchfield there was a gray fog lying low down over the bridge — the yellow Southern river down below.

Hill and streams and fields in America. Millions of acres of fat rich land.

The communists had said, “There is enough here to make every one comfortable... all of this talk of no work for men — it’s nonsense... give us a chance... start building... build for the new manhood — build houses — build new cities... use all of this new machinery the brain of man has invented for the benefit of all. Every one can be employed here for a hundred years making rich free living for all... the end of the old greedy individualism now.”

It was true. It was all true.

The communists were cruelly logical. They said, “The way to do it is to begin doing it. Strike down whoever stands in the way.”

A little group of crazy rag-tag people.

The floor of the bridge at Birchfield just emerged out of the fog. It may have been that the communist leaders had a plan. The woman with the disheveled hair and the shining eyes stopped trying to harangue the people and the three leaders began to herd them, men and women, down out of the camp and onto the bridge. Perhaps they thought, “We’ll get over there before the soldiers come.” There was one of the communist leaders, a thin tall young man with a large nose — very pale and that morning without a hat — he was almost bald — who had taken command. He thought, “We’ll get over there. We’ll begin to picket.” It was still too early for the new workers — the ones called “scabs,” who had taken the strikers’ places in the mill, to come to the mill gate. The leader of the communists thought, “We’ll get over there and get into position.”

Like a general. He was trying to be like a general.

“Blood?

“You have to throw blood into the faces of people.”

It was an old saying. A Southerner had once said it in Charleston, South Carolina, and had got a civil war started. “Throw some blood into the faces of the people.” The communist leader had also read history. “Things like this will happen again and again.”

“Hands of workers take hold now.” There were, among the strikers at Birchfield, women with babes in their arms. Already that other woman — the singing woman, the ballad-maker, had been killed at Birchfield. “Suppose now they killed a woman with a child in her arms.”

Had the communist leaders thought that out — a bullet passing through the body of an infant babe and then on through the body of a mother? It would serve. It would educate. It could be used.

The leader may have thought that out. No one knew. He had got the strikers down on the bridge — Red Oliver following at their heels... fascinated by what was going on — when the soldiers appeared. They were marching down the road, Ned Sawyer at their head. The strikers stopped and stood huddled on the bridge and the soldiers came on.

It was light now. There was silence among the strikers. Even the leader had grown silent. Ned Sawyer deployed his men across the road near the entrance to the bridge on the town side. “Halt.”

Was there something wrong with Ned Sawyer’s voice? He was a young man. He was a brother of Louise Sawyer. When, a year or two before, he had gone to the officers’ training camp and then when, later, he became an officer of local militia, he hadn’t counted on this. At the moment he was self-conscious and nervous. He did not want his voice to give way — to tremble. He was afraid it would.

He was growing angry. That would be a help. “These communists. Damn such crazy people.” He thought of something. He also had heard talk of the communists. They were like the anarchists. They threw bombs. It was queer; he half wished it would happen.

He wanted to be angry, to hate. “They are against religion.” In spite of himself he kept thinking of his sister Louise. “Well, she’s all right but she’s a woman. You can’t get at things like this in a woman’s way.” His own notion of communism was vague and cloudy. Workers, dreaming of taking actual power into their own hands. He had been thinking all night on the train, coming to Birchfield. Suppose it were true, as his sister Louise said, that everything in the end rested on the workers and the farmers, that all true values in society rested on them.

“You can’t upset things by violence.”

“Let it come slowly. Let the people be educated to it.”

Ned had said once to his sister... he sometimes argued with her... “Louise,” he said, “if it’s socialism you people are after, come at it slowly. I’d almost be with you if you’d come at it slowly.”

In the road by the bridge that morning Ned’s anger grew. He liked having it grow. He wanted to be angry. Anger steadied him. If he grew angry enough, he would also grow cool. His voice would be steady. It wouldn’t tremble. He had heard, somewhere, had read, that always when a mob gathered... one cool-headed man facing a mob... there was a figure like that in Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn — a Southern gentleman... a mob, a man. “I’ll do it myself.” He had halted his men in the road facing the bridge, had thrown them across the road facing the entrance to the bridge. His plan was to drive the communists and the strikers back into their camp, to surround the camp, to hem them in. He gave a command to his men.

“Ready.”

“Load.”

Already he had seen to it that the bayonets were fixed on the soldiers’ guns. That had been done on the way out to the camp. The sheriff and his deputies, who had met him at the railroad station, had drawn back away from the affair at the bridge. The mob on the bridge was pressing forward now. “Don’t come any farther,” he said sharply. He was pleased. His voice was all right. He stepped out in front of his men. “You will have to go back into your camp,” he said sternly. A thought came to him. “I’ll bluff them,” he thought. “The first one who tries to come out of the bridge — 

.. “I’ll shoot him like a dog,” he said. He took out his loaded revolver and held it in his hand.

There it was. It was the test. Was it the test for Red Oliver?

As for the communist leaders, one of them, the younger of the two men leaders, would have gone forward to meet the challenge of Ned Sawyer that morning but he was prevented. He had started to step forward, thinking, “I’ll call his bluff. I won’t let him get away with it,” when hands grabbed him, women’s hands clutched at him. One of the women whose hands had gone out — clutching at him was the Molly Seabright, who on the evening before had found Red Oliver in the wood back in the hills. The younger leader of the communists was pulled back again into the mass of the strikers.

There was a moment of silence. Was Ned Sawyer bluffing? — 

The one strong man against the multitude. It worked in books and stories. Would it work in life?

Was it a bluff? Now another man stepped forward from among the strikers. It was Red Oliver. He also was angry.

He also was saying to himself, “I won’t let him get away with it.”

*

AND SO — for Red Oliver — the moment. Had he lived for that?

The little stationer of Birchfield, the man with the bad feet had followed the soldiers to the bridge. He had come limping along the road. Red Oliver saw him. He was dancing in the road beyond the soldiers. He was excited, filled with hatred. He danced in the road, throwing his arms above his head. He clenched his fists. “Shoot. Shoot. Shoot. Shoot the son-of-a-bitch.” The road sloped down sharply to the bridge. Red Oliver could see the little figure above the heads of the soldiers. It seemed dancing in the air over their heads.

If Red hadn’t gone back on the workers that time at Langdon... if he hadn’t grown weak-kneed then, at what he thought a vital moment in his life... then later when he was with the young man who had syphilis — the man he had met on the road... his keeping quiet about the seven dollars that time — his lying about it.

He had tried to creep away from the communist camp earlier that morning. He had folded the blanket Molly Seabright had given him and put it neatly on the ground by the tree — 

And then — 

There had come the excitement in the camp. “It’s none of my business,” he had said to himself. He had tried to go away. He hadn’t succeeded.

He couldn’t.

When the mob of strikers had surged down to the bridge he had followed. There was that queer feeling again— “I am of them and not of them....”

.. as during the struggle at Langdon.

.. a man is such a damn fool...

“... it isn’t my struggle... it isn’t my funeral...

“... it is... it’s the struggle of all men... it has come... it is inevitable.”

.. it is...

“... it isn’t—”

*

AT the bridge, when the younger communist leader had been pulled back in among the strikers, Red Oliver had pushed his way forward. He had worked his way through the crowd. Facing him was another young man. It was Ned Sawyer.

“... What right had he... the son-of-a-bitch.”

It may be a man has to do it — at such a time he has to hate before he can act. There was in Red at the moment also a flame. There was a sudden little burning feeling inside. He saw the absurd little stationer dancing in the road beyond the soldiers. Did he also represent something?

At Langdon there had been the people of his own town, his fellow-townsmen. It might have been thinking of them that made him step forward.

He thought — 

Ned Sawyer thought— “They aren’t going to do it,” Ned Sawyer had thought just before Red had stepped forward. “I’ve got them,” he had thought. “I’ve got their nerve. I’ve got it on them. I’ve got their goat.”

He had got himself into an absurd position. He knew that. If one of the strikers came forward now, out of the bridge, he would have to shoot him. Not very nice business, this shooting another man, perhaps an unarmed man. Well, a soldier’s a soldier. He had made a threat and the men of his company had heard the threat. A commander of soldiers cannot weaken. If one of the strikers did not come forward soon, did not call his bluff... if it was just a bluff... he would be all right. There was a little prayer in Ned. He wanted to call out to the strikers. “Don’t. Don’t do it,” he wanted to cry. He had begun to tremble a little. Was he growing ashamed?

It could last only a minute. If he won they would go back into their camp.

None of the strikers except the woman, Molly Seabright, knew Red Oliver. He had not seen her that morning in the mass of strikers but he had consciousness of her. “I’ll bet she’s here — looking.” She was standing in the crowd among the strikers, her hand gripping the coat of the communist leader who had wanted to do what Red was now doing. When Red Oliver stepped forward her hands dropped to her side. “God! Look!” she cried.

Red Oliver had stepped out from among the strikers. “Well, hell,” he thought. “What the hell,” he thought.

“I’m a silly ass,” he thought.

Ned Sawyer also thought. “What the hell,” he thought. “I’m a silly ass,” he thought.

“Why’d I want to get myself into such a hole? I’ve made an ass of myself.

“No brains. No brains.” He could have made his men rush forward — with fixed bayonets rushing the strikers. He could have overwhelmed them. They would have had to give way, go back to their camp. “A damn fool, that’s what I am,” he thought. He wanted to cry. He became furiously angry. His anger steadied him.

“The hell,” he thought, raising his revolver. The revolver spoke and Red Oliver pitched forward. Ned Sawyer appeared cool now. Afterwards, the little stationer of Birchfield said of him, “I’ll tell you what,” he said, “he was as cool as a cucumber.” Red Oliver had been killed at once. There was a moment of silence....

*

THERE was a cry from the lips of a woman. It came from Molly Seabright’s lips. The man shot and killed was that young communist she had, only a few hours before, found sitting quietly in a quiet wood far from this spot. She with a crowd of other men and women from among the workers surged forward. Ned Sawyer was knocked down. He was kicked. He was beaten. Afterwards it was said — it was sworn to by the stationer of Birchfield and by two deputy sheriffs — that the commander of the soldiers did not shoot on that morning until after the communists had attacked. There were other shots fired... some of the shots coming from among the strikers... many of the strikers were mountain men... they also carried guns....

The soldiers did not shoot. Ned Sawyer had kept his head. Although he had been knocked down and kicked he got to his feet. He made the soldiers club their guns. Many of the strikers were knocked down in the forward rush of the soldiers. Some were beaten and bruised. The strikers were driven back across the bridge and across the road to the camp and, later on that same morning, all three of the leaders, with several of the strikers, all those who had been beaten... who showed bruises and who had been such fools as to remain in the camp... many had fled into the hills back of the camp... were taken from the camp and thrown into the Birchfield jail and later they were given prison sentences. The body of Red Oliver was shipped home to his mother. He had a letter in his pocket, a letter from his friend Neil Bradley. It was a letter about Neil and his school-teacher love — an immoral letter. It was the end of the communist strike. A week later the mill at Birchfield was running again. There was no trouble getting plenty of workers.

*

RED OLIVER was buried in Langdon, Georgia. His mother had his body shipped home from Birchfield and many people of Langdon went to the funeral. The boy — the young man — remembered there as such a nice boy — a bright boy — a crack ball player — he, killed in a communist riot? “Why? What?”

Curiosity had taken the people of Langdon to Red’s funeral. They were puzzled.

“What, young Red Oliver a communist? I don’t believe it.”

Ethel Long, of Langdon, now Mrs. Tom Riddle, did not go to see Red buried. She sat at home. After her marriage she and her husband did not speak of Red and they did not speak of what had happened to him at Birchfield, in North Carolina, but one night, during the summer of 1931, a year after Red’s burial, when there was a sudden violent thunderstorm — just such a storm as the one on the night Red went to Ethel in the Langdon library — on that night Ethel took a drive. It was late at night and Tom Riddle had been at his office. When he came home the rain was beating against the walls of his house. He sat down to read his newspaper. No use turning on the radio. The radio is no good on such a night — too much static.

This happened — his wife was sitting near him and reading a book, but suddenly she got up. She went and got a raincoat. She had her own car now. When she had reached the door, Tom Riddle looked up and spoke. “What the hell, Ethel,” he said. She had gone pale and did not answer. Tom followed her to the door of the house and saw her run across the yard to the Riddle garage. The wind was threshing the branches of the trees overhead. It was raining violently. There was a sudden flare of lightning and the crash of thunder. Ethel backed her car out of the garage and drove away. The day had been fair. The top of the car had been put down. It was a sport model car.

Tom Riddle never did speak to his wife of what happened that night. Nothing much happened. Ethel drove her car at a furious speed out of the town and into the country.

The roach about Langdon, Georgia, are sand-clay roads. In fair weather they are smooth fine roads but in wet weather they are treacherous and uncertain. It was a wonder Ethel didn’t get killed. She drove her car furiously for miles along country roads. The storm continued. The car skidded in and out of the road. It was in the ditch. It leaped out. Once she just missed going over a bridge.

A kind of fury had seized her, as though she hated the car. She was soaking wet and her hair was in disorder. Was she trying to get killed? She did not know where she was. Once during the drive that night she saw a man walking in the road and carrying a lantern. He shouted at her. “Go to hell,” she screamed. It is a country of many poor little farm houses, shad s really, and now and then, when the lightning came, she could see a house close to the road. In the darkness there were a few distant lights, like stars fallen to earth. In one house near a town ten miles from Langdon, she heard a woman sinking.

She grew quiet and returned to her husband’s house at three in the morning. Tom Riddle had gone to bed. He was a shrewd capable man. He was awake but he said nothing. He and his wife slept in separate rooms. On that night he did not speak to her of her drive and afterwards he did not ask her where she had been.

THE END


Kit Brandon: A Portrait
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Kit Brandon: A Portrait, first published in 1936, is the story of a tomboy (the eponymous Kit), who moves from the industrial regions of Appalachia to New York, where she becomes embroiled in the organised crime that has arisen after the imposition of Prohibition. The novel is written in the social realist tradition, unflinching in its portrayal of Kit’s upbringing, her subsequent criminal activities and her motivations. This uncompromising realism is also reflected in the novel’s vocabulary and style, which makes extensive use of Mid-Western speech patterns and idioms. 
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A bird’s-eye-view of New York (taken during the construction of the Empire State Building) during the 1930s 


TO

MARY PRATT EMMETT


CHAPTER ONE
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KIT DIDN’T SPEAK much or often of her father. “Pap,” she sometimes called him and sometimes she spoke of him as “Father.” After all, Kit when I knew her had been made over in the big world. She had her knowing, her way of knowing, and it seemed to me more real than most of the ways of knowing most of us have.

And then, too, she was wanting something not culture, in the restricted sense. “The hell with that,” would have been her word.

Her story came to me in fragments. We were together for that purpose, that I might get her story as one more of the multitude of curious, terrible, silly, absorbing or wonderful stories all people could tell if they knew how.

“All right, then, I’ll tell you about when I was a young girl, if you’ll let me drive the car.”

This would have been when she came to me in the winter, that time when I was doing a magazine story about conditions in South Dakota. It was the year of the long terrible dry time in South Dakota — of the dust storms, whole farms buried under drifting sand and dust, fences buried — during the winter after that. Kit came up there by train, meeting me in a little town.

“You let me drive.

“I think better when I’m driving a car. I’ve driven so much.

“We lived, my father, my mother and my two younger sisters and my one younger brother, in a mountain cabin in East Tennessee. My father had a little farm up there and he was quite old, for getting married I mean, when he married my mother, who was pretty young. She was only seventeen when she married him and he must have been thirty-five.

“He had been married before but he didn’t have any kids by his first woman, so that didn’t count.

“And it’s mighty funny, when you think of it, that I haven’t ever had any kids, the chances I’ve taken and never been careful.

“So there was a little cabin and it was down under quite a big road going over a mountain. It was on a little road that was rutty and filled with stones.

“And we had a cow and a barn right close up against the little road and there was a horse.

“There were a good many horses. My father was always trading horses.”

Kit laughed — the queer cold little laugh that came only when she spoke of her father. She was a woman nearing thirty when we were together during the cold bleak days in the desolated land of South Dakota.

“He’d trade horses and trade horses. It was his fun. He loved it. It was his way of outwitting some man or being outwitted. He’d get on a bony old horse we had and ride off. It might be that some other man, a neighbor on another old horse, would go with him. He might be gone for days. He was horse trading. It was seeing people, other men, and being with them. It was drinking some. It was showing how smart you are.”

She described the house in which she lived as a child. It was a slovenly, dirty little house, as she described it and it was difficult to think of her as living there, she who had become what she had, really so slender and handsome, so upstanding, so curiously, in her own way, beautiful. She said she hadn’t, she supposed, known or noticed much when she was a little thing.

In spite of his poverty he always wore overalls, she said, even on Sundays, and they were patched and mended... he patched and mended them himself she said... in spite of everything, he did keep neat-looking.

He, the father, Kit explained, was a small, wiry man with black hair, very stiff. It stood up straight and hard on his head and he kept it cut close.... “Like the grass on the front yard of a house that is mowed every week,” she said, “and he was dark.

 “He was like an Italian or maybe a Greek, not looking much like an American,” she thought.

“He had the whitest teeth you ever saw in a man’s head and they were all sound.”

She had lived in the mountain house through childhood and young girlhood and, in spite of her later adventures, the figure of the father had remained sharply in her mind. “You see, I am like my mother, tall and rather skinny”... she smiled, using the word “skinny” to describe her slender graceful body, calling attention to it thus, as all women love to do... “but I’m like my father too. I’m dark like him and I’ve got good teeth, and my hair’s black like his was.”

I got little pictures of her early life, as she talked, driving my car, often over dirt roads, on bitter winter days, myself breaking the talk as we came to some town.

They were fragmentary pictures she gave me — a mountain road, going up out of an East Tennessee valley... this before East Tennessee became industrialized, factories coming into many of the little towns to pick up and use the cheap mountain labor....

A mountain road, going up and up... some fifteen or twenty miles out of a valley in which there were a few rich farms and farmers — the road curling up and up. You could drive up along the road, over several mountains, through a few rich valleys, past long miles of forest, deep grown with underbrush — stopping maybe to admire the view from some mountain top — some seventy or eighty miles and you’d come to Knoxville, Tennessee. The road wasn’t paved and was pretty rough when Kit was a child. It’s a highway now.

“And down there, in the town in the valley, some eighteen miles from us,” Kit explained, “was the first town I ever saw.” She was fifteen before she ever got a chance to go to town. “There wasn’t any factory down there then but there’s a rayon plant now,” she said.

She said also something else, that you might travel yet over the big road, going from Asheville in North Carolina to Knoxville in Tennessee... TVA town now... center of government effort to remake, recast, the lives of a whole people, the Southern Appalachian Highlanders of America... going some 250 miles through just the kind of country she was raised in, “and you’d say to yourself— ‘There don’t any one live up here — they couldn’t because they couldn’t make a living,’ you’d say, but you’d be wrong.”

There were, she explained, plenty of people, thousands and many thousands of them, when she was a child, living as her family lived, “if you can call it living,” she said. They hung on up there in their hills, a quite isolated, a strong enough people, in the very heart of America, sticking tight to their barren hills, “like fleas on a dog,” she said.

To earth — clinging to it, to their barren enough earth, clinging.

Little pockets of flat ground, a few acres. Hillsides, planted to corn, so steep, some of them, you’d think a horse or an ox pulling a plow would fall off and be killed. Kit, although she had come to me frankly to tell her own story, grew, at times, impersonal enough... memories of her childhood in the hills coming back as she talked, little stories of other mountain families simply enough told, men, heads of mountain families, she said, going sometimes out of their hills, even to places as far away and strange to them as Detroit... employment, perhaps in the Ford plant... five dollars a day, a fabulous-seeming sum to them. She said that most of them couldn’t stand it long. I used the expression, “The hills had them,” and she nodded her head. She meant to say that the land of the skies — always the far-reaching skies — the beautiful hill lands of Southwest Virginia, West Virginia, Tennessee, Kentucky, North Carolina, called the men back as it hadn’t called her. She had got, although it had apparently not touched her, a sense, in her father and other men, neighbors perhaps in her childhood, a sense of land love, hill-land love, that had made her mountaineers almost a distinct and separate people in America.

The little houses, usually very small, tucked away on some side road, very narrow, winding and stony, almost always the house standing by a mountain stream. There would be plenty of clear mountain streams. Sometimes three or four men could build a house in three or four days.

The barn would be a mere shed.

“You should have seen my father’s barn,” Kit said. “It was more than our house ever was. My mother, my ma, she wasn’t much good.

“She was always sitting around. She had me and then, when I had grown a little and she had the others — she didn’t have as many as most of the women up there in that mountain — maybe she was too lazy — she began to make me tend to the others, and do everything in the house too.”

Kit thought that perhaps her mother, daughter of a near-by mountain family, named Tuttle — her own family name was Brandon — had got some disease, after she married Kit’s father, hookworm perhaps, she thought.

So there was Kit, that child in that place, in that house, on the little farm, tucked away in the East Tennessee hills, with the tall indolent mother, always, Kit said, with the snuff stick in her mouth, stains of the tobacco on her broken teeth and dripping from the corners of her mouth. Not much chance for romance in the figure of that woman, as Kit spoke of her, not bitterly but with odd detachment... not much chance among these defeated women, slovenly and dirty, for such romances as The Trail of the Lonesome Pine of our Southern Highlander, John Fox, Jr.... these defeated women, slovenly and dirty... I had myself seen them. I knew them, had lived among them.

Her hair — blond it was, or had been — always uncombed, her cheap cotton dress always dirty.

“I don’t see how Pa ever brought himself to sleep with her but he did,” said Kit in her own curious, oddly detached way.

And then the father gone sometimes for days, on one of his horse-trading trips, usually with other mountain men, perhaps with two or three of them, a little cavalcade going along mountain trails, up and over mountain roads, stopping at some store at a crossroads — a mean enough little unpainted frame building the store would be, mountain men lounging about up there.

Every man with a bottle of moon whiskey in his hip pocket.

There would be fair, straight-shooting fellows and mean, cheap ones. All would be miserably clad. As a man goes along in life he finds out something very important to this business of living. It is that you can’t go through America, or I dare say any other country, in the way so many of us do, saying, “The Highlanders are so and so, the Southerners, the workers, the rich, the poor, the proletariat, the bourgeoisie so and so,” making these terrible Mason and Dixon line judgments, believing in them.

Drunken fights — stabbings, and shootings sometimes among the hill men, horse trading — thus, men always lived, horse trading. It was a part of the game being played.

Kit said, “I don’t care. I think if my father — if he had been born different, in a different place, had got him a different wife—” She was implying that there was something to be said. “If he’d even had the chance I’ve had.”

She meant to say that the father had a kind of hidden power in him, something dark perhaps (Kit was always asking, demanding, that I leap across great gaps in her account of how things were with her, what she felt about things). The man, her father, was no great talker. He, in some way, bent men to his will.

“But what about your mother, Kit? Why didn’t he bend her?

“You say the house was always — unless you swept it, cleaned it — that it was always dirty and that the dress she wore was dirty.

“Why didn’t he take her in hand?”

“Oh, I guess it was because he didn’t give a damn for the house or her,” Kit said. She had always the times of falling into easy profanity. She went smiling off into one of her side talks, away from her own story, speaking of the great numbers of people there were in the world you had to just let go to hell, she said, not counting on them, using them when and where you could. She had got, out of her living, a philosophy common enough to a certain kind of Americans, for the most part the successful ones. More than once during my acquaintance with her I thought of Kit that she might, under other circumstances, have been one of our successful ones, another Rockefeller, a Harriman, a Gould.

“There are all kinds,” she said. “You must know that! I should be telling you!

“You scare the bastards, or you bluff them out or, if you can use them in your business, you wheedle them or soft-soap them along.”

“Even when you wouldn’t spit on some of them?”

“Or even,” she said.

(I remember a kind of shock that ran through me when Kit Brandon said this to me.)

We had stopped by a little country church that had been twisted off its foundations by a strong wind, perhaps by a tornado, out on the western plains, the windows of the little frame church all broken, the roof half twisted off.

Such a curiously pathetic little church out on wind-swept South Dakota plains.

And Kit, such a neat, slender, well-groomed thing, sitting there at the wheel of my car. She had stopped the car and had given me one swift look.

To be sure, knowing of her what I did know, what had interested me in her as a curious American phenomenon, I did know that, having led the life she had led, having associated so long with the men with whom she had associated, she couldn’t possibly have been what men mean when they say, a pure woman. Just the same she did look so neat — clad in her black jersey and in some kind of a knitted black skirt. Her slender ankles. Her good figure.

“Or even,” I said, when she had stopped the car, to look at the ruined church. “What do you mean, Kit — or even?”

The reader will remember that she had been speaking of her mother, of the attitude of her mountain father toward her mother, of his indifference. She was justifying it, saying in her own way, I thought, that to live at all in life as it is, you had to get for yourself self-respect, a foundation. “You have to be strong, even pitiless some times,” I thought she was trying to say.

“And a woman doing it, the thing you’re talking about, Kit, a woman using the strength in herself... her strength might well be in her physical beauty, you know... her using that to get men, to make them do what she wanted done?

“Or even — you don’t mean going all the way, just for that in order to gain some end of her own.

“Her own body?”

“Yes,” she said, “I’ve gone through it with men I wouldn’t spit on now. I thought I had to. I guess it just happened so, it was the break I got.”

Kit, it seemed to me — being with her, having these intimate talks with her — had always the sense in her of life as a kind of game.

“For Christ’s sake, Kit.”

“Well, don’t get up-stage on me, man,” she said. “It’s done every day, or at least every night, by plenty of women you’ve met, in the most respectable families.

“In what is called the best society.”

“D’you think every woman don’t know that?”

“Even with husbands, too?” I said.

“Remember, please,” Kit said, “that I’ve had a husband. He’s in prison now,” she said smiling.

“Women everywhere, all the time, even the most respectable ones, taking men all the time they don’t give a damn for.”

“I never heard that it killed any of them yet,” Kit said. “There are times,” she said, “if you happen to be a working girl, as I’ve been, or if you’ve got into a gang such as I’ve been in, when it seems to you it’s about got to be done. Why,” she said, “there’s some, ‘scabs,’ I call them, who’ll do it for an automobile ride.”

A mountain farm, such as has already been described, or partly described. Kit Brandon, a girl child of fifteen, on such a farm. She would have been a rather intense little worker.

She would have been out of bed at dawn. Summers came on the mountain farm and then winters. From the time she was six or seven, she went, for a few months each winter, to a mountain school.

She had to be up early in the morning. From the time when she was tall enough to stand up to the stove she got up and got the breakfast. In the winter there were corn bread and hot hog meat, and in the summer there were greens. She said her father went, in the early spring, far up somewhere into the mountains and got a kind of strange wild onion he called “ramps.” That was to purify the blood from too much and too long eating of the corn bread and the fat hog meat.

Then she had to clean up the dishes and sweep out the house. She said that the house had no floor. There was just the hard earth, clay she said, made hard and even shiny by much tramping of bare and unwashed feet. There were plenty of creeping crawling things. “We had lice and bedbugs,” she said. She thought, when she was a child, they were companions every one had.

In the morning her mother stayed in bed, in the same room they ate in, and the bedding was dirty. She was lying there. By the time Kit got big enough to cook and sweep the mother started having kids again. She had Kit. Then she didn’t have any, Kit said, for nearly five years. Then she started in again and in rapid succession she had three, two girls and a boy. Kit said, “I don’t know why Pa suddenly warmed up to her like that. It must have been all he could get at the time.”

The father was out of bed before Kit and outdoors to the little barn, he always managed to keep neat. Even in winter he stayed out there until Kit called him to come and eat his breakfast and then he ate without looking over toward the messy bed where the wife was lying in silence, just the frowsy head showing above the dirty bedclothes.

There was always plenty of work for the girl child.

To sweep out the house with a homemade broom her father had made, to wash the dishes — mend and wash her father’s clothes.

To school for a few months each winter, for four or five years — to learn anyway to read and write. Spring, summer, fall, and winter.

The garden to plant and to work in. John Brandon, the father, wouldn’t touch the garden. It was woman’s work, he said. When she was a very little thing he said something to her about the garden that made her proud.

“It made me proud,” she said when she told of it.

Her father had taken her to the garden. She might have been a girl of eight then. She said he stood with her by a low brush fence he had made. The garden was a small rich plot of ground, in a low place by the creek’s edge. It was early spring and he had plowed it that day. Planting and tending it was no man’s work, he said to the child. He smiled and his white teeth showed under his black mustache. He never chewed tobacco and he didn’t smoke.

“It’s a woman’s work, planting and tending garden and, goddam it, you, kid, are as near a thing as there is to a woman around here.”

That work for the child to do and plenty of other work. Doing, doing, for Kit when she was a child.

Her father taught her to milk the cow. When he was away, on one of his horse-trading trips, that were not primarily trips for gain but just trips to be away, among men, because he liked being among men, she took the cow to the bull when the cow was wanting.

“And that’s one hell of a job for a child,” she said, “a cow when that time comes for her.

“She just goes plumb crazy.

“She’ll go slam bang, right through a fence.

“She’ll drag you. She’ll knock you down.

“You cry. You get so mad at her you want to kill her, but it’s a thing that’s got to be done.” She said the nearest bull to the house was three miles away.

The garden to be taken care of — corn planting and hoeing all day some days in the hillside cornfields, her own clothes to wash and mend and those of her father and the younger children.

“I wouldn’t wash my ma’s clothes. She tried to get me to do it but I didn’t. She told pap about it, tried to get him to name it to me. I was in the barn, milking, and pap and ma were in the yard. I heard hit. Pap only laughed. ‘Is there anything else you want her to do?’ he asked.”

Kit, when she spoke of her childhood, occasionally fell into the vernacular. I think she always knew when she did it. She would look at me and laugh, saying “hit” for “it,” and then she’d drop it again.

In the summer she went berry-picking in the woods and she cut and carried firewood. Sometimes, when her pap went in with some other man or men to make a run of liquor she stood guard. There was only the one road, out of the big road up above, that came down into the little hollow in which the Brandon house stood, and she said there was a clean bare place up there, no brush growing, close up to a little wood, where it cut out of the big wood.

You had to cross the bare place to come out of the big road into their little road. The whiskey-making would be going on farther up the hollow, where a little stream came down, the mountain laurel and rhododendron so thick you had to know how or you couldn’t force your way through. Kit called the rhododendron laurel and the laurel she called ivy.

The sheriff had a big yellow car but on the few occasions when he came down into the hollow he left it up above. A wagon could hardly get down into that road. When he came to make a call on them — hardly a social call, I gathered — the sheriff’s car, the big yellow one, stayed up above.

You could see it and quite a stretch of the big road from the bare place or from a hillside cornfield and Kit stayed in one of these places. She said, even in winter, they left a few shocks of corn in the field, for her to get behind, and in cold weather to stay behind out of the wind.

And if some one came or the sheriff’s car stopped up there or was on the road — she could see quite a way along the upper road, both ways — she scooted down along a path to the house. She had a bell down there her pap had got somewhere and she rang the bell. She said the sheriff only once came clear down to their house. That was in the winter and there were no leaves on the trees. You could see the still smoke a long ways off. She said her pap had arranged a pile of brush, dry and ready to burn, up at the edge of the cornfield and the woods and that when she had seen the sheriff’s car coming, when it was still far down the road toward town, she got a sudden hunch and lighted the brush pile before running down to the house to ring the bell.

“I been seeing still smoke down here three or four times now,” the sheriff said. The real still fire was out before he got down to the house. The sheriff was a big man and not one to crawl up a hollow through thick laurel but he had another man with him, a long lean one.

“What for was you ringing that bell?” he asked Kit, and she said she didn’t answer but stayed still and looked dumb. She said her ma did the same. “It was a signal to pap to come down if any one came,” she said. She said she already knew enough to let her father do the explaining but that when he didn’t come she did speak.

“He’s been up there clearing brush and burning it.”

She got hold of the bell and rang it again.

“Never mind that now,” the sheriff said and laughed.

From in front of the house, in the little road where he stood, the lean tall man standing with him, he could look up to the cornfield and see the brush burning.

“Never mind,” he said. “You tell your pap I’ll be back here sometime when they ain’t any bells ringing.” He went back up the road and to his car followed by the tall lean man, a deputy, Kit thought. “You don’t need to ring no more,” he said, smiling at the child. “Your pap’ll have put the still fire out. You might as well look for a run-away nigger in the land of Africa,” he said to the lean man as they went away.

Kit told of staying up all night once, hid in the brush near the clear place, where the little road went into the big road. That was when once her pap, with two other men, made a really big run. One of the two men Kit had never seen before. He was, she said, a man from down in the county-seat town, a man who some two or three days before had brought bags of corn meal up from town in a truck at night. He was a big, rather rough-looking man, in flashy store clothes. He took the flashy clothes off in the barn and put on overalls and when he had gone up into the brush with the other men she crept into the barn to touch the clothes. “They were pretty flashy, I guess,” she said, but she spoke of the thrill she got, just touching the cloth, so beautifully and tightly woven. “So grand,” she said. It was the first awakening in her of the passion, later so strong in her, for fine clothes, fine automobiles, for anything finely and well made. The man was the first of the big-town bootleggers— “blockaders” — Kit ever saw, one of a kind of man she was to know intimately enough later in life.

Afterwards, she said, he came into the house and sat by the fire smoking cigars. She was still a barefooted kid, a skinny one, she might have been thirteen. This, she said, was in the late fall, in November, and it was cold. Womanhood had just begun to show itself in her. She didn’t speak of that but she did speak of something that happened.

It wasn’t much, a little thing, the little thing in a girl child that first tells her she has begun as woman to attract the attention of men.

Something different in men from the other thing, the way a man touches or caresses a child.

She was in the house with the man, a big man with big shoulders and a big head.

“He had a big mouth too and a cigar stuck in the corner and he had funny red bloodshot eyes.”

He was the sort of man who drinks too much and too steadily but who is so strong drink can’t tear him down.

There had evidently been a deal made, Kit’s pap and one or two of his horse-trading friends, in with the man from town; he in with some other more important unknown man in the liquor-running business in a big way — a big run to be made for him. Kit’s pap and her ma and the younger children were out in the yard or at the barn and she brought an armload of wood from the yard for the fire in the fireplace inside.

The big man was sitting there in a chair right close to the fire and he got up. He stood looking at her and she said that there was something strange and a little startling to her in his red bloodshot eyes.

She just stood, not starting to put down the cut wood, and he came over to her. He began to take the sticks away, one by one, and put them down in a pile on the hearth.

And each time his big red fingers, as he took the sticks from her, touched her in a peculiar way. “They’d brush down, just lightly across my shoulders and my breasts. They’d linger there, feeling my breasts. My breasts were pretty small.”

She stood and let him do it, frightened, she said, half-paralyzed with a kind of fright new to her.

“It wasn’t so much the thing he did. I did know and I didn’t know what he was up to, I guess.”

She spoke at length of the adventure, alone there in the mountain house with the man, wondering how many other women had had a thing like that happen to them when they were so young. “There are men I’ve been with since,” she said, “you know, all the way I mean, and, although I didn’t give a damn for them, what happened didn’t seem to hurt me like that did.”

And it had been such a little thing, so half casual, the touch of the man’s fingers. She said it would have been so easy to turn and run out at the open door and she spoke also of sounds heard — the whole adventure lasted but a minute — he did it three or four times and then stopped — of the sound of her father’s voice, heard coming from the yard, near the barn, a cow, in a hillside field nearby, heard bawling for its calf.

And she, the little mountain girl then, with the bare legs and bare feet — thin cotton dress — slender little legs, perhaps blue with the cold. It was only by an effort you could call up the figure of Kit as she must have been then, knowing her when she was a woman, so curiously self-contained.

“And I must already have known down in me somewhere what a lot of men are like; I’d taken our cow to the bull three times, fighting with her up along our road and to the big road, to make her go to the man who had the bull, up there on the big road.

“You’re going to be purty. You are purty now,” the big man finally said. He was the first of the professional blockaders she was later to be in with. He’d taken the cigar out of his mouth and she said she remembered it as such a big mouth, with thick lips and big teeth, set wide apart, so you could almost see into the big red cave between the teeth. “It was like looking into a cow’s mouth,” she said.

“You’re purty now.”

His wanting, suddenly, perhaps the clean hardness, the youth in her then.

Slenderness, hard little upright breasts, straight little legs. Kit as a woman had slender ankles and long slender feet.

He stood looking, wanting no doubt to pounce, not daring, that other man, her father, the dark clean-looking one, with the swarthy skin, dark, almost black eyes, white teeth, just outside the house somewhere, within call.

Strange to look back to such a moment, for a woman like Kit, after what she became, men she had been with, hardness, knowledge of men coming — fighting through it all for something.

Not surely fighting afterward to keep what that man at that moment wanted, but for something else — not womanhood either.

“I want my story told. I’ll go anywhere with you. I’ve got money. I’ll pay my own way.

“I’ve been in the newspapers. I’ve been a notorious woman.

“You needn’t be afraid I’ll try to put anything over on you.

“Nights, if you’ll let me ride alone with you on this trip you say you’ve got to make, I’ll stay in a different hotel.

“If you try to put anything over on me it’ll spoil everything.

“I want my story told.”

Desire for something in Kit Brandon I thought then and still think, more akin to a thing I’ve oftener found in men than in women, as though to say — she never did say it to me — she wanted me to get it without saying — the sort of thing a man means when he says of another man, “Well, he’s a man, he’s my friend. The story you tell me of him may be true, okay. It makes no difference to me. To me he is a man and my friend.”

Kit, a woman when I knew her, who perhaps felt she had quite thrown something away, something about which there has always been much of man talk... oh thou Purity, innocence... meaning too often separation from the grim reality of living... at last a new generation in America throwing aside much of that, what is so often false. She spoke to me of a trial, herself up for trial, after she became a notorious rum runner, in the big days of the rum runners, during the prohibition era — a trial out of which she got six months in prison. “They tried to prove I couldn’t be believed, but every man they asked,” she said proudly, “every man they put on the stand, crooks and honest men, they all said the same. ‘When Kit Brandon tells you something it’s the truth’ they all said.”

The woman, in her talk, trying to reach back.

“I tried to run, that time, wanted to, but I couldn’t,” she said. “He came over to me, close. Stood there. I could feel his breath on me. I don’t know what would have happened, if we’d been somewhere, say up in the woods, just out of sight. I might have let him. I don’t know.

“He touched me again and that broke it. I didn’t have any more wood in my arms now.

“He put his hand, lightly, up on my shoulder again and then again ran it, his fingers down across one of my breasts. I turned and went out of the house. I didn’t tell any one.” It might have been, even then, that she had got that thing, so characteristic of her later.

“Goddam you, I’ll take my own part. You don’t need to bother to look, out for me.”

And afterwards, that night, and for several nights after that, while that big run of moon whiskey was being run off for the unknown big-town man who had contracted for it, Kit, barelegged, barefooted, in the cold, in the dark up there hidden in the bushes, near where the little road ran up into the big road, by the bare place, the bell with her — some rags to wind around her feet to keep them from freezing; the long dark hours of waiting and watching, her father, with the other men at work at the still — hurriedly, furiously working, that big man who had so touched her — her first — with them, smoking his cigar. “He got away with it, I let him. Maybe my father would have killed him,” she said.

“I’ll keep my eyes on that little gal. She’ll be ripe soon.”

He never got her. The long nights, half frozen up there, in that high altitude, days in the cornfield — the mother, that dirty slovenly one in the house down below.

“Getting ready to have another kid. I can’t remember whether or not she’d quit having them then.”

For ten years of my own life I had lived among the mountain people out of whom Kit Brandon had come. I had gone hunting with them, traded horses with them, been to weddings and deaths among them. I knew the Freys of East Tennessee and Kit’s mother was a Frey. I was curious about her leaving home, striking out for herself. Other women and girls I knew had gone out of the hills to work in cotton-mill towns, as Kit did, but they seldom went alone.

A family moved down out of the hills to such a town and, when there were several children, particularly girl children, the father often became what is known in Southern mill towns as “a mill daddy.” He put his wife and all of his daughters to work in the mill. You will see such men in any mill town. They are lost there. Such a man in the hills at least kept on the move.

He went off to work in some still. He worked, occasionally, in his corn patch. He took a bag of shelled corn on his shoulder and went to the mill to get meal. He set off on horsetrading expeditions or walked long miles, often over high mountain ridges to take a passel of ginseng root, dug up on some remote mountain, to the country cross-roads store, there to sit for an hour or two gossiping with other mountain men.

But, in a mill village — 

Such a man, too old perhaps to work in a modern highspeed cotton or rayon mill, living in a little company house, in a company town.

These mountain men know nothing of helping a woman about the house, or tending a garden— “That’s woman’s work” — and in a mill town they are lost souls, wandering aimlessly about, sitting like Indians in the sun and perhaps gazing off, all day, toward the hills out of which they have come.

“Was it that way with you and your dad?” I asked Kit, speaking of all this out of my own knowledge, and, “No,” she said. She seemed reluctant to speak of her home leaving. “I was sixteen,” she said, and stopped. She began speaking of the year she spent as a mill hand, the big light room in which she worked, of a room foreman at that place and of an adventure she had with him.

Of her going on the night shift in the mill, and the feel of the mill at night. “I got over into the loom room.” Talk of the strange adventures of a young and good-looking girl, suddenly come down out of the quiet hills, to the crowded town, a strike she was in, the difficulty of learning to talk freely with people.

Of her hunger for the hills and the isolation of life in the hills. “I was glad to get over into the night shift. I couldn’t sleep at night.”

There were impressions remembered, fragments of adventures told about, in a cotton mill in Tennessee, later in a shoe factory in another town, sex adventures had, men who had tried, as she said, to put it over on her — 

Married men and single men — 

“Sometimes I let them get away with it, sometimes I didn’t.”

She had got her own kind of sophistication and had a theory I have heard expressed by others.

It was something about the life of women, the sort of modern women who are thrown out of homes into the world of the modern factory workers.

“It might go for any man or any woman, what I think.”

“But what do you think, Kit? What are you driving at?”

She found it hard to say. “I haven’t got any words for it.” There was a puzzled look in her gray-green eyes. During the time she was with me Kit did practically all of the driving and she was the best driver I ever rode with, could get more out of a car without hurting the car. Like many modern people, she had got the feel of machinery down into her veins, into all of her body.

She kept trying to say something and fell into long times of silence.

She had on the little jersey. “Do you mind leaving the window open?” This love of the open, even on cold raw days, perhaps something come up out of her childhood in a mountain cabin, where doors are always left open winter and summer. Kit said, “I went barefoot, winter and summer, until I was sixteen.” She went barefoot all day, out of doors, when she was a child at home, and to school — often when there was deep snow in the mountains. Sitting in there, barefooted, barelegged, on a hard bench without a back — great cracks in the floor, and between the logs of which the schoolhouse was built.

The teacher, a man, had on boots and he, she said, was always chewing tobacco and spitting into a little box beside his desk.

Snow drifting through the cracks between walls, bitter cold winds sucking up through the cracks of the floor.

Kit, in the car, as I sat looking at her profile had extraordinarily good features. The nose, mouth and chin were all cleanly drawn and she had a high white forehead. Her hair was blue-black.

She was trying to tell me. “I’ve often thought. It’s good sometimes to tell everything.”

Men can be beasts and so can women, too.

I’m not trying to reproduce her exact words. I can’t.

You can go through any possible experience. A dog rolls in offal sometimes.

It doesn’t change him.

She evidently wanted to say that she thought she had been something when she started life and that she was the same after the experiences she had been through.

Being a factory girl, then a clerk in a store, in a city — it was a five-and-ten-cent store, she said — then her marriage into a famous family of bootleggers in a certain Southern industrial town, her becoming, herself, first a little bootlegger, then a big one.

Her becoming a notorious woman rumrunner... this during prohibition, of course... men met, some, she frankly said, even lain with.

“Not a one of them has ever touched me yet.”

“You mean you kept something?”

“Yes.”

“You think you’ve still got it to give?”

She turned and stared at me, a peculiar long stare she had — like the stare of a gipsy woman, or of many mountain women of the American Southern Highlands. Then she smiled.

“I reckon you ain’t trying to start nothing?” she asked, and “No,” I said. I perhaps knew it would do me no good.

“Yes, I think I’ve got it,” she said.

She had... I finally got the notion out of her broken remarks... the idea... it certainly isn’t an American notion... I have known a few Europeans and particularly Russians and a Turk who had the same notion....

“You mean, it’s best sometimes to throw everything away. Is that what you’re driving at, Kit?”

“Yes, something like that.”

I was trying to help her say what I thought she was trying to say.

“You think all people have, well, let’s say meanness, lowness in them?”

“Yes. Sometimes, after I’d got into the newspapers, was what you call notorious — sometimes when I was in jail, other women came to see me.

“They were what is called respectable women.

“There was one I remember... a young one... she was a good looker... she was the daughter of a man who owned a factory in the town where they had jailed me. Her father, a rich man, was the superintendent of the Presbyterian Sunday School there.

“She managed, some way, to get into the jail and into my cell.

“It was winter and she wore very beautiful furs.

“You have to remember,” Kit said, “that, at the time, I was being played up a good deal in the newspapers.

“I had driven a high-powered car, several times, at seventy miles an hour, right through the business streets of that town, the law after me.

“She had on the nicest pair of shoes I ever saw on a woman’s feet,” said Kit. “She was a good-looker okay.” A little blush came on Kit’s cheeks as she talked. “What the hell,” she said. The newspapers had been playing her up. “They had told all sorts of yarns. They had said I had diamonds set in my teeth.”

The woman, that young woman, daughter of the town’s rich man, of the factory owner, Sunday School superintendent... “oh, she was so very, very respectable....

“She was a virgin, she told me so,” Kit said.

She wanted Kit to take her in.

“What?”

“Yes. I was in the cell there in the jail. There was another cell near by and they had thrown some drunken Negroes in there.

“They kept swearing, the kind of filthy words men say at such times — strings of them.

“It was a kind of howling profanity,” Kit said, “but not any worse than the police can sling out, I’ll tell you that.

“By that time I’d heard plenty of it.”

She said that when the young woman, so richly clad, came in there to her at night she had been brought by a young son of the jailer....

“He came to the door of the cell two or three times.” Kit said that he, the jailer’s son, was nervous.

“I understood her all right,” Kit said. “She was like me. She was a good kid.”

“You mean she liked it, wanted it, what she had heard of your life at that time?”

“Yes. The third time, he — the jailer’s son — came to the cell door and called to her to come out, to leave me, she swore at him. “Get the hell out of here,” she said. “Goddam you, you let us alone.”

“You mean, do you, she wanted, or thought she wanted, the kind of life you had, or that she thought you had, because her own life was too dull?”

“Not just that. Not just the dullness,” said Kit.

She meant, obviously Kit was trying to say, that she thought it was better for all people, if they had it in them... she thought almost everybody did... to be sometime in life openly, even publicly, low. I was curious, questioning her.

“You mean,” I asked, “that if you want to kill some one it’s better to go and do it than to go around with killing in your heart?”

“Yes, to do that or any other low or mean thing,” she said.

“Right out publicly before all the world, you mean?”

She seemed to have the notion... it was a kind of philosophy she had built for herself out of her experience.

“We’re low and we’re high. It’s better to feel everything you can feel — throw it away.”

I remembered, as Kit talked, a conversation I had once had with a famous artist, a painter. “A man can’t really paint unless he can also be an utter skunk,” the painter had said.

“You mean that the woman who came to you, the rich young woman, a virgin... she didn’t care about that.

“You mean she would have gone through with it, taken on your kind of life?”

“She would have done it gladly,” Kit said. “Some will and some won’t. They haven’t the guts.”

“And there is something gained by it?”

“Yes,” said Kit.

She said that, as regards herself, she had always kept something clear, and could keep it, she said, “in spite of hell and high water.”

I gathered, however, that she hadn’t encouraged the woman who had wanted to go away with her, to become a part of what she had heard of Kit’s life. She had found her own life in the house of the respectable man, her father, too dull and false.

“But you didn’t take her?” I said.

“I didn’t. What I’m talking about, you can’t do with any one else.”

It was a spring day on the Brandon mountain farm and Kit was with her father in an upland field planting corn. It was on a day when the little leaves on the trees in the wood beside the field where she and her father were at work were just beginning to uncurl. The country of the Brandons — and also out of which came the Boones, the Lincolns and many other sturdy American figures — is very beautiful. Recently, within the last generation, it — the Southern Highland — has come elbowing its way into America’s consciousness. There is the TVA with headquarters at Knoxville, paved roads are being built through the hills and up mountain hollows, figures of mountain men and women walk through the pages of our literature. “They are a brave people.”

“They are undernourished, dangerous, courteous, killers, chicken thieves,” this and that.

They are people and in spite of all yet done of road building, power dam building by government, town building by government, they are an isolated people.

There are but few rich valleys and the rest of the hill country covering parts of several states is wild, and often forbidding, without roads.

Formerly the whole region — a little isolated empire in the heart of America — was covered with hardwood forests.

The great lumber companies came, the coal companies, ripping out the timber, ripping out the coal. The big companies left a wild country more wild. There are deserted mining and lumber towns, denuded hills, once covered by majestic timber, the soil now washing away with every rain, clear streams made muddy, the hills every year growing more and more bare — an old old story in America now. “We are after the money. Let the land and the people of the land go to hell.”

The native people stayed on in little coves, in upland hollows — always the little cabin, often without a floor, with but one room — the Brandon cabin was of that sort.

Planting a little corn, doing a little hunting, loafing a lot — men and women living this sort of life. Some of the families, English, Scotch-Irish, Dutch, have been in the hills since before the Revolutionary War.

Life, modern life, with its high-powered swift machines, new comforts, in clothes, houses, food — all of the modern conveniences of life — these passing on by.

The language, words coming straight down out of Elizabethan England; songs — low-keyed, always sad and wistful.

Kit Brandon, when she was telling her story to me — often broke into one of these low-keyed songs.

Her father had made himself a piece of new ground. If you know the Blue Ridge mountain country, the Southern Appalachians, you know also what that means. You work a piece of new ground, brush-grown — angle of thirty, or even forty-five degrees — plow it, cultivate your corn, hoe it, and after a year or two of this, there’s no ground left.

Rains come and wash your land away. It washes away, down into the mountain streams, these after heavy rains often running thick yellow, like molasses.

John Brandon, Kit’s father, had made himself a piece of new ground on a hilltop. He did it by ringing the trees. You go through the standing-timber in the fall and chop a ring completely around each tree and it dies. They stand up there, these forests of dead trees, like ghosts. Now the sunshine can get down, through the dead tree branches to the soil to let the corn grow. It is hard, back-breaking plowing, roots of killed trees catching your plow point, you, at the plow handles, often jerked, even thrown over the plow. John Brandon kept chickens in a little shed back of his house and had saved the chicken droppings. He saved the wood ashes from the open fireplace in his cabin — this for fertilizer. The younger children of the family carried the ashes up the hill, in tin pails. They dumped it in a little heap. Kit took a pailful of the mixture and went along the rows. She had a little sack, “a poke,” she called it, of seed corn, slung over her shoulders.

Her father, that dark alive man, silent, working with her, making the holes for the seed corn, into which she dropped the seed. The chicken droppings scraped up and saved and the wood ashes spread over the ground. The spring day turned hot. There were cut raw places on her hands. The lye in the wood ashes burned the cut places. She was fourteen and growing tall. This was during the spring after her adventure with the man in the house. The smaller children had got their work done and had gone away. She and her father had brought their lunch up into the field and ate it sitting on the grass at the field’s edge. “We didn’t talk,” Kit said, and I knew what she meant. Mountain people, like Indians, can work or sit together for hours without speaking. Knowing that mountain women commonly work in the fields with their men, I asked Kit about her mother.

“She was down there, in bed I guess,” she said. There was contempt in her voice. “When there was work to do she was always sick.” She would have been down there, in her dirty bed, lying there. Kit said her father seldom spoke to his wife. He had got her, was stuck with her, she said. Like many another man with a slovenly or ill-tempered wife he had found silence the best way out. Kit had got the breakfast for the family. She had fried fat pork and made corn bread to take up the hill to eat at the noon hour.

She was slow getting to the point, sitting in my car, telling about that day, so evidently a vitally important day in her life — she the woman of thirty, slender and good to look at.

There were rings on the fingers that had once dropped the mixture of wood ashes and chicken manure in the corn holes in the field.

She spoke of a stream that came down from a higher mountain, high beyond the one in which they were planting corn.

I had got a feeling as to what was coming as she talked.

She kept speaking of the stream, the sound the stream made, falling down over rocks, bends in the road beyond — the dead trees standing up white and gaunt, in the field. “My father was more silent than I’d ever known him to be.

“My dress was torn. I had on a thin old dress. I hadn’t any underwear.”

She said a cowbird kept calling in the wood near by. “It was almost time to quit for the day. I had to go on down to the house. We had two cows to milk that year,” she said.

She was about to leave the field, having reminded her father of the milking to be done before darkness came, when he touched her arm. “Come on,” he said, and she said also that the touch of her father’s hand on her shoulder that evening did something strange to her. “Right away,” she said, “I thought of that other fellow, the big man touching me that way down there in the house.” Her father led the way out of the field, and over a fence into another field where thick laurel grew. Kit said she followed her father in silence, wondering a little — in a way new to her — fearful of him. They came, she said, to where the stream they could see from the field came down through a wood.

There was a little place with grass.

She said there was a place you could look through, where the stream went down. It was, as I understood her, a kind of vista.

There were thick mountain rhododendron all along the stream.

You could look through, between tall trees, just coming into leaf now, along the stream and down and far away to where there was another wood, across the little valley, the big road that went to their mountain town, the county seat, cutting across their valley farther down and disappearing in the wood beyond. “I saw a car go along the road,” she said. She broke off, telling the story and I, listening, did not look at the woman telling it. We were in my car and she stopped the car beside the road, on a low hill. This in early evening. There was a silent time and I saw in fancy the hill child and her father coming through the wood and to the grassy place by the stream’s edge as in a moving picture. Odd that I already knew what was coming. “I saw a car go along the road,” Kit said again, and as she said it I saw a man, in a farmyard, with a woman and some children, get into a car, to drive off to some Western town, along the road we were going. Kit also saw it. “I guess maybe they’re going to the movies,” she said.

She broke off, breaking from the present and immediate into the past and her childhood, to speak of the bit of road she could see from between the thick bushes that grew beside the stream where she went with her father, saying that she had, at that time, been to town but once in her life. She was wanting to tell her story and not wanting. It may be that she was a little fearful that the telling would change my attitude toward her. She began sparring for time and started another story.

She had gone with her father to a trial at the courthouse where he was a witness. It was a trial of that man, the man with the cigar who had touched her breasts with his fingers, and he was being tried for liquor making.

Her father was on the stand lying.

“Didn’t you make liquor with him, John Brandon?”

“No, sir, I didn’t.”

“He was seen at your house. He came there several times. He was seen coming and going.”

“Yes, he came.”

“You were in with him then? You made liquor with him? You were one of the men who made liquor with him?”

“No, sir, I wasn’t.”

“What was he doing at your house?”

“I dunno.”

A lawyer getting facetious. “Was he courting? Was there some one to court there?”

“No, sir, there wasn’t!”

“Stand aside.”

They had got nothing out of John Brandon, her father. She said she did not want to tell the story of the evening with her father and, sensing a little the significance of what she was trying to get at, I tried to help her.

“At that place, by the stream, that evening, did he just..”

“No. He said we would wash.”

“Did you know what was coming?”

“No. I did and I didn’t.”

There was in Kit evidence of an old terror. As she talked in a low voice, hurriedly, I had the curious feeling that the mature woman, sitting with me in the car, had gone and that the mountain girl she had once been had returned. Something happened that definitely ended her relations with her father and that perhaps brought on a premature maturity but it was not what I was fearing and I was intensely relieved.

There was my own imagination, leaping forward as she talked, her words coming in low broken sentences.

They were there, father and daughter, at the creek’s edge, in the failing light, and her father took off his clothes and bathed. He did hot look at her put presently spoke. “Take off your things,” he said gruffly and she undressed. “Now come here.” There was this strange terrible moment for the child about to become a woman. She went trembling toward him. There is a look that comes into men’s eyes. It was now almost dark in there, under the trees, and the stream, coming down over rocks to form a little pool, made a roaring noise.

And there had been that other experience in the mountain cabin... the man with the cigar and the thick fingers on her young breasts. In these isolated families in the hills, sometimes....

He gathered cold water in his cupped hands and began to bathe her, the cold water falling down over her slender shoulders. His fingers touched her flesh, the figure of the other man, with the great cow-like mouth, danced before her.

“I don’t know. I guess I’ll never know,” she said.

She grew suddenly alarmed and ran from him. There was a sudden snapping of the cord that had bound her to him and she ran, snatching up her clothes. She ran through a strip of wood and across the upland cornfield, naked in the evening light. He didn’t call to her, didn’t pursue. She slipped into her clothes, standing at the field’s edge near the house.

Kit didn’t say anything more, except to explain, after a long silence, that what happened to her that evening up there in the hills, at the stream’s edge, hadn’t meant much to her and it was very evident as she gave the explanation, trying to laugh as she did so, that she had been quite ruthless with herself, had torn open an old sore.

She was far from clear also as she told me of how, later that night, when it was dark in the house she came down, silently, out of the little loft, where she slept with the younger children, climbing silently down an outside ladder, and got out of her father’s house.

“I walked all night. I went to town and beyond.”

“Did you take any food?”

“No,” she said.

I was still curious.

“Did you have any money?”

“No, I hadn’t a cent,” she said and began, a little too eagerly, to explain that she hadn’t left her home because of what she feared might happen.

“It wasn’t that. I just thought I’d go,” she said.

Kit ended her story with that declaration and then an odd and to me quite terrifying thing occurred. She was driving and had stopped the car under a tree beside the road but with her story’s end, she drove on. She drove desperately and rather madly I thought, the light having gone out of the day. I remember that we went whirling, at terrific speed, through a town. She hadn’t turned on the lights. We went plunging along thus, in darkness, for perhaps a half hour, passing cars, people yelling at us and then, turning on two wheels into a side road, she eased the car down and lit a cigarette.

“Perhaps I’d better turn on the lights,” she said, without smiling, and, “Yes, Kit, it would be a good idea,” I answered.


CHAPTER TWO
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A BUSINESS MAN, of a certain town of the Upper South, first told me of Kit Brandon. “Boy, God,” he said, “she’s a tornado.

“And so innocent looking too.”

One evening quite late he was driving his car to his home through a quiet residence street in his town.

There was a sudden uproar and he pulled his car out to the side of the road and stopped.

“I was scared stiff,” he said. “Great God,” he exclaimed, telling me of the adventure.

Although he was on a quiet street he could go on along that street, in that particular town, past several big estates, some of them many acres in extent, the sort of places rich people affect, big stone pillars, a border of box or pine trees along the paved road, boxwood, bought at huge prices from dealers who get them for a song from old impoverished Virginia home owners not on to the racket... reset on wide lawns... a big green house, two or three gardeners employed, winding paths, an artificial lake with water lilies, wooden and stone seats under trees, stable for saddle horses.

Wife a member of the local garden club, sending off to Europe for bulbs.

“Great God,” the business man said, “What the hell’s broke loose now? I was scared stiff.

 “Since there’s been so much kidnapping going on in the country a man, who has buckled into a little dough... or if he has kids.”

“They might even grab the wife,” I said, and, “Yes,” he said and smiled. “That would be an idea,” he said.

It was a liquor-running fleet, six cars, all high-powered, come off a highway that led back, a hundred miles or more, to the hills and the rough country... this in a North Carolina cotton mill and cigarette town... millionaires in the town too... they got rich fast during the World War, the cotton mill men.

.. big mill villages, owned by the mill men, out somewhere, in another part of the town — or beyond the town limits, rows and rows of small frame houses, just alike, flower beds in front of each door sometimes, all just alike.

“If a man can’t be safe from flying bullets even in his own street, in his own town. These federal men ought to clean those people out.”

The man talking to me having all through the prohibition period his own bootlegger to look out for his needs. He’d been drinking with some of his rich friends that very night. It was past midnight.

“I may even have been a little bit drunk.” He thought that Kit, who was piloting the liquor cars and was several blocks ahead of them, must have been making eighty.

I gathered that the federal men, several of them, in a big fast car were after the convoy of rumrunners. They were trying to cut out cars, shoot holes in tires. The cars roared down upon my acquaintance, the rich man.

“And then?”

And then a car shot out of a side street and hit the car carrying the federal men and wrecked it. It was Kit, who must have gone whirling aside, into a side street and had doubled back. “She acted as though her life didn’t mean a damn thing to her,” my acquaintance said. Kit’s car was also wrecked, smashed — but in a moment she crawled out of it and ran to where the federal men lay.

Luckily none of them were killed.

“I don’t know whether it was lucky or not. I don’t like those guys much,” the rich man said. There was a man had two ribs broken and another had his head cut rather badly.

The six rum-running cars Kit had been piloting went flying on their way. They disappeared.

My own acquaintance, telling me all this later — we sat comfortably enough in a New York speakeasy — saw a slender young girl crawl out of the car that had caused the wreck. She had a long cut on one of her arms, from flying glass, he thought.

“Oh, dear. Oh, dear,” she kept saying. “I lost control,” she said. “There was something went wrong with my brakes.”

She seemed quite cut up about the federal men, helping each other out of the wreck.

They hauled her up, of course, had her in court and she paid a fine— “for reckless driving,” my man said, and laughed. “Reckless! Why it was inspired,” he said. He said he thought maybe the judge was fixed.

“She had a good explanation all right,” he said. At that time Kit wasn’t very well known. She hadn’t yet become a newspaper story.

“But just the same,” said my acquaintance, a North Carolina business man... he is pretty shrewd, I take it for granted he must be, he has made so much money... I had the feeling that he was getting wise after the fact.... “Just the same,” he said, “I had a hunch. She was standing under a street lamp and was going on like that. ‘Oh, you poor men, you poor men.’ A hell of a lot she cared. She was a damned good actress, I’ll say.”

The federal car, when she had hit it, had skidded right across the road and into a tree and later my man had to go and be a witness when Kit was up for trial. She had a good story about where she’d been and how she happened to be out alone at that time of night. “I didn’t know then, not until afterward, and the court didn’t know that she was living, at that time, with the son of the biggest bootlegger in our part of the State,” my man said.

He was a little shocked. He found out later that the crowd with which Kit was working were the very ones that brought him his stuff.

“I had a kind of feeling for her... I swear I did,” he said, “seeing her standing there, so young and brave looking under a street light.” He said she had on a white blouse and that the arm of it was all covered with blood.

“I took her and the two hurt federal men in my car to a hospital in town and there we got out of the car, some men from the hospital helping the man with the broken ribs....”

He spoke of a light, over the front entrance to the hospital.

“She seemed such a lady to me.

“And yet.

“I found out later, that she once worked in one of my mills.”

However, he went to see her once; he had in some way found out where she was living. It was while her cut arm was mending. He had got a notion, perhaps a hope. He had seen her go roaring along the street, ahead of the rum-running car, but he did not say so in court. He had seen her then and had seen her later, standing under a street light when she had crawled out of her car. He had heard her words of sympathy for the hurt men, himself sitting in his own car at the side of the street — her declaration that her brake had gone wrong. He said he saw a little smile play over her lips as she stood wringing her hands by the wrecked car in the street. “I made up my mind I’d better let her alone,” he said.

There must have been several rather dreary years for Kit Brandon — in between. When she went down out of the hills, barelegged, barefooted, after the adventure with her father, frightened and also shocked. She became a factory worker.

We spoke of the night when she ran away from home.

“And did you get down to the town, to the county-seat town before it was light?”

“Yes. I ran most of the way. It was still dark when I got to town. I went on through.”

There was that picture of Kit, as girl child, so self-possessed when I knew her. Her association afterwards with men — hard-boiled enough men, most of them rumrunners and crooks — had perhaps given her her self-possession. I went afterwards to see some of her later associates, talked with several of them. They had an attitude, I thought, like men at war. There was a war on — a special race sprung up in the midst of society, in cities, in the hill country of the Upper South, gangs formed, leaders sprung up. There were native-born Americans, in the cities shrewd Jews, men from the south of Europe, Italians, Hungarians, Czechs.

Kit said, “You go to see some of the ones whose names I’ll give you. You won’t have any trouble finding some of them. They’ll be in jail.”

“Most of them, when they went into the racket, were young fellows,” she said. “It was a young man’s game.

“It was for them a game, like war.” She told of a young man she’d known. “They never got onto Jim, didn’t know who he was.”

I got it that Jim was a young fellow of eighteen, going into the racket actuated by the same motives as the rich manufacturer’s daughter who once came to her in a jail cell.

This one, the one she called Jim, she knew after she had herself got broken into the game.

“He was one of these bright ones.” She told me Jim’s story, saying that he was a kind of genius— “in book learning,” she said.

He was also the son of a rich man and Jim wasn’t his name.

He had got through a preparatory school at fifteen and then had two years in college.

Suddenly he quit it all. One night he was in a college town, in a speak-easy with other students, and he began talking to the proprietor. “Where do you get your stuff?” he asked. The proprietor of the speak-easy was a fellow who had been a prize-fighter. He had cauliflower ears. He hadn’t made good as a fighter and had got out and had started the speak-easy.

He and the boy Kit called Jim got to be friends and Jim was taken to other men.

“He wanted excitement,” Kit said. She understood that. The boy was his father’s only son and the father owned a big furniture factory in a town of the upper South. A lot of factories had come down out of the North, the Middle West and out of New England into towns of Virginia, North Carolina and Tennessee — to lap up the cheap labor of hill billies and girls like Kit herself, girls who had left their mountain homes. They were wanting what they could not get at home, and “Why not?” I thought as Kit talked. Even into the most isolated of the mountain homes the catalogues of the big mailorder houses had begun to come. They were wanting what all modern girls and women are wanting. They were wanting new hats, silk stockings. They were wanting new dresses.

There was the new source of cheap labor, naturally intelligent and quick, young women and boys, out of the hills. A lot of them couldn’t read and write. Kit had anyway got that far when she ran away from her father.

She had got a place in a factory, in Greenville, South Carolina, just over the line from North Carolina. It was a big and a growing town and when she was there, in the loom room of a big cotton mill, rooming in a house with a lot of other mountain people, she had gone to a night school.

She commented shrewdly. “They were taking a government census,” she said. There were too many illiterates in the town and the state, and the manufacturers, having been criticized for working little children, sometimes working them sixty hours a week when they should have been in school, had paid to have out-of-work school teachers of the town and often young society women, eager to be uplifters, go to the workers at night. The idea amused her all right.

“Do you know what it means to pass as literate?” Kit asked. “It means you can read and write your own name. That’s all.”

The father of the young man named Jim had the big furniture factory. He made cheap furniture, the kind sold by mail-order houses and by city installment furniture stores. It is rolled out of the factories, so many millions of chairs, so many millions of beds — beds, chairs, and tables that will stand up and look shiny and new for a year or two. They will stand up until the installments are paid.

In America, every day, trainloads of such furniture, knocked quickly together. There it goes. See the trains rolling along. See the trucks on the new highways. Happy days have come again.

The boy named Jim — Kit said he was a big laughing young fellow, a kind of Jack Reed with gray eyes and big shoulders... he had played football on his college football team.

He had been a fast, quick scholar. (She was living at that time with a young man named Halsey, the son of Tom Halsey, one of the big rumrunners of that section of the country.)

Tom Halsey was not an Al Capone or a Legs Diamond, Kit said, but he was big enough.

“So this kid,” she said, “this Jim — you may have read about his mysterious disappearance. It was in all of the newspapers. His father and mother never knew what happened to him.

“He had a high-powered car. He was at the state university.”

He had gone, I gathered, escorted by the ex-prize-fighter, to Tom Halsey. “We used to pay fifty dollars for running a big load, maybe an all-night trip, maybe less, all a car could hold, maybe a hundred and fifty, two hundred miles.” Kit explained how it was done. “When we had to move the stuff a long ways we had hide-out places.” I gathered there was a cache.

The gang, led by Tom Halsey, who was really a big business man, like Jim’s father, got another man, one of his gang, to rent a farm. A farm would be picked out that was in an isolated place and that had a big barn.

Kit said that the man, so hired, or one of the gang who had been raised on a farm, would work the farm like any other farmer. She said laughing that he would be one farmer who did not have to complain about hard times, the price of hogs, the price of corn. “He’d have a woman with him, passing her off as his wife. He’d get a farm that was far away from any other place. The game was for the man to keep himself isolated. If he could get, in the neighborhood, the reputation of being mean and unneighborly, all the better. Tom Halsey might have a half dozen such places strung across the country in which he operated. Often the stuff, Kit said, had to be moved a long way.

So the man, one of the rumrunners — or there might be a fleet of cars — came to such a place at night. They loaded quickly and lit out for the next place. There were extra beds, for the rumrunners, in some of the places. A queer light came into Kit Brandon’s eyes telling her story. Some of the places, isolated farmhouses, hidden away on side roads, innocent enough looking places, got, I gathered, quite lively at times.

There would be women brought in. When the liquor cache was isolated enough, Tom Halsey did not object to his men having a good time. There would be fights sometimes. She herself did not stay in these places. “There would be the goddamnedest women,” she said. There would be a phonograph, drinking and dancing. The women, in such places, would get into bed with any man of the gang.

Jim, son of the rich man, the furniture manufacturer... he was no doubt a leading citizen of his town... member of the local Kiwanis or Rotary or Lions club... “I’ll tell you, that boy of mine... he’s a bright one all right”... the father planning the future of his son. “I was a poor boy myself. I had to work my way up. That son of mine... I’ll make a gentleman of him.”

“We got quite a lot of bright young kids into our gang,” Kit said. “What the hell!” she said.

She became, as she sometimes did, philosophical. She spoke again of Jim. He was one of the fastest and most daring of Tom Halsey’s drivers.

“A kid like that,” she said. He had been a football player in his second year in college, his name in the newspapers.

“You’re a kid and you go on like that, maybe for three or four years, and then what?” she said.

“You make it pretty swell for your dad,” she said.

The father could go about, among his associates, other business men, and brag, “See, we licked them again.”

I got a picture, as Kit talked, of fat middle-aged men at football games. They were sitting in grandstands with fat well-dressed women, their wives. Life had run fast for Kit after she got down out of her hills.

The young man, who had become in secret a member of Tom Halsey’s gang, had, she pointed out, ahead of him the glowing prospect of going into his dad’s furniture factory. He could, so easily, become a man like his dad.

Going to New York, or Chicago, seeing the buyers, buying them dinners, the theatre in the city at night. “What I like is a good musical show.” There was, I thought, something surprising in Kit. She had learned fast, after she got into her racket.

The young man, the so fortunate young American man, getting married. He would marry a rich girl, could, she said, go off to Palm Beach in the winter. He would be like one of the rich young men in a Hearst newspaper. He would be like a young man in a cigarette advertisement.

An American dream. “Jesus Maria,” said Kit. The young fellow had been in revolt. He had been very educational with Kit. She said, quite frankly, that he had taken a fancy to her. “We were pals,” she said.

He’d been around a good deal with his dad and made for Kit a picture of the sort of father who is forever speaking of his closeness to his son. Kit thought it nice of Jim that he seemed to have no special grouch on his father.

“They seem to like to brag,” he said to Kit. “I guess it makes them feel swell.” Her association with Jim had been one of the high lights in her life. Her curiosity was awakened because his whole background was something so different from her own.

And so there was Jim, one of Kit’s friends, helping to make her what she became. He wanting excitement, to take chances. She said that Jim, more than many others of the Halsey gang, had understood Tom Halsey. The man Tom Halsey, as his figure was unfolded before me by Kit, became to me more and more an American figure. He became more and more an earlier American, one of our pioneers, a pioneer of business, of industry, I thought. He was like a man building a railroad across the continent in an earlier day... stealing land along the railroad as he went... corrupting legislatures of States as he went. He was like a fur trader, of an earlier day... breaking down the morals of Indians. He was an organizer in steel, in oil, he was a chief. Tom Halsey had begun his career in the liquor racket as driver, had fought his way up to the head of a mob, killing three or four men on the way up. Later, like all such men, when Tom Halsey had got to the top — I got it from Kit that he never did quite become one of the great ones — he had hired others to do the more unpleasant jobs.

Tom Halsey — I never saw him — was, at least outwardly, a quiet enough fellow. He was even, in his own way, gentle. It was difficult to get, from Kit, a definite picture of him. “Oh, I don’t know. He was all right in his way.” That was her word.

There was Kit, the mountain girl, with the background already suggested, with the young college man Jim. He was one of her adventures. I have, I think, already declared that she was herself a marvelous driver of automobiles. She and the college boy became friends. When he was taken in with the gang she went out with him, on two or three runs. Her doing so made the man she was living with then — that was Gordon Halsey, the no-account son of the big shot Tom Halsey — a little sore but she had already grown tired of him. “I’d got his number,” she said.

“I never gave much of anything to him or any other man I’ve been with that way,” she said proudly. She said that a woman, if she was onto her job, knew how to use what she had, could go pretty far, all the way, with a man and give nothing. “Men are pretty easy. Any woman knows about that.”

She went with the college boy on two or three runs at night. “And could he drive!” Her eyes shining. She had — it was as much a part of her as the hair on her head — this admiration for the skillful handling of automobiles. The boy wasn’t caring about the pay from Tom Halsey. He was doing it for the fun, for the reckless fun of it.

Taking his chance of being shot, or killed, or caught, or thrown into prison.

The wild plunges through the night, sometimes pursued by federal men, also in fast cars. The game often outrunning them, outwitting them. It is said that foxes, in a fox-hunting country, hearing the cry of hounds sometimes come gladly out of their holes, to get the hounds on their trail.

For the college boy it was that kind of game, to dodge sometimes into a woodland path, shut off the engine, lie low, or get into a side road or even into a strange farmyard, perhaps some farmer with a lantern coming out of his house. You put a gun to his guts. “Goddam you, lay low. Put out that light, quick, do you hear?

“And keep your trap shut.”

You drive your car into an orchard beyond the farmer’s barn. “He’ll have something to talk about for months, the farmer will.” A farmer, on such an out-of-the-way place, has a dull enough life.

“You get this straight, ‘cause if you make a mistake I’ll get you for sure.”

Kit and that boy, on the road at night. The idea of such a boy ever shooting any one was, she said, absurd. Knowing him had helped make Kit what she was.

He had helped make her aware. He drove only at night, sometimes alone, sometimes as one of a fleet of six or eight cars, and he was keeping up his work in the school.

He was in a car with such a fleet often — Kit riding with him — and the other men, driving for Tom, were, Kit said, tough enough birds.

It was in a country he knew well. Kit said he talked and talked. He had, I gathered, given Kit, perhaps for the first time, an idea of the big world and how it is run.

“He was killed,” she said, and told the story of that.

He had been unidentified after death and Kit said, smiling, that she thought his father ought to be grateful for that. She said it was lucky he wasn’t driving his own car. He was driving a big Packard roadster belonging to Tom.

It was a stolen car and wasn’t much good. There was a fleet of liquor cars and she was acting as pilot. The boy with the stolen car was, on that particular night, one of some six or eight.

It made a story, simply told, Kit’s tale of the rides and talks with the boy. They would be plunging along. Two or three times they were pursued. When they were pursued there was a kind of fire came into Jim. Kit’s eyes shone speaking of it. He was trying to tell Kit, the mountain girl, of the world of his father, of industry and business.

He seemed to have made a study of it. She thought maybe he was even a little cracked on the subject. He was terribly in earnest. As they were speeding through the night, intent on an illegal business, he spoke to her at length of men of whom she had never heard.

There were the Rockefellers, the Morgans, the Goulds. The boy’s father, with his furniture factory, was but a little piker. The other men, men of an earlier day — he mentioned several of them. Kit could not remember the names.

They were such men as Tom Halsey or even bolder ones, like Al Capone himself. They were men having a kind of bold unscrupulousness the boy admired, and Kit said she listened to him thinking of herself.

She was thinking, she said, of her life as a factory girl and of how she might have gone on being that and she spoke with a kind of understanding bitterness of the fate of thousands, perhaps even millions, of such girls and women.

Giving, she said, what they had, that is to say their lives. She had got for herself, vaguely, a kind of idea... her marriage, to Gordon Halsey, son of the successful big bootlegger, had been a part of a kind of program she had made for herself.

She had been, after her escape from her home, what she had been, that is to say a factory girl. She had been in a cotton mill and a shoe factory. She had been a clerk in a five-and-ten-cent store.

And all the time she had been thinking and planning. She was, she said quite frankly — she knew it well enough — what woman doesn’t know — quite a pretty girl. Although she had, for herself, within herself, no special call toward men, they seemed to want her. She had been specially attracted toward the college boy Jim because he made no play for her.

She had liked that and she had liked his telling her how things are run in the world. “I wanted to know,” she said and spoke at length of the years when she was a working woman — men of all sorts making their plays for her.

There had been one man, son of a man who owned one of the factories in which she had worked. “I was pretty green,” she said. She had let him take her out in his car.

She had gone even farther than that. It had happened to her. She had got, she said bluntly, the notion into her head that she might get him so... there had been talk of love... but it had not worked out.

Later and when she was employed as a clerk in the five-and-ten-cent store Tom Halsey’s son had fallen for her, she had profited by that other experience and had driven a harder and a shrewder bargain.

“But as to Jim, the manufacturer’s son?” I said, calling him back to her.

She explained that a pilot car ran on ahead of a fleet.

As I understood it, on certain occasions, when what she called “the law” was laying for them... often, she said, they had been tipped off... there would be a certain tenseness.

The law would be somewhere waiting for them. There would be cars parked on a side road, just off the big road along which they sped.

Mystery of the night. Tenseness.

And it was the business of the pilot, running on ahead, to spot the law and drop back. He let the others catch up to him and gave a signal.

The signal was for the other drivers to give her the gun, if possible to scatter, in any event to get the hell down the road.

It was a rule among liquor runners to try to have always faster and better cars than the law.

As for the individual driver, it was his business, if he got into a place where he could not escape, to wreck his car.

He was to save himself if he could. When his car was wrecked he could, if he was lucky, if there were no legs or arms broken, jump and run for it.

“He was to let the car and the load go to hell.

“And, if caught, he was to keep his mouth shut.”

There was an understanding. A man like Tom Halsey, one of the big shots, if you were working for him and got caught...

He would put up the money to get you clear. He would hire the best lawyers. Jurors could almost always be bought.

Kit was telling the story of what had happened to her friend, Jim. He was driving the last car, that big stolen Packard, and it wasn’t so good. They had planned after the one trip to leave it somewhere in the road.

There were two of the law’s cars and she had cut one of them out, stalling her own car in the road before it, the law cursing at her, but the other got clear. It took out after the Packard. “We were within about two miles of a town, and the Packard wasn’t so fast.”

The two cars raced along the road, the law’s car constantly gaining, the law shooting at the tires of the Packard. The other cars, also containing officers, the one she had managed to stop, had, with a good deal of cursing — cries, she said, of, “You wait. We’ll get you, you bitch” — got clear and was following as was she.

“I was crying,” she said.

She said it was bad business, crying at such a time. It was because she liked the boy in the car ahead and was afraid they would get him. She said the tears in her eyes made her drive like a punk. It was her notion that she should get in front of both cars containing the law and either stop them or wreck their cars.

She hadn’t any gun, she said, because a pilot car, driven as hers was by a seemingly innocent girl... it was her game if caught to pull the innocent racket.... “I couldn’t shoot,” she said.

The Packard car, driven by Jim — in the game as Kit had explained only for the fun and excitement to be got out of it — had got into the main street of a town. It was a small county-seat town and there was a courthouse with a lawn in front. There was an iron fence.

And so Jim, in the stolen Packard, went right through the fence.

There were stone steps that went up to the courthouse door and Jim’s car dashed for them — something may have gone wrong with the steering rod of the car. It plunged half way up the steps and turned over and Jim’s body was so crushed, his face so crushed, that he could not be identified.

“He was sure killed dead,” Kit said. “He was a swell kid,” she added. She said there wasn’t a thing on him that could be used for identification. The car he drove had been stolen. What could you make out of that?”

“And you?” I asked, when Kit had finished the tale.

“I’d turned into a side street,” she said. “I went to have a look.” None of the officers had recognized her as the girl who had stalled the car in the road.

It seemed to me that Kit was trying to prove to me how hard-boiled she could be.

“We buried him all right,” she said. “The men of Tom Halsey’s crowd had got a woman, the mother of a man of the crowd, to identify the college boy as one of her sons.

Kit said that for weeks the newspapers of the State were full of the story of a college boy who had mysteriously disappeared. His father and in particular his mother would not believe he was dead. “I guess they are still looking for him. Maybe his mother is praying for him,” Kit said, and when I turned to look at her I saw, as I often did during our talks, an odd far-away light in her eyes.


CHAPTER THREE
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KIT BRANDON HAD certainly her own nice strangeness. She talked of her experiences as a young girl, growing into womanhood, after she had run away from her home.

She was at work in the spinning-room of a big cotton mill. Afterward, in the year after she left the mill, there was a strike, a peculiarly ugly strike with several people killed. She had no part in that, no part in the agitation that led up to it. The labor movement, labor getting all the time more and more self-conscious, gaining thereby more self-respect, apparently gaining strength, obviously didn’t touch her.

Kit was in the big spinning-room of the mill, having “a side” to care for, light streaming in at the windows, the walls of the big room all painted white, with the rafters up above a light blue. “A side,” she explained, was one worker’s section, a place of many flying bobbins.

There was a mist, a fine mist of cotton lint in the air. The employees were called “lint-heads” by the people of the town.

“We didn’t live in the town. We had our own town, or rather it was a town owned by the mill.”

“It was pretty,” Kit said. She was impressed, had come down out of the hills, barefooted, barelegged.

“It was a Saturday when I got down there.”

There had been an old man in a battered Ford who had picked her up in the road. “He was a nice old man,” she said.

She had been frightened and trembling when he had stopped his car in the road but she was very tired and very hungry. In fancy I saw her thus, a half wild thing, like a little animal, a rabbit crouched in long grass in a field, a hunter with his dogs and his gun passing near. “I might have walked and run twenty miles.” She said that the old man, an old worker, took her to the cotton-mill town and to his house. It was a little frame house, at the edge of the town. He was a carpenter and a small farmer, she said.

He had nieces, two young girls who worked in the mill, and they told Kit what to say when she went to apply for work and later one of the girls helped her to get the trick of it, the trick of the tying in of the broken threads on the fastflying bobbins.

There was a little machine you held in your hand. One of the girls had loaned her shoes and stockings to wear until she got a little money ahead and could buy her own. “The girls were nice,” she said. There was in them the niceness, the often almost unbelievable kindness of the poor.

She found it difficult to talk to others. “For a long time I just couldn’t say a thing,” she declared. I gathered she had gone for weeks about her work, the two girls, nieces of the old farmer-carpenter, having got her a place to board in the mill village. Their own house was small. She said, “I had to sleep with the two girls, all three of us in one bed. One of the girls, the older one” — they were, I gathered, mere children— “had asthma. She sat up in bed at night and fought for breath.”

The mill village seemed to Kit a very pretty place. The thing that had offended me in my studies of such places, what I had thought the deadly sameness of the little houses, all painted the same color, little flower beds before the doors of many houses all alike, all of this had in no way offended her.

“It was nice,” Kit said and I gathered from her talk that she liked something that had happened to her there.

The particular mill in which she worked was a kind of show place, belonged, as I knew, to a company that also owned several other big mills. During the World War the company had made money hand over fist.

There was a big income tax to pay.

How foolish to pay all that money to government! Why not spend the money to build more and more mills?

“We’ll build a mill village that will make people sit up and take notice.”

It could be done, during the World War, and the money so spent, often recreation houses for the workers built, tennis courts and baseball grounds laid off... such a feeling of Christian virtue got... ministers of God hired and paid by the mill... it could be done, during the World War and the money spent, like the money spent for pages of advertising in newspapers and magazines, cost nothing. It so cut down income taxes that it came as a gift from God. Oh thou free and unhampered press!

And after the war, after the boom times, there remained the new and bigger mills and the so glorified mill villages. They both belonged to the companies. They did not belong to the workers.

For a time Kit had loved the mill and the mill village. She was lost there and wanted to be lost. There were so many girls, so many men and women. She was like a young tree in a vast forest, a blade of grass in the spring in a meadow.

She had begun from the first saving money. She worked for a few weeks on the day shift and then was shunted to the night shift. She explained, laughing, “I had to count the steps I went from the mill gate to another gate that led into the mill village.” She meant that she was afraid she would get lost in the big strange place with its swarms of people. Oh, mighty world of the workers, the hundreds of thousands of men and women, even children in factory towns, mill towns, coal mining towns... the big factories, many of them very beautiful with a strange new kind of beauty... great dynamos, power out of rivers, dipped up out of earth, harnessed... the refinement of all this... speed, efficiency... the goods rolling out of the factories, something new, strange, wonderful...

Thought that we might all now go well shod, well clothed, well housed in a strange but new and comfortable world.

.. fingers of workers willing...

.. machines willing...

.. the old stupidity, refusal to give to the lives of the workers the dignity that might make the revolutionized world, going on and on.

Kit turned to the right when she got to the gate of the mill. It was surrounded by a wall and there were climbing roses on the wall. She went down past four streets and turned to the left and took 273 steps and there she was at the door of the house in which she had come to live. What difference to her that it was exactly like some two or three hundred other houses in the prize mill village, so that you had to count your steps to be sure you had got to your own door?

And what strangeness, coming to that out of the lonely hill cabin!

She lived in the mill village with two older people, childless, who had both been in the mill since they were children. The woman of the house was small, silent and wiry. She was a weaver and her man a loom fixer. There were two young men workers also boarded in the house but Kit never saw them. When she was on the day shift they were working at night and when she was shunted to the night shift they were also shunted.

 

For some months she led a strange, silent, half-frightened life. She had to accustom herself to the new feel of people, always about her everywhere, eyes of young male workers, in the mill and in the street, as she hurried from mill to house, from house to mill, eyes taking quick account of her slim young figure, thick soft hair, straight, clean young legs... her young breasts, head that sat so nicely on white fleshed neck... other girls’ eyes, often inviting her to friendship. One of the two girls, nieces of the old carpenter, was on her “side” for a time, helping her from day to day to acquire the trick of the work, and then she was sent away, ahead she went — twice she said — to the old carpenter’s house, to take back the shoes and stockings she had borrowed. “I wanted to pay. I was at that house, when I first came, four or five days. I wanted to pay my board and for using the shoes and stockings. I had got some of my own.” She talked, at length, of the little adventure, going to the house with the money saved and being ashamed to offer it and then going again. “I couldn’t say so. There was something in them. They were so nice. They were an old pair, hard workers and childless.”

“I was scared to try to say it,” Kit said.

She talked of going at night, at first alone, when she had got a little accustomed to the new life, out of the mill village and down into the town. This would be on a Saturday night, the town crowded with mill girls and boys on their night off — the girl Kit, afterwards such a striking figure in the semi-criminal world of illicit liquor makers, rumrunners, liquor dealers — some of the mill girls so pretty in their clean washed and ironed dresses.

This would have been in the boom years of twenty-three and four, the mills crowded with workers, America’s export business booming, huge harbors of cities full of ships, loading and unloading Coolidge prosperity.

Hoover, the engineer, who was to make the thing perpetual, put the chicken in every pot and the two automobiles in every garage, looming on the American consciousness.

“There must have been good going in the liquor racket that year in that town,” Kit said laughing, as she thought back into the time of her own innocence, her greenness.

She making such a very enticing picture of herself, she still the frightened little mountain girl, straight legs, new stockings. There would be the picture of her going on one of the two trips down to the house of the old carpenter-farmer. She carried a bundle containing the borrowed shoes and stockings, under her arm. “I’d washed the stockings. They had holes in them.”

She knew nothing of such little woman’s tricks, darning of stocking and mending of clothes, but had watched the mill woman in the house where she had the room darn some stockings and then went and got needles and darning cotton in a five-and-ten-cent store.

“It seemed to hurt my jaws to speak, even to a clerk when I got into a store,” she said, speaking thus of her first days in the big world.

She began going about, sometimes at night, in the streets of a North Carolina town, keeping her eyes open. All the little happenings of such nights made a deep impression on her. At first she did not dare loiter in the streets, having an everpresent fear that some one would speak to her, compelling her also to say words. “As though I were hurrying to catch a train,” she said. She had started to tell me of a young boy she met at that time in the mill but kept speaking of other things, other adventures.

So that I would understand the strangeness, half wonder, half terror of it all to her — coming so suddenly out of her quiet hills, no sounds there sometimes for hours — except perhaps the chattering of some mountain stream or the scolding of a mountain boomer — the little red squirrel of the hills.

The crowded industrial town and what being there, suddenly a part of it, had meant to her during those first weeks and months — the bold eyes of people — girls walking the streets with their young men — smell of the crowds, the feel of the crowd in herself, it seemed to her at first, she said, in the very bones and flesh of herself.

“You’re so little, so lost. It’s nice to be little and lost,” she said.

The eyes of a little hunted wild thing. They got bold enough later. She began, almost at once, as soon as the first quick terror had passed, to take note of other women and girls, how they made their cheeks and lips red, the way they did their hair, the clothes they wore.

“The young mill men didn’t look at me much then,” Kit said smiling. “I was too countrified then.”

She kept insisting upon her tale of the attempt to pay for the use of the borrowed shoes and stockings and for the food and the sleep had in the house of the old carpenter-farmer. She went there and went again.

“And so I went down along that street and got to where they lived. They had been so good to me, he and his wife and the two girls, his nieces.”

It was out a little beyond the town.

The last time she went she stopped outside. She could hear the man talking to his wife inside the house. She didn’t think she ought to be beholden to them. Her father, who had frightened her away from home, had always been saying that to her— “Don’t be beholden to people,” he said. She said that she thought afterwards that it was all foolishness.

Pride, often enough absurd, of a poor mountain man. Kit laughed at herself, telling of it. “It was pretty dark that night,” she said. There was a fence and a gate but the gate creaked when you pushed it open and so, not wanting to be heard, she climbed over the fence. “I had a dollar. It was all I did have.” She had already been at work for several weeks but had been buying clothes. “I had to, I was so near naked.”

She kept saying to herself, “I’m going to thank them, I’m going to pay them.” She had thought up some words to be used. “I was saying the words over aloud to myself that night while I was going down there,” she explained. “Here mister is pay for my board, for the days I was here in your house, before I got my job.

“I ain’t aiming to be beholden to you. You name it. How much is it I owe?”

A kind of ungraciousness in it all as a more sophisticated Kit herself later realized.

“And here’s the stockings and the shoes you let me have.” She said she had rubbed the shoes as clean as she could. She had tried to mend the stockings but had made a mess of the job and the woman where she boarded had seen her trying and had taken the job away from her.

“You name it — how much do I owe?”

It was at the time a great shame to her, not being able to do it. She had crawled over the fence and had got to the house door but there she stopped. There was talking going on in the house and the asthmatic niece was there and was having one of her spells. Kit could hear the queer whistling sound she made as she fought for breath. She said she laid the things she’d brought in the dark on the porch and put the dollar she’d saved inside one of the shoes. Then she got back over the fence and ran away into the darkness.

She jumped from that first tale of her life as a young mill girl to another.

She had worked for some months in the spinning-room of the big mill, that great light singing place. She said, “There was a new kind of quiet you got.” She thought that even the faces of the young girls and boys working in the place changed. There was a singing roar. She had got into the night shift.

There was the white flying thread, coming down through the machines.

There you were, on your side, a little narrow passage, like the narrow hallway of a big house, light streaming down from above.

The thread came dancing, dancing. “It made you want to dance,” Kit said. She began to like her life in the factory. That impulse didn’t last. She thought the loss of the feeling of being a part of something big and significant came from a certain attitude toward workers by those up above. It came from society. It was in the town to which the workers trooped on Saturday night — contempt, held tight too, treasured by those not mill workers. Kit was shrewd. “It might be,” she said, “that business people for example, people who lived by buying and selling — there were a lot of them — really felt cheapness, something mean in their own lives.

“So they had to pump up contempt for us.”

However, at first, it was all different. “I liked it,” she said.

The thread was coming down into and through the beautiful, smooth-running machines on her “side.”

“Go on, thread, come dancing down, run swiftly onto the bobbins, run into the great loom room, make cloth, make cloth to clothe all the world.” It was dancing. It joined another thread and the two were twisted together, making one. “I don’t know why it didn’t break away into nothing, the so-little slender thread running so fast. It didn’t often.”

The thread was being spun. It was running down, at terrific speed, to be wound on to bobbins.

Come on, workers, stand together in this.

Makers of these modern beautiful machines, stand on your own dignity.

It may be the time will come, in the march of men, when your work will stand with that of other unknown men who built cathedrals in the Middle Ages.

It was all puzzling, new and strange enough to Kit Brandon, the night life in the big singing rooms in the mill, the other men and women, many girls, half children, so many of them, in the upper South, like Kit, off mountain farms, brought there from lonely quiet places...

.. that they got love for the machines they tended.

.. that they got love of factories.

Kit... “I liked it at night. There were two girls on a side. Mine was a tall red-haired girl.

“She was fierce. She could swear like a man.

“We had to tie in the broken threads. Sometimes a thread broke at one end of the long side and when a thread broke the machine stopped.

“You had to run there.

“Then a thread broke at the other end and you ran.

“Sometimes a lot of running, up and down, up and down.

“It was good to be young, with strong legs. It was good.”

Kit spoke of how the singing noise in the mill was louder than your voice, even if you shouted. She thought it nice. You were lost in it.

She spoke of the lights at night, the way the moving shadows of machines, strange fantastic shapes, like in a dream, even shadow of the thin delicate thread, danced on the walls.

“Yes,” I said, “making sometimes, lovely moving designs.”

“What?” Kit said, staring at me.

The feeling workers get in the great factories of America... no poets among them yet to sing of it... the song, coming some day to be a part of the coming revolution too... the end of the glory of the day of the buyers and sellers, of the money men...

.. the new thing in man’s life, the machine in America so perfect, so intricate, doing so many marvellous things so marvellously.

Youngsters, almost children, driving modern high-speed American automobiles, over American roads — such roads never before known in all the world. Let’s begin to sing this.

In the factory where Kit worked there seemed to be a little level of sounds, a plateau, not used by the machines and the young voices rode along this.

The night superintendent was always walking softly, unexpectedly, through the rooms.

When one of the threads broke a machine stopped.

And there was the room foreman, Kit said he was always snooping around.

She said the big, raw-boned red-haired girl, on her “side,” swore viciously. In spite of all the rawness and hardness of her earlier life Kit had never heard much profanity.

The red-haired girl spoke of the room foreman as a lousy bastard.

“He’s a goddam rat, a lousy bastard, I tell you. You look out for him, kid.”

She told Kit of how the man, who was married and had kids, sometimes, in the middle of the night, when he knew the superintendent had gone out of the mill to get his midnight lunch, tried to get some young girl, the younger the better... he wanted to break ’em in — that was what he wanted. The red-haired woman was named Agnes. “The bastard’s got a yen for the young ones, the green ones, the fresh ones.”

He took them into a little shut-off room, at a corner of the big room.

“The lousy bastard... if he makes a proposition to a girl, in there, and she won’t, he’ll lay for her, try to find something wrong with her work — 

.. “too many machines stop on her side too often and he gets her fired for it.”

There was Agnes, the red-haired woman, who worked with Kit on her side and Kit herself. A pale young man, concerning whom Kit had begun her tale of mill girl life, also worked in the room. She said he was her first beau. He had already, on several occasions, come to see Kit at her rooming house, usually on a Saturday night. He came to the house and they sat together. There was a little porch at the front of the house. He was tubercular and told Kit he knew he hadn’t long to live. Even a short walk tired him. Once they went down out of the mill village and sat on a bridge over a small stream. On moonlight nights they could see mountains in the distance. “He talked and talked. He liked talking to me,” she said naively.

He thought it all wrong that he should be destined to die. The nearness of death made him talk strangely, “nicely,” Kit thought. He thought a man should have at the least two hundred years of life, a hundred years, he said, to find out things and then another hundred to live— “in knowing” — he said.

There came moments between the two. “Come,” he said to Kit one Saturday night... the mill remained closed on Saturday nights... they had climbed a low hill. They were in a meadow. “Lie down here on the grass with me,” he said.

It was a moonlit night. “He made love to me,” Kit said.

She was embarrassed, trying to find words to tell of it, of what had happened. They were there, on the grass, in the meadow, not far from the mill village, and in the distance they could see the hills out of which they had both come.

But maybe they couldn’t see the hills. Kit was trying to explain something that was difficult for her to get at. If she was embarrassed it was not because of what happened but because of the difficulty of finding words.

In the sick young man there was something going on, concerned with the hills. “Why were we brought down here? Not only me but you, all of us?”

The big raw-boned, red-haired woman, Agnes, after Kit left the place, became a strike leader, a union organizer. “She was swell. She was a fighter,” Kit said.

There were young men who came along the “sides” where the girls worked, tying in the broken threads. The men trundled little carts with rubber-tired wheels. They took off full bobbins and put on empties. There were conversations with the girls, flirtations started. “Some of the girls and women,” Kit said, “on some of the sides, got pretty gay.”

There were men who made whispered proposals to the girls. “Eh, kid, what about it, eh? If you’ll come across I’ll take you to the movies on Saturday night.”

Or to get even gayer, pinch a girl’s leg, or slap her behind, Kit said.

Some of the girls, on some of the sides, didn’t care. They liked it. They’d giggle, or maybe slap the gay one’s face.

“Good God,” the big red-head Agnes said to Kit, “a girl had better learn fast in this dump or some of these smart guys, to say nothing of that lousy bastard of a foreman, will take it away from her fast and then she won’t have it no more.

“Or she’ll get something in her belly that’ll make her quit jumping fences,” she said.

She was out to teach Kit, but Kit said she already knew. “I guess maybe my own pap had wised me up,” she said. She said that naturally she kept her mouth shut about that.

She talked of the pale young man who came, trundling one of the little carts to take off and put on bobbins on her side. He wasn’t like the others. “He was pale,” she said, “too pale.” They became friends and that led to her walks with him.

He spoke, softly and persistently, in a low voice. Where had he got so many words? Why were we brought down? What made us come? Words about the mill and the mill village. What had got into the hill people that they trooped down out of the silent hills to the big towns?

They got lost dawn there... they were nameless ones. — 

He talked, even a little irrationally, of the mill, at night. “We were in there last night, all night, the night before. Six nights every week we are in there.

“There is a singing.” He said. “There is a singing and I can’t sing with it.” He was a little feverish.

He wanted to talk to her of something, about something in the mill, the roaring song always going on in there, the speed, speed, speed of the shining machines.

“I’m so tense. I want to shout.

“If I was strong, if I wasn’t sick.

“I’m a young man, I should be strong. It ain’t fair.

“Sometimes if I could yell, or dance.”

Odd to think that the young man, so quiet-seeming, when he was in the mill at work, could have been thinking such things, feeling such things. He was so quiet, never getting smart, trying to grab the girls, date them up. He was one of the ones who did something to Kit, one of the first ones...

To make her a little grown up, she thought.

He lay on the grass in the meadow beside her and swore, curses bubbling up to his lips. His face was very pale there in that light.

He cursed and it seemed to Kit, then and later, a kind of inhuman thing — from such a gentle-seeming one, one who had always been so quiet, “so gentlemanly,” she said.

As though the sky, dimly seen overhead, cursed, the ground, the blades of grass in the field cursing.

It bubbling out of him, the sick young man, half boy, so pale, so near death. He died, she said, a short time after that night.

The whole experience was to her weird but very real. She said she wasn’t afraid of him. “He was lying there and I laid down beside him, quite close.”

The curses that came from him, she said, had something to do with God. He broke off cursing and talked and then the cursing began again. He had been, he tried to tell her, religious, had gone to church when he was a young boy back in the hills.

They had talked of Heaven and he didn’t want Heaven. He wanted to be strong — maybe a baseball player or even a prizefighter, not to be always tired and coughing... he stopped talking to curse for a time... sometimes having hemorrhages, he had had several, blood that should have been the blood of a strong young man coming up, out of his body through his throat.

It might have been the lint in the air in the mill. He had been told that. If it were true he wanted God’s curses on those that let it happen.

He had an idea. He had been lying on his back, his face to the night sky, but sat up. Perhaps it was money. People were always wanting more money — like his father and mother. But they had been fools to come out of the hills for it. He said he had thought about it. What good did money do people? The mountain people got a little money in the crowded mill village but it went like water. He had heard that some of the mill owners got rich. Well, what of it? Were they taller, stronger, did their food taste better?

He was kneeling beside Kit and leaned over, looking directly down at her. “No,” he said, in a half whisper, “it isn’t people. It’s God. Why does he put evil things in people and in things too.”

He spoke in a rapid whisper, telling a tale. As a young boy, when he and his people still lived in the hills, his mother was ill. He was coming home from a mountain schoolhouse.

He said it was in the fall and he tried to tell Kit how nice-looking the hills were, the trees in their full colors. He had wanted to take some of the niceness of it home, to the mountain cabin where his mother was lying ill, and had pushed in to a place of thick bushes. There were fall flowers. There were brightly colored berries. He had made a bouquet... he called it, “a flower pot.”

And he had got covered with poison ivy, from head to foot, was himself in bed for two weeks, writhing in misery. Why? Why?

His voice rose and he seemed about to shout. Kit was lying quietly beside him. “I didn’t intend the flowers any harm, the bushes, the ivy itself... “I didn’t intend any of it any harm. I didn’t know it was there.”

Kit said that, suddenly, she didn’t know why she did it, she was pretty young then... she reached up her hand and touched his pale cheeks.

“I kept on doing it and he got quiet.” She said she kept on doing it, suddenly feeling older than he was, and that presently he began touching her body with his hand. She said she didn’t mind, that she let him put his hand, softly like that, all over her body. She said he got very quiet after that but kept talking, but this time without excitement or curses, of how touching her made him feel as though he were well, as though he were again a young boy in the hills, when he was strong, when he could run a long way without tiring.

A young man, from back in the hills, came to visit the consumptive young man. His name, Kit said, was Bud and the sick young man’s name was Frank. Bud was Frank’s cousin. Kit laughed, speaking of Bud. He was a strong young fellow, very dark and with a small bulletlike head, covered with coarse black hair.

The young consumptive, Frank, had arranged for an evening. “We’re going to do something,” he said. He got Kit and Agnes, the red-haired one. “She was fierce,” Kit said. Frank went and brought a large bottle of moon whiskey. It was the only time Kit had ever known him to drink.

They set out, again to the fields, the four of them, in the moonlight, on a summer night. “We went out of the mill village but not to the town. We went around it.” They kept circling the town, going through fields, avoiding farmhouses. “We would stop and sit down. We’d drink. The stuff burned my throat.”

Kit had got a little wild. “I had been ashamed to go near any one but I wasn’t any more.” They were going up a little hill and she ran to the young man Bud and threw her arms about his neck. She kissed him, and Agnes and Frank both laughed. Frank didn’t get a bit tired that night,” she said.

There were some brush piles on top of a low hill, where some farmer had been at work, clearing land overgrown by brush, and she got some matches from Bud and ran to light them.

“Then we all ran, laughing, not to be caught by some farmer when the flames leaped up through the brush piles. Frank also ran. Kit said he seemed to forget about being ill although it was but a few weeks before he died.

They got over on another hill, to another farm, and lying on the ground watched, the four of them, their bodies close together. Kit said it was fine, watching the fires on the hill. They kept drinking out of the bottle. A farmer, with his wife and three children, came from a farmhouse and stood by the fires. He kept staring about. He had two dogs and they barked. Frank’s cousin, Bud, his shyness also swept away by the drink, got to his feet. “Howdee! Howdee!” he shouted at the top of his voice.

They got up and ran farther away. She said that Agnes, who was so fierce— “She was loud-mouthed,” Kit said — got very gentle.

Bud, the cousin from the hills, had a stunt he did. He was a young fellow who had a passion for horses, and as his people were very poor he could not own a horse. “At least,” Frank told Kit, walking with her that night, “he couldn’t own one he wanted.” Frank had been drinking steadily. He was such a talker. “He got gabby,” Kit said. He wanted to explain his cousin.

The cousin had gone one time on a trip with a truck. Frank told Kit that Bud lived near a town called Brevard, in North Carolina, and that there was a big tannery in a near-by town.

They had begun to take truckloads of leather through the hills and up through the Shenandoah Valley of Virginia to the eastern cities and Bud knew a fellow who drove one of the trucks.

“I bet you don’t know how big the world is,” Frank said to Kit. The sick young man was very gay. He seemed strong. His cousin had told him the story of his trip out into the big world and it was as though it had been an experience of his own. “He was that kind,” Kit said. “He could imagine things.”

They all sat down on the grass in a field and Frank kept talking. Agnes and Bud sat some distance away. They began playing. First they wrestled and then they chased each other about the field. Frank was proud of his cousin. “He’s smart. He’s seen a lot,” he said.

“I’ll bet you don’t know how big the world is.” In their wanderings that night the four people had got back to where they could see, in the distance, the lights of their mill town. Frank pointed toward it.

“There must be a thousand, a million towns, bigger’n that,” he said. He pointed to the sky. There’s as many towns as the stars up there,” he said.

“And people too.” He tried to tell Kit of the people Bud had seen in city streets, of the crowds of people, well-dressed people, he said. He thought it must have been wonderful for Bud seeing all that and getting suddenly sad, said he’d give anything, even one of his arms or a leg, have them sawed off, just to be well himself and go out like that to see so much.

Frank’s sadness didn’t last long that night. The fellow Bud was with, an older man of the mountain town, had got the job as truck driver after working in a garage. He had been on the trips to eastern cities several times. He had planned to go to Philadelphia but he went the long way, to show Bud Baltimore and Washington.

And somewhere in Pennsylvania, or Frank said it might have been in Virginia, there was a big horse farm where fine saddle horses were trained and knowing how Bud felt about horses the man had stopped the truck.

“There were people, beautifully dressed, and horses, more beautiful than the people.” Frank spoke as though he had seen everything himself. Kit said he was like a fellow reading something out of a book. There were the people in a field, walking around... there were white fences like a house — painted... Well-dressed men and beautiful women. “The grass was just like on a lawn,” Bud had said. There were shining thin dresses with flowers on them.”

“They didn’t charge anything to get in.” If it hadn’t been for the truck Bud and the man could have gone in. He didn’t want to leave his truck.

“So they stopped the truck in the road and Bud crawled up and sat on top of it.”

There were barns as big as a factory. There was an old man, with a white beard and with a young woman on his arm. They were walking in the field but came down near the fence by the road where the truck was. They passed so close to the fence that the young woman’s gown touched it. “She smelled like a flower or like a Balm of Gilead tree when it is in bloom, or like sassafras,” Bud had said.

They were bringing horses into the field and they were being put through their gaits, shown off. They trotted, freely, fiercely. They racked. They single-footed and galloped. Some of the riders shouted as though with delight at being on such beautiful beasts and all the people standing and watching clapped their hands. There was one rider, all in black, with a shiny black hat and a white stiff-looking shirt. The shirt was very white and he had a long whip.

“Hi-hi,” he called to his horse in a shrill voice. “He had the best horse of them all, the most beautiful one.”

Frank thought that very likely the man with the best horse owned the place where the horses were being shown.

He explained that Bud, having had always a passionate interest in horses, had remembered about the exhibition in the field more than all the rest seen during the trip. He couldn’t own such a horse, couldn’t get one and so, Frank said, he became a horse and when Kit laughed, thinking perhaps he had again gone a little out of his head, like that other time when he cursed so, he called to Bud.

“Come here, Bud, and you, Agnes,” Frank called and the couple came across the field. “Now, Bud, you be a horse,” he said, and Kit and Agnes both laughed. “We howled,” Kit said. “It was such a crazy idea.”

But she said Bud did it. There was a grassy bare place before them and Bud took something from his pockets. It was, she said, a pair of hoofs. “They were made of leather and Bud could strap them on his hands.” The cousin strapped the hoofs on his hands and got down on all fours.

“He was a horse,” she said.

“He was a bear.”

She had never seen a bear. “I know anyway that’s the way a bear looks.

“The cousin was small and big too. He was black almost,” Kit said.

He could shamble. He could walk like a bear.

He could walk like a dog.

He could prance like a horse. “You take a horse, a stallion, when he’s excited. He could go like that.” She got excited, speaking of it, saying it was so strange to see, so uncanny.

He could walk on eggs and not break the shells.

“It may be all men would rather be horses,” Kit said, telling of the odd experience that night in the field. As she told of it she kept laughing, a high shrill laugh, unlike herself. — 

There was white moonlight on a little sloping field, with a flat place below, where she, Frank and Agnes sat, Kit said.

She said there was white moonlight and green grass. “I think there must have been sheep, or maybe cows pastured in there, in that field, but we didn’t see them.

“Does a sheep ever want to be a man?” she said.

“Does a cow ever want to be a man?”

The little dark squat man from the mountains had a shambling gait, going across an open moonlit place, on green cropped grass — sight of a Southern mill town in the distance... electric lights showing down there. He could prance, trot, single-foot, pace. He could do the slow gallop and the fast gallop.

The town in the distance, the lights of it were against a night sky. “We’ve got industries, we’ve got progress,” I kept thinking irrelevantly enough, as Kit told of her extraordinary evening.

The man Bud, young yet, a mountain boy, was short, dark, and squat.

“We’ve got big factories, in North Carolina, owned by the Dukes. There is a Miss Duke who has more millions of dollars than any young woman who ever lived in the world.

“We’ve got cigarette factories, we’ve got cotton and silk and rayon mills,” I thought.

There was a man, in a field, in the moonlight, being a horse. He had caught just the horse rhythm. He could rack fast, across the green earth, in the moonlight, throwing his horse legs out... his arms, strong, young and muscular, that had become legs. They were very strong, his muscular brown, swarthy arms that had become horses’ legs, with hoofs.

Kit said he could prance. “He could trot, rack, singlefoot,” she kept saying, a kind of wonder in her voice.

“He was beautiful. He frightened you,” she said. “He was so in earnest about it.” He was determined, absorbed in being a horse — not a common horse but a highly trained, highly bred, aristocrat among horses.

“Look, I’m doing it. I am being a horse, I am a horse.”

The pale tall cousin, Frank, the consumptive one, got terribly excited and, for some reason, so also did Kit and Agnes. The man, who was a horse, was in the green flat place where the moonlight was. There was a fence beyond the flat place and he went, with the bright sharp trot of a horse toward it. He leaped on all fours. The consumptive, Frank, got to his feet. Kit thought he might have been a little drunk. He was very proud of his cousin. Agnes held the bottle. She stood up and waved it above her head.

There was another flat meadow beyond the one where the horse-man had trotted, single-footed, pranced, and again he trotted back toward them. Again he leaped on all fours and again he cleared the fence. “A high one,” Kit said.

Frank was standing. He was trembling. He might have been drunk. He was weaving back and forth. “See!” he shouted. “He can do it. He can be it.”

Kit was terribly afraid that Frank would suddenly become ill and so she began to protest. “Don’t. Quit it now,” she cried. She ran and put her arms about Frank’s shoulders. “I knew he wanted so to be strong, to be a horse like that,” she explained. She stood holding the young man Frank, and the big red-haired woman Agnes ran down a little slope to where Bud, absorbed, was still prancing, on all fours, in the moonlight... he was preparing to leap the fence again and Agnes swore as she ran.

“Now quit it,” she called, “goddam you, you quit it.” She was terribly in earnest, although she laughed. There had been enough of it.

“Why you little black son-of-a-bitch,” she said, when she had caught Bud and had made him quit it. She was standing near him and he was unstrapping the hoofs from his hands and stowing them away in his pockets. Kit said that Agnes kept swearing at him. She wasn’t really angry. She liked him a lot. Agnes kept laughing and swearing while Bud put the hoofs away in his pockets and they both came back up the slope.

“We sat on the ground and finished the bottle,” Kit said, “but Frank and I didn’t talk any more about Bud.”

It was Agnes who talked. “She wasn’t going to miss that chance,” Kit said. Agnes was a big vital woman — woman enough, Kit afterward thought, but not the kind most men would fall for. She was too big, too strong and vital. She thought too much. When Kit had left the mill, when she had been through many adventures, was a bit older, and, in her own way sophisticated, Kit spent a good deal of time thinking of Agnes.

She always spoke of her, however, with a smile. It was an affectionate smile. What were such women as Agnes to do? Most of the men, the workmen, young and old, in the cotton mill... so many of them like the consumptive Frank... if they were not tubercular they were at least stoopshouldered men, many with narrow chests... they had spent too much of their young lives eating cotton lint, breathing it into their lungs.

It might be that Agnes needed and even wanted gentling by life, by intimacy with some man, but where among the mill men was she to find one to do it to her? If she had been married to a farmer, say somewhere out on the Western plains, heavy hard work to do, shoulder to shoulder with a man, her partner and lover....

Unlike the others in the field that night she had read books, she had been to meetings. Although she was still young she had worked in several mills, had been in strikes and at strike meetings. There had been socialist agitators in the mill towns and the communists had come in. Later, after Kit left the mill, Agnes was a figure in the communist strike at Gastonia in North Carolina.

She had been playing with Bud, the horse-man, in the field as Frank had talked to Kit but had overheard some of the talk. Once or twice she had left Bud. They had been wrestling, laughing and pushing each other about, but suddenly stopped. She gave Bud a push that sent him sprawling. “Now quit. Let me alone. I don’t want to,” she said, and there was something in her voice that commanded. It was always there when she wanted to use it.

She left Bud standing, or sprawled thus... he was laughing. The play between them had been like two puppies at play. She walked away from him.

She came to stand near where Kit and Frank were sitting. Frank was telling of Bud’s trip into the East, of the things he had seen, of the men and women of the saddle-horse farm, and Bud’s excitement, lying on top of the truck parked in the road. She had stood near them for a moment, listening intently, saying nothing and then, with a shrug of her shoulders, had walked away. She began again the play with Bud.

The four people were seated on the grass on the little hill and had finished the bottle. Agnes looked at Bud, who had stowed away his leather hoofs. “Why, you little black bastard... that you should have learned to do that,” she said, and, having said it, laughed. She was wanting to tell Kit and the two men something of what she thought the significance of what Bud had seen on his trip into the East —— down out of the hill country and into the low country —— and hesitated because she was trying to find words for what was in her mind. She was an odd and a striking figure sitting thus. Her legs, like strong pillars, were spread apart and she had big shoulders and a strong neck.

Her neck was like the necks of men Kit saw later, when she was married and went with her husband to professional wrestling matches and, although her head looked small, it was covered with a mass of thick yellow hair that had become disarranged during her wrestling bouts with Bud and now hung in a thick mass over her shoulders.

“It is just so, everywhere,” she said suddenly. She had lighted a cigarette — she was the only one of the little party that smoked — and when she talked her arms moved about, as though she were addressing an audience, making gestures, like one of the professional speakers, the agitators she had heard. The lighted end of the cigarette kept making little bright arches before the eyes of the others.

They had all become silent and she told them of her thoughts. There was, she said, something rotten in the fact that Bud, with his love of fine horses and wanting one, had to come down to being a horse. “What the hell — I’ll bet you he works harder than any of the guys who own the horses,” she said and, reaching over to where Bud sat, grasped his arms. She gave him a little push so that he fell over and lay on his side and then began again to attempt to put her thoughts into words.

Agnes was excited and although the others did not understand some of the words and thoughts that came pouring out of her they also got excited. She talked a little incoherently and brokenly. She was young and strong. Perhaps she felt within herself the conviction growing that in the life of the factory there was no chance for something within herself to grow, that it was choked there, the conviction that is in so many younger Americans now, that the day of opportunity is gone here, an old myth that in America any one may rise to dizzy heights of splendor quite exploded. She tried passionately to express the thing most wanted, by all men and women, not only in America but over the entire earth. She thought it was some basis of self-respect. The performance of Bud in the field, his becoming for the time a horse, not a man, had in some odd way hurt her. “It isn’t that we want, to give up manhood.” She could not put her thoughts into such straight words but Kit and perhaps Frank, for all his pride in his cousin’s performance, had been shocked as well as amused. “The thing we want, the thing we want.” Agnes was struggling for words. In spite of the jumble of words that came from her she did in some way get her thoughts into the others.

The thing most essentially wanted by all men and women, always, everywhere. “Give me some basis of self-respect. Let me stand on my own feet.”

The thing felt sometimes by even the poorest little mountain farmer, working as young Bud did his tiny bit of poor mountain land.

“See! Look! I did it!” In the factories, Agnes said, growing coherent and for a moment talking coherently, a man or woman got too much lost, was made to feel too small. She was remembering her experience in union struggles in factories, the right of the workers to organize, to feel themselves as having even a small part in the running of the factories and the conditions under which they labored, this right always being denied and ridiculed. Kit thought Agnes was thinking at the moment not of Bud and his performance but of the tubercular Frank. In the factory she said great care was taken to keep the dust from accumulating on the machines. Hoods came down over the machines to suck the dust from them while the workers were left to breathe it into the lungs.

The Farmer... “See! Look! I did it!”

“I have made the corn stand up on this poor little piece of land. I have worked here and something has resulted.”

“I went, in the winter, up into the woods. I brought down leaf mould. I gathered together brush and burned it. I had no money to buy fertilizer. I put the leaf mould from the woods and the ashes from the fires on the land and plowed them in. I made something grow. Look! It is the best stand of corn in all of this neighborhood.”

Pride in work, in something done. Kit thought later that Agnes had been hurt by Bud’s performance, by something not very healthy she had felt in it. It might have been too much humility. She did not understand what it was that night in the field. The night was, however, educational to her.

Man wanting so little really. See the farmer, even on poor land, who has raised a small patch of good corn. He can walk a little more proudly. Something grows in man through work. It can be killed when his work is degraded.

Workers in factories also wanting — Agnes was terribly in earnest. “She was more educated than the rest of us,” Kit said. The thing most wanted is so little, so seldom, understood. “They think we want revolution, to kill some one,” Agnes said. “It is all nonsense,” she declared. She had begun talking over the heads of the others but, in a dim way, they did all understand. Kit when she told of Agnes’ talk had been through a lot. She was older and shrewder than the hill girls in the field.

“Why even — it is seldom any one speaks of it — we want love, understanding, respect. Do not do that to man which takes from him his self-respect.

“Do not do it.”

“Do not do it.”

In the woman worker Agnes, in the field with the others, there was something perhaps half man.

And also, Kit knew, something that could be made tender.

Kit remembered an incident in the factory. There was a young girl with her hand hurt in one of the machines and the profane strong Agnes had been deeply touched by the suffering of another. Afterwards Agnes had gone up and down on her “side,” doing her work, but there were tears in her eyes and she cursed as she worked. The girl who had been hurt was very pretty and she would lose two or three fingers.

“She’ll be maimed. It will spoil her chance of getting what she wants.”

Kit had understood that. She herself was attractive to men.

Something, more deeply felt, Agnes was trying to put into words. She didn’t succeed very well. She had heard speakers talk. She had read books. The factory workers in America were, after all, not as yet too far away from their fathers and grandfathers. Agnes called them “our old people.” She also had come to the factories out of a mountain home. For the most part the people of the mountains had been in America for many generations. They were not too far away from something else, something once very much alive... individuality... the day of America’s greater richness...

Day of the farmers on their own land... plenty of free land to be had for the taking...

Day of the craftsman too...

“There is that wagon, carriage, suit of clothes... worn by that dude you see going along the street there... the pair of shoes... that chair, bed... this table at which we sit eating the food grown on our own land here...

“The cotton from our fields, flax and the wool from our sheep. In the log cabin that was my father’s house there stood an old spinning wheel. It still stands there, in a corner, forgotten. Let it stand. I do not want it back...

“It is, however, a symbol... day of our participation... of our own hands doing completely. They could give us the feeling back, in the factories, if they would. They won’t. They are stupid. They don’t want to understand.

“The big factories, so huge, so magnificent. Who are they making cloth for?” Agnes turned fiercely upon Kit. “Say, you swell kid, you want silk stockings to wear, now don’t you?” She awoke, made real a hunger that was in Kit. It was a hunger that influenced all her later life....

The big factories, so huge, so magnificent, the thousands of fast beautiful machines....

“They have a way of making us feel, too much, just a part of the machines. Why do they want to do it? It hurts. It eats in.

“The continual strutting of those up above... they think, they believe, they are above us... the way their women do it... why do they do it, the fools?

“They want us to be humble. Are they humble?

“We come out of the factory after one of the long days or a longer night. Do they think we are blind? Can’t we see? We see so much blossoming in America, fine roads being built, the automobiles, always getting faster, more beautiful. We see rich women, richly gowned. We see beautiful houses built for those who never made anything with their hands.”

Agnes spoke fiercely of Bud’s experience, of his seeing the rich men in the field showing off the beautiful saddle horses. Who were they? Had they a right to such creatures? Bud became uncomfortable. He sat with head down muttering words the others could not hear.

“Fools, why don’t they give us a chance?” Agnes spoke of labor leaders who had come to factories where she had been employed. Why didn’t they get more down to the guts of things, why didn’t they? They were always talking about wages and hours. “I don’t care about that, not first of all,” Agnes said. She jumped to her feet and stood over the others. Her cigarette had been thrown aside. “I want... I want... Oh, hell,” she said. There was a moment of silence and then she looked down at the others and laughed. “Well, come on. Let’s get out of here. I’ve blown off steam long enough. Time to go home,” she said, and the others got to their feet and followed her, across the field and over a fence into the road.

They walked down along the road, the four of them, an oddly mixed lot. It was a dirt road, gravelled and smooth, and presently they came to a place of houses. It was quite near the town, some two or three miles outside the town limits, their own mill village, as were other mill villages, quite separated from the real town....

Place of others, their lives, of the lawyers, doctors, individual workmen... what was left of these in such towns... shoe repair men, house painters, clerks in stores, men who delivered milk and eggs to houses, truck drivers, carpenters, plumbers....

The mill workers, in their own company-owned place, always so oddly separated from all of these.

They were in a place of estates, off a main road, all the land for a mile up and down the road having been bought up by a few families... big houses with plenty of land, little clumps of forest. Their own mill village would have been off to the right. As they were on high ground they could see its lights in the distance.

They had come to this place of big estates and Kit thought that Agnes, although by lecturing the others she had got something off her chest, was still a little high. She went striding ahead of the others and there was something fierce and determined in her figure. She did not speak to the others. They had come to one of the big houses, built in that separated place, and there was a dance going on inside. There were others, beside themselves, out for a night of it.

Agnes stopped in the road and they all stopped. She was the dominant one. They passed the entrance to a particular estate, the house a huge one, brightly lighted... sounds of music coming from the house... shining automobiles parked along a driveway... wide green lawn with occasional trees....

There was a hedge built around the estate and Agnes stopped in the road.

There was excitement in her voice, in her manner. “Come on, all of you,” she said and bolted through the hedge. The others followed. They were puzzled.

They had got into a place near some stables where, no doubt, fine saddle horses were also kept. Kit thought she heard the sound of horses moving restlessly in stalls in the stables. There was a new building, being constructed of brick. Piles of brick were lying about. For a moment they stood in silence near the stables and then Agnes, making a motion to the others, went on toward the house, the others following.

They went along a green lawn. Kit said there were flowering bushes. They were now all excited and followed Agnes with thumping hearts. What an adventure, to be in such a place! What was Agnes up to?

She led them along, their figures stooping, running forward, keeping behind the bushes, until they had got near the house. There was a little open place, with more flowering bushes, and they could look directly in.

Inside there was a dance going on. They were all young people in there, Kit explained. No doubt they were the sons and daughters of the rich and the well-to-do, of the “nice” people of the Southern town, sons and daughters of mill owners, of holders of stock in the mills. There were a half dozen mill villages near that particular Southern town....

The young people were revelling in the big country house, the sons and daughters of the owners of mill villages and mills, sons of corporation lawyers, young college men and women, home for the summer, sons and daughters of bankers. There were beautiful young women and tall young men in evening clothes. Whoever was giving the party and, for all Kit knew, it might have been the wife of the president of the mill for which the three mill workers in the party outside labored, had got in an orchestra.

Kit herself did not know how long she stood there, in the open place by the bushes, so near the house. She said that Agnes had disappeared and that presently all became conscious of her absence. They were puzzled. They were frightened. They stood looking at each other, wanting to escape, to run for it, realizing, all of them, the enormity of the fact of being there. In another moment they would all have bolted but Agnes suddenly and silently reappeared. She had crept back to where the building was being erected and had a brick in her hand. If she had been excited, a little high, earlier, she was more so now. “Wait,” she said, commanding the others.

She was high. She was on edge and suddenly, inside the house, the dance came to an end. She had taken a stand a little in front of the others.

There was a moment of waiting, an intense moment to all of the little party outside. The dance had ended and the orchestra, brought in for the occasion... they had been half concealed behind palms and great bouquets of flowers in a corner of the big room... the men of the orchestra, also in evening clothes, stood up and stretched. The people of the party outside could hear the sound of the voices inside. Young women laughed, they chattered. There was the sound of the voices of young men.

“It is a swell party.”

“How about coming with me for a little walk outside?”

“It is a swell night.”

Oh, fortunate ones!

And now the people were moving out of the big room. In a moment more couples would be coming out to walk on the lawn. There would be flirtations, young men and women walking across a well-kept lawn in the soft darkness. It was evident that Agnes was very high. What was she up to? She was dancing about in a kind of ecstasy. There was a large plate-glass window that separated those outside from the revellers. Agnes swung wide one of her great arms and the brick went smashing through the window. There was an intense moment. Kit and her friends could see the startled faces of a group of people near an outer door and then they all ran. They were led by Agnes who kept exclaiming, “Hot dog! Hot dog!” as she ran. “Did you see their faces? Did you see their faces?”

They got to the hedge and through it to the road. It was dark out there. They could see over the hedge. On the opposite side of the road — a low fence to be got over — there was an open field and just beyond a small clump of trees. There were other fields beyond the trees. They stood in the road waiting, all but Agnes wanting to continue the flight at once. She, however, still dominated them. “No. Wait,” she said, and they all stood looking toward the house.

There was a furore at the house. Men were running about. They ran to the parked cars and got flashlights. They called back and forth. The excitement in the house and on the green lawn and under the trees before the house went on and on. All in the party, except Agnes, were nervous and jumpy and then, to increase their alarm, two young men with flashlights in their hands came through the hedge and stood in the road. They were some two hundred yards away and Frank was sick with nervousness. He began pleading in a whisper. “Come. Come. We’ll be caught. We’ll be arrested. They’ll send us to prison,” he pleaded.

The men in the road were coming toward them. They were throwing the light from the flashlights along the road and into the hedge. They were young men in evening clothes. They might have been young college men, home for the summer, young football players. Agnes leaned over and began whispering rapidly to Bud. “We’ll be over there. We’ll wait over there.” She was pointing to the trees, just seen, across the fields. They all knew there were fields beyond. They had come that way.

The young mountain man, Bud, did not have time to strap on his leather hoofs. He went down on all fours. The young men in the road were advancing. They came in silence.

And now Bud was rushing down upon them. He was on all fours. He shambled along. He also had an idea. There was a low growling guttural sound coming from his lips. It was very uncanny to hear, there in the darkness.

It was something terrible, Kit said. There was a spot of light from one of the flashlights in the road and he shambled across it. There was a cry from the lips of the young men. They bolted and he followed. When they crashed through the hedge he leaped over, still on all fours.

He was down thus on all fours.

He went with amazing rapidity.

He was a huge dog.

He was a bear.

He was a horse.

He went shamble, shamble, growling as he went.

And now the others of the party ran. They got over a low fence and ran quickly across the field to the trees. They waited there and, Kit said, Agnes was nervous. She walked up and down before the others. “He’s all right. He’ll take care of himself,” she muttered.

They stayed in the little grove until, at last, Bud came back to them and went directly to Agnes. Agnes threw her arms about his neck and embraced him. She held him in her arms and danced in the darkness. “Oh, Bud, Bud,” she cried, “oh, my darling.”

“Oh, you darling little son of a bitch,” she cried.

They went on but the adventures of the night were not over. They had crossed several fields, working their way around toward their own village, but sat down by a creek. Frank had become ill. For a time he couldn’t go on and they stayed there, Frank lying on the grass at the creek’s edge. He had whispered to Kit, asking her to hold his head. There were several outbreaks of coughing. They came, he became quieter, and then they came again. None of the others knew afterwards how long they stayed in the field but at last there was a hemorrhage. Kit was holding Frank’s head and the moon had come up. He was at the creek’s edge and asked Kit to hold his head over the creek. The moon was shining on the waters of the little creek and Kit, so close to him, could see his blood gushing from between his lips and coloring the water of the stream.


CHAPTER FOUR
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KIT BRANDON WAS sometimes a good deal moved, something restless within her was stirred, by the speeches of her friend Agnes. The two young women had become close friends although Agnes was several years older than Kit. Agnes felt in Kit something more feminine than in herself while Kit wanted more of Agnes’s boldness. They walked about together, worked together. The consumptive Frank died and winter came and they went to the mill — both being still on the night shift — in the darkness of winter evenings. Like hibernating animals they had both slept through the short winter days.

Staleness of little crowded houses. Kit and Agnes did not room in the same house with the same mill family but their rooms, like the houses, were alike. Another worker slept in Kit’s bed at night. Then the sheets were changed and she crept in. She got out of bed in the afternoon, slipping into her clothes. Already she was beginning to want better clothes and a better room. She ate in the kitchen. There would be the older workers about, older men and women. Sometimes in such a house the man didn’t work. He was too old to get a job when he brought his family down out of the hills. He was known as a “mill Daddy.” His children made his living for him.

It was something new, degenerating, to older mountain men who, in the hills, although poor, had always been kings in their own houses. There is a staleness, a weariness that gets into the blood and bone. It isn’t only factory workers who have it. You see it, feel it, in white-collar workers in cities, sometimes in successful men, the money makers in business. It accounts for golf, for the passion for sports in which you do not participate... vicarious excitement got... crowds of business men, young and old, at baseball games, at football games. “Aha, we won!”

“What do you mean, we?”

Agnes said: “All right. Swell! Some day we’ll get it” — meaning a three, a four, a five-hour day in the mills. She had such moments of optimism. New dream of labor when Kit was a mill girl. Agnes got angry and swore. “Goddam, why shouldn’t they all work!” This came from having been to socialist and communist meetings. She had in mind places like their mill, become public institutions, to serve, classes broken down, “liquidated,” as the Russians might say... every man and woman, at least while he was young, serving a certain number of years in some such institutions, places where cloth was woven, shoes made, clothes made....

Others working on farms, in mills, on railroads... if there were any railroads left. Sometimes Agnes went around in a kind of dream... “Goddam, to mine coal, make steel, make automobiles, make tires for automobiles.” She rubbed her hands together thinking of it. “Some of these goddam swell, big-bellied dames we see”... she meant some of the well-to-do wives of the mill officials who drove to the mill offices to pick up husbands. “Such a dame down in a coal mine for once, eh, kid?” Agnes grinned with joy thinking of it.

“At that, it might not be so bad for them. Look, they’d wear off the big hips, big bellies.

“You got some figure yourself, Kid. I wish I had it.”

The thought of people at last finding each other through a universal participation. She wanted something wiped out. “It might wipe out, once and for all, this idea that there are certain people born different from others, as though God had made them special things”... idea of aristocracy, of birth, etc. Agnes like all of the mill girls felt deeply a kind of contempt in which all the workers were held by the town people. For some reason it didn’t cut quite so deeply for Kit.

“Why should all of our people, when they get a little older than we are, always become so tired?” She felt the weariness in others deeply, having herself a vast energy. By “our people,” she meant her fellow workers. Kit knew that. Agnes declared that the work of the world, given modern fast machines, could be done and no one need get tired.

The two women — Kit was fast becoming a woman; men who saw her felt her as woman — used to meet at a certain corner in the mill village. They went together to their work, walking out of the mill village and along a paved road to the mill gate. There was a high wire fence around the mill yard and a man, an old crippled one — injured sometime in the mill — was there to check them in. In their mill they had identification buttons, to be worn on the coat, buttons the size of a silver dollar. They were such buttons as states sometimes issue to hunters and fishermen. “Look. We are like sheep numbered,” Agnes said angrily. She swore and spat on the ground and Kit turned her head aside and smiled. They were in the paved road, going down to the mill gate, and Agnes took the button from her coat and made a gesture as though to hurl it away into the darkness.

“God, I’d like to, I’d like to.”

Her anger brought a smile to Kit’s lips.

They were an odd enough pair, going along thus. Kit had kept her eyes open as she had lived along in the mill village. Unconsciously perhaps, in those first months away from home, she was already reaching out for something, feeling for it constantly, trying for it. She herself did not know what it was. It was a thing — call it a kind of style in life. She was wanting unconsciously to become a stylist in living.

To get it into her body. Already she was noting things, checking on things that would have meant little or nothing to Agnes. “All right, sister. You’ve got your dream. I’ve got another.”

There were the Saturday nights when they went into town. As they worked nights they had also the Saturday afternoons. They had the Sundays.

A few times Kit went to church and Agnes tried to stop her. “Don’t be a fish,” she said; “don’t believe anything these guys tell you.” Most of the mill people went to little Baptist and Methodist churches near the mill village.

“Trust God. Look to Jesus for salvation,” Agnes quoted. “Ah, cut it out. What the hell,” she said. There had been strikes in other mills she had worked in and she told Kit that wherever there was a strike or trouble in a mill the preachers always stood by the mill owners. “Why not?” she said, and explained that the salaries, or at least a large part of the salaries, of such preachers were paid by the mill owners. She scolded, but Kit, without saying anything about it, sometimes dressed as best she could and on Sunday morning marched off, not to one of the little churches near the mill but down into the town. She walked about until she came to what looked to her like the biggest and most expensive church and went in. At first she went a little timidly. “I wonder if they’ll throw me out?” They didn’t and she got bolder. In such places she could see what young women wore who had money to buy clothes. She was getting points — not at all hearing the words of the preachers in the churches — noting how some of the rich or well-to-do young women of a North Carolina town dressed, walked, held their heads.

Something to practise in secret when she was alone in her room.

Or she was in the main street of the town on a Saturday afternoon with Agnes, the broad-shouldered, big-hipped, big-legged one. “There’s one”... she did not say the words aloud to Agnes.... “There’s one... that one just getting out of the big car parked there in front of the store.” She noted the shining beauty of the car. That one held her head and her slender young body in just a certain way. “That’s nice.” Kit herself tried to walk so, hold her own head and body so. There was this passion in Kit, sleeping in her, it had been born in her — herself not knowing. It wasn’t just the young woman who had got out of the car, Kit watching, absorbed, Agnes not noticing — it was also the car itself. Something perhaps always very American in Kit Brandon. “I’d like... I’d like, some day, to own such a car, to drive it.” She had no feeling of anger toward the young woman who had got out of the car. “There might, some day, be a way.” Her dream was far far away from the somewhat grandiose one that was in Agnes’s head.

There was a particular Saturday evening when the two went into town... snow in the state of the upper South.

It might have been a town of northern Ohio, or of Minnesota. Pretty far away from the South, as the North commonly thinks of it... cotton fields, Negroes with banjoes at cabin doors. Agnes had an idea. “We’ll have a drink when we get to town. I know a place.”

She liked to go to places... some such place as could be found in any industrial town during the prohibition era... little warm inside room, usually in a house quite near the main street section. If there were no men present, to sit with some other women with feet up on a table... smoke and drink... be mannish.

“Never mind about woman’s dignity or this business of trying to keep yourself up to it... we’re working women... this foolishness, trying to be dainty and feminine... it takes too much money to try to keep that up... it isn’t my line.”

Most of the other women in the cotton mill were shocked by Agnes. The proletariat, so called, are the great protectors of sex morals, of respectability. The middle class takes care of money morals. Agnes would have gone big with the daughters of some of the rich women of the town, if they had known her, had there been any way for them to know her. She would have been more in their line in that period, after the World War.

A few companions, to listen as she talked. She was always burning with ideas, her mind always busy. She saw constantly a vision of a new world, emerging or about to emerge, as she might have said, out of an old agricultural South. She had been born Southern, was one of the few people, born South, who never thought anything, said anything, about being of the best blood of the South. Ideas she had got from reading and from listening to radical speeches in little halls, a few other venturesome workers gathered in the halls with her. There were a few men and women, young ones, burning with enthusiasm, who got down from the North into such Southern industrial towns. The A. F. of L. leaders couldn’t and didn’t look with much enthusiasm on such workers. The wages were too insignificant, not enough in it, for the A. F. of L. leaders. Agnes felt that she had got a lot out of such speakers. There were, however, reservations in her mind.

She had spoken more than once of all this to Kit, who only partly understood. There was a tale she had told, of a strike in a mill at Marion, North Carolina. “I was there, in that one,” she said. She explained that, being unconnected — her father and mother were both dead and she had no brothers or sisters — she had got out, when the strike got hopeless, had changed her name. Like a criminal she had got an alias. “Otherwise I’d have been put on the black list.” The manufacturers passed the word about, from one to another: “Look out for so and so. He, or she, is a trouble maker.”

The point about the particular strike, at Marion... she told the story of the excitement of the strike’s beginning. She had got a little cynical. It was at about this time that the president of the A. F of L. gave out a statement: “We are going to organize the whole cotton industry.”

“The hell you say.”

The excitement of the early days of a strike, outside leaders, young radicals as well as the regular old-line labor leaders coming in... grand feeling... “See, we are brothers. We stand shoulder to shoulder”... fiery speeches made, gatherings of strikers... “I’ll stand here till I die”...

As a rule it all turned out pretty sadly, Agnes told Kit.

Certainly the manufacturers weren’t fools. There was a way to break down the morale of the workers. At Marion there had been several people, workers, shot and killed at the mill gate.

It was in the early dawn, the night shift coming off, day shift, already on strike, waiting, Agnes there with the others, to tell the night workers, “We’re out, we’re on strike.”

The company was prepared, too. A mill, so threatened, Agnes explained, went to a so-called detective agency. Such agencies were in reality just strike-breaking organizations... tough guys employed... killers. Al Capone got his start as a strikebreaker. They at the mill gate too... ready.

Pity of it. Bodies of dead workers lying in the dust in a road at a mill gate. “Some of the rest of us ran. All those shot were shot in the back. Some of the rest of us just stood there, dumb. There is so much force against us, officials of the town, of the county, of the State, of the U. S. A. What the hell are we to do? We’ve never had the nerve to ask for much.

“All we want is just a little more of the stuff we make, a little more leisure, fair treatment... Jesus.” Agnes always got high when she talked thus.

At Marion, the funeral of the dead workers... speakers from the outside world. A famous man, a famous writer, came down... rumors of the big massacre at Marion flying out, to an outside world. A big city newspaper had hired the big writer to come down. Agnes had heard, later, that he got $10,000 for ten articles written about that particular strike. He came and went. Others, speakers, officials of labor unions, etc., came and went. “Of course, afterwards, after the strike was broken, the mill started up again with other workers inside... people just like us... we on charity. The famous writer sent us down a barrel of apples. Wasn’t that swell of him? I want to get drunk, smash something or some one.

“Ah, what the hell, Kit... let’s talk about something else.

“Don’t say no more,” Agnes cried. Kit had said nothing. Agnes had done all the talking.

It had been bitterly cold for several days and then had got somewhat warmer and the snow had come. States like North Carolina, Kentucky, Tennessee, Missouri — called Southern, Oh, Thou Sunny South — can be colder than North Dakota, Idaho, Alaska. The cold gets you more. The world was white as Kit and Agnes walked down from the mill village. There had been a drizzling rain earlier that day. It turned to snow.

A kind of glory and mystery in the night, too. The two women felt it, each in her own way. The snow, very wet, had clung to everything as it fell, to the branches of trees that lined a paved road that led down past the mill gate, to the gate itself, now closed... little house there by the gate in which, on other nights, sat an old crippled workman on guard... an old workman who had been hurt in the mill and had got now this sinecure... to the heavy wire fence built around the mill yard, each wire outlined in white...

“Old Pete,” Agnes said. She meant the old fellow who sat at night in the little house by the gate, “Old Pete’s in his hole tonight.”

White snow on the roofs of houses, in the mill village, along the road, roof of the mill itself... casements of windows, dimly lighted on this night of joy for workers... Saturday night.

“Saturday night and supper on the table. It’s the happiest time in a workingman s life.” (Old Worker’s Song.)

White snow everywhere. There was an automobile standing before a little frame house beside the road... no lights in the house. Some family was moving, in or out. It was all outlined in white, spokes of wheels, hood of the car, the body. There were pieces of furniture tied to the outside. The car was an old Ford, Model T. Outlined in white two or three chairs, a broken table, some wire bed springs. Electric street lights shining down on a white shining world. There was no sidewalk from the mill village down to the town but the way was lighted. It was an okay road for those who owned cars. The two women wore cheap, thin shoes, tramping down to town in the snow. They were both young. It didn’t too much matter to them.

Except... “Damn it, now look... I got to get me some new kicks again.”

Something else, also new in modern life, something concerned with women. In Chicago, New York, Philadelphia and other cities there were, when Kit was thus a young kid, pretty puzzled yet, listening to Agnes’ talk... labor, capital, rise of the new world, we’ll-make-em-come-to-us-yet-one-of-these-days... establishments in cities, busy machines clattering away, catering to a new, and old, hunger in women.

The hunger was not in Agnes. If it had ever been in her, it had been put down. It was in Kit.

The establishments in the cities sent experts off to the big style centers... smart men, smart women designers, thinking out new, striking, enticing ways to bring out the charm of women in dress. The experts went to New York. They went to Paris. They kept on the alert, bought or stole the lines of new gowns, bought originals at high prices. The most enticing ones were bid for, fought for, high prices paid, then rushed home. It’s there, in modern machines, the ability to duplicate, endlessly, endlessly.

Cheaper, shabbier cloth, but keep the design and the colors. Make duplicates, plenty of them. The big mail-order houses sending the word out too, even to remote villages, to farms. In Paris today, in Beanville, Arkansas, three weeks from now. “Hurry girls, hurry little working girls and women.”

Song of the Shirt, hell... make it the Song of the Shimmy.

Flood the market quickly. Women’s fashions change quickly. There’s something going on, unknown to women a generation or two ago. Even girls in factories, or servant girls, can rig themselves out now in the latest thing out of Paris — even in Paris, Illinois. Quick, buy copies of Delineator, Ladies’ Home Journal, Woman’s Home Companion, McCall’s Magazine. Take home a copy of Woman’s Home Companion, young woman. Keep up to snuff.

Stories too, in the magazines. After all, even poor girls — sometimes, not often, but there’s the chance — they marry old rich ones. Damn it, a girl might as well get an old Papa if she can’t get a young one, if she’s got some of it, eh?

There are men who like them warm. Others like the cold ones. If you can warm up a cold one it makes you feel big, like a conqueror.

There are dreams in women’s heads besides dreams of getting a man. A woman wants her own foundation for living, too. If a woman likes beautiful clothes it isn’t always and altogether as a way to the man hunt. The chances are that women dress more for other women than for men.

And there is something else too... a thing not too often thought of... it is too easily taken for granted that having money, living in a fine house, driving a fine car, makes for sensitiveness, the possibility of tenderness. We group people too easily... new words rapidly coming into our American vocabulary... the proletariat... the bourgeoisie... the capitalists... separations too simple, too easily made.

Kit Brandon, as she walked in the snow along the road with Agnes, hadn’t, as yet, any definite ideas about clothes, getting a man or not getting one. She was beginning to get, faintly, ideas of what might be done. There was her straight slender young body, white flesh, straight legs, slender ankles. She did not spend much time dreaming of strong male arms about her, the brave male protecting the shrinking female. She was getting along a little in a matter of growing importance to herself, beginning to want something that some man might — by a conceivable chance — she having aforesaid nice legs, arms, little hard breasts just budding, etc. — help her to get.

What nice eyes! They could be soft and apparently gentle and yielding at times. They could be hard shrewd eyes. Kit was having her being, her young womanhood, in the period immediately after the World War in America....

“They sure gypped us in that war.”

The thought not very definite in the minds of the young. The war had, for example, not touched Kit or any one she knew very directly. There was something in the air. “These big boys aren’t so big, are they?” Doubts regarding not only great soldiers, so-called, but also great statesmen, captains of industry and others. There was no definite immediate organization of thought, for example, toward impulse to revolt, make revolution, a new start. Age of the so-called hard-boiled ones... they often enough a new kind of sentimentalists too... the wise crackers... hard boys.

All of this merely suggested here, as part, unconscious part, of Kit Brandon, what she would have been becoming. In her day the American intellectual world was being flooded with books... she hadn’t read them... she came later to a time of book reading, trying to “improve” herself in that way as people do. “It may be that is the way, the hard sharpness,” she was thinking.

All of this, hinted at, certainly not yet very definite in her. The young are often more open and ready to receive than people want to believe. It is so much easier for any one of us to think of another, of any one, as all one thing, easy to understand. It makes everything so simple and nice, doesn’t it?

It, the thing here suggested, however, standing up in Kit. She was more intensely personal than Agnes. It may be that the thing Agnes had was more healthy, that it was something bigger — growing belief in revolution for example — growing readiness to give self, throw self away, fight, even perhaps to die for others but, again, this not all of Agnes either. There was a side of her that wanted to be more like Kit. Once that evening as they were walking along, she stopped in the road and stood for a minute, looking at Kit. The struggle along the road, in the snow at the side of the road, had brought a flush of color to Kit’s cheeks that were, ordinarily, rather pale. They were under a street light. “Gee, Kid... God, you’re a swell-looker, Kid.”

And then there was the world the two were moving in that night. It was oddly, strangely, a world more mysterious than they knew, at least consciously. Men and women in a new American world trying to adjust... new mystery inside houses they passed, outside houses, inside factories, outside factories. The two young women, walking down thus through the snowy night, walked under electric lights. The states of the upper South had been made what they were, what they suddenly, in a single decade, became, by the coming of water power. Duke... the Duke fortune... a man named Duke, certainly a go-getter... in tobacco, organizer of the American Tobacco Company... the government busting that up... effort of another generation to stop the development of the next generation... Teddy Roosevelt, the trust-buster.

.. Story of Duke, the old one, the wise one... what a doctor, from North Carolina, practising perhaps in New York, told him...

“... Boy, go get the water power of our State. It’s a state of high mountains, cheap land, many mountain streams rushing down...

“... They don’t see it. Go get it!”

“More money in that than in anything yet.”

Power.

Power.

Power.

The Dukes the new kings.

Power hidden in streams, hidden away, far up in the mountains to be sent singing along wires, great steel spiders striding down out of the hills, across the lowlands, to towns, factories... big towns springing up suddenly.

The two mill girls also walking that night under the great steel spiders. The snow clung to them. “Look,” Agnes said to Kit. The steel structures that carry high pressure wires went like an army of gigantic spiders off into the darkness and distance.

The two girls would be passed, even on such a night, by speeding automobiles. The lights of passing automobiles played over their figures struggling along in the snow. There was a car filled with young men. They called to the women:

“Come on. What about it? Want a ride?”

“Ah, you go to hell.”

Laughter. A shout. Speed. Speed. Speed. “Here we go.”

Speed in machines inside factories, infinite speed in power, being carried, high up, over their heads, to factories, outside factories, in the nights, in the days.

Let’s say that, in winter, the days in upper South States become cold and disagreeable. All right. You have money and a fast car. You jump into the car, whirl away. Florida in a day and a half, maybe less... orange trees... Gulf Stream swinging in to wash on a wide sandy beach. “Did you bring your bathing suit? Why not?”

“Think of it... yesterday we were in Greensboro, North Carolina.

“God, wasn’t it cold?”

Cars flying over roads at forty, fifty, sixty, seventy. Who knows yet what it’s all about? Who’s going to tell us what it’s all about?

And in the factories the goods pouring out, shoes pouring out, nice slick foxy little gowns for women... just like the top-notchers in New York, on Park Avenue in New York, on Michigan Avenue in Chicago, on the Rue de la Paix in Paris, just like the top-notch dames in such places wear.

You have to know your stuff to see the difference, when they’re new.
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You can get you a swell fur coat on the installment plan. Mystery in a snowy world walked in by two young women, oddly different, maybe, down inside them, oddly alike.

They got down into the town and their feet were cold and wet. That was tough, not so much on them as on the cheap shoes they wore. “Come on Kit,” Agnes said, and led the way out of the main street. They went down to where a railroad crossed the main street and got into a street of shabby little stores, little hot stuffy restaurants run by Greeks where hot dogs were sold. You could get spaghetti in Italian joints.

On such a street, on most Saturday evenings, plenty of young fellows out trying to pick up something, the girls would have been hailed a half dozen times. “Hey, kid” — this to Kit— “shake that female Jack Dempsey you’re with and come to me. Hot time, kid.” Agnes would turn to swear.

The young bloods weren’t out that night. The girls went along the street to a small frame house, set back from the street, piles of rubbish in the yard, and around the house to the back door. Agnes knocked and a woman came to the door. She knew Agnes. “Hello,” she said, “come in,” and presently they were in a warm inner room and Agnes had called for drinks.

Kit didn’t want her drink. She took it. There were some men in the room, sitting at a near-by table and they were also drinking. What they all got was white mule. It was a raw, terrible drink and burned Kit’s throat. Funny to think it might have been made by her own father, back up in the hills. Tears came into her eyes when the raw stuff touched the tender flesh of her throat and Agnes laughed. “It’s awful stuff but it’s good for you sometimes,” she said.

They were in the room and Agnes was talking again. She had been to the place one might with a certain man. He was, she explained, a radical from New York. She was trying, was always trying to work something out in her own mind. They sat at a little table in the little room, rather dimly lighted, the woman who had admitted them coming in and going out. There were five or six men at a near-by table and Kit sat so that she faced them as Agnes talked. She didn’t hear much of what Agnes said. There was a young man over there, at the other table, facing her.

He was pale. He did not look well. He was oddly like the young man Frank, the consumptive who had been her first boy friend. She might have called Frank lover. She didn’t.

The one at the table that night was like and unlike. He was dressed well, in well-made clothes. She even looked down at his shoes, could see them under the table. They also were well made. They were unlike the shoes on the feet of the other men at the table. He might be a young swell of the town. Drinking habits and drinking places in America during prohibition were not so swell either.

Agnes talked. She was so absorbed in her own words that she did not notice that she was not being listened to. She talked. The young man at the other table was so unlike his companions. They were all young men. They talked loudly. Once or twice the woman who ran the place had to come in and ask them to be more quiet. The woman was middle-aged, she looked frumpy. The other men at the table were unlike the pale one who looked like Frank.

Frank had died only a few weeks earlier. The young man at the table kept looking at Kit.

She was having thoughts about Frank, now dead, as Agnes talked. Agnes was talking of revolution. She was always at that. She was talking of a new world workers were some day to make. The pale young man at the table in the little shabby speak-easy might have been a young Duke, or son, say of some great cotton-mill baron, or a cigarette baron.

There are huge life-insurance companies in North Carolina. He might have been the son of a millionaire president of a life-insurance company.

He might have been, like the working boy Frank, a dreamer. “He’s got it, I bet, like Frank had,” Kit thought. She meant tuberculosis.

Odd to think about people — supposing the young man at the table to be something of the sort suggested above, getting the same disease a lad like Frank got. He’d have come to the little dump maybe just to be with people. “This rot-gut whiskey won’t do me any good but what’s the difference? I’m gone anyway.”

Kit Brandon off on her own, a million miles from Agnes, talking away opposite her. She was thinking of her last evening with the dying boy Frank.

She had walked out with Frank on another Saturday evening.

It was winter time too, then, but it was warm. It was the last time he had been outdoors before he died.

He had got an obsession. He had sent her word: “I want to see you. You come Saturday night.” A woman who worked in the mill and had a room in the same house he lived in had brought Kit the word and she had gone to him.

They had walked out, going slowly, and had got finally into a little lane, leading into a field. It was a place, just outside of town, where there was a farmhouse on one side of a road and a barn, in a field, on the other. The barn was set quite far back from the road and the lane led down to it.

The farmhouse was quite dark. “Come in here with me,” Frank had said to her. He explained that he couldn’t walk far. They went into the lane and Frank told her what he wanted. “That other night,” he said — they were in the lane, just off the road— “when I touched you the way I did, with my hands... I didn’t have the nerve to ask you then but now... if I don’t ask you I won’t get another chance...

“Because I’m going to die soon, now.

“I want you to, with me, because I never did and I do want to before I die.”

Kit had let it happen. “Why not?” she had thought that night. She had let him and they had got caught, just after it was over — a man, perhaps a farmhand coming along the lane. Fortunately, they didn’t quite get caught. They had a chance to get to their feet.

“What the hell you doing in here?”

They hadn’t said anything but had hurried away out of the lane and back to Frank’s place, as fast as they could go, he being as he was. They sat on the porch together at the house for a time and he cried and told her something. “I didn’t want it to be disturbed like that,” he said. He had tried to explain something of what he had wanted, a kind of sealing together, of himself with her, a living in profound nothingness with another — once, once before he died. He had a kind of idea. “I might live on in you,” he said.

As to whether or not Kit had understood what Frank had meant that night she didn’t know. She was in the little speak-easy thinking of it as Agnes talked. Her thoughts had been aroused in her by the face, the eyes, of another young man at the near-by table, like and unlike Frank, now dead. She and Agnes had their drinks and Agnes talked and then paid the check. Agnes was a little irritated, perhaps, feeling that her talk had been falling on deaf ears. She got excited.

She had been telling the story of another strike she had been in and of how, after the failure of the strike, the workers were left stranded, as at Marion, North Carolina. All the labor leaders, even the young radicals from the North, had got on trains and gone away.

“Why the hell don’t they stay with us when we’re licked, take what we have to take?” she said in a loud voice, and the men at the near-by table all turned and stared. She and Kit both became self-conscious. “Let’s get out of this dump,” Agnes said, and they had got up to go out when one of the young men at the other table jumped up and tried to detain Kit. The one who did it was a little drunk. He grabbed Kit by the arm. “Look here,” he said. “Say, you’re a sweet kid,” he said. He held her by the arm and when Agnes advanced to the rescue he threw out his free arm trying to brush her aside. “I don’t want you,” he said, “I want this one.” The other young men at the table were laughing and the pale young man, who was so like and unlike Frank, was trying to protest. “Ah, Jim, Jim, let her alone,” he was saying when Agnes, with a quick wide swing of her arm, struck the drunken young man in the face with her fist and knocked him to the floor.

There was an outbreak, an outcry, a racket, and the woman of the place ran into the room. She protested. Two or three of the other young men, at the table with the drunken one, had helped him to his feet and were holding him. He was swearing and the woman of the place kept protesting. “Be quiet! Oh, please, please be quiet,” she was saying as Kit and Agnes slipped past her out of the room and got out again into the street. They walked up and down the main street of the town. It still snowed and Agnes had become quiet. She had perhaps been hurt by two things, that Kit had not listened to her talk in the speak-easy and that the drunken man had made the sharp distinction between herself and Kit. As the two young women walked up and down the main street of the town, the snow still falling, snow clinging to the coats of people, lighted store fronts shining through the falling snow, Kit felt the night beautiful.

Agnes didn’t. She soon wanted to go home. “We might as well,” she said. She spoke of clothes ruined, shoes ruined. The night had turned suddenly ugly for her.


CHAPTER FIVE
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THERE WERE ALL kinds of fellows in with Tom Halsey, more or less under his orders, some bold ones, some sly crafty ones, some brutes. They talked, whispered among themselves. “What the hell?” It was because of Tom Halsey’s son, young Gordon Halsey. He had got stuck on the skirt — Kit Brandon.

There was that other woman, Kate, a good deal older than Kit. She was all right. She knew how to keep her mouth shut.

But just the same. It was an old, old idea — cherchez la femme. “They gab. You get in a jam and you are mixed up with some dame and, sure as hell, she runs out on you.”

The old war between men and women. Many of the mountain men who worked with Tom Halsey... Tom was a pioneer, a bringer of a new and modern world into the mountain life,... they were of an older order.

You saw a mountain man coming into some little mountain town afoot. He strode along the road ahead of his woman, did not walk beside her. Many of the mountain men had big families. The children walked in the road behind, the girl children at the end of the little procession. When a son of the family had reached maturity, began to think of himself as a man, he stepped ahead of his mother and walked just at the heels of his father.

The women submitted. A mountain man did not do any work about the house. He did not milk the cow, feed the pigs, carry firewood into the house. He crept away to the woods to make himself a run of liquor; he worked in his few hillside fields.

But the new world had come, even into the hills. Paved roads were being poshed through. They twisted and wound along little river bottoms, under majestic hills, occasionally climbed over a hill and went on down into another valley. Industrial towns had come, some of them growing swiftly, towns of North Carolina, Eastern Tennessee, Eastern Kentucky, Southwest Virginia. Tourists in Fords, Chevrolets, Buicks, Packards went whirling along roads and through the hills. The industrial towns had come because of power in the rivers of the hills and because of cheap labor. There were still hundreds of square miles of country in the mountains apparently uninhabited, but not uninhabited. The tourist going along in his car looked about. “What a desolate country!” He was mistaken. There were many thousands, even hundreds of thousands of people, hidden away, in little hollows, on mountain sides, in mountain cabins no car could climb up to. The mountain people had lived thus for many generations. Books had been written about them, tales of mountain feuds... the Hatfield-McCoys of West Virginia, stories out of Breathitt County, Kentucky... sentimental yarns.... “Trail of the Lonesome Pine.”

There were garages strung along the new big highways and these were often gathering places for Tom’s men. How quickly they had taken to the automobile. They gathered before such places, sat about, some in overalls. A surprising number of them could not read or write. They were outwardly listless enough looking men. They talked slowly and quietly. As always happens, the mind of the man out of another world too much influenced by the reading of newspapers, popular magazines and novels, could not differentiate. The mountain men were thought of, by tourists passing swiftly through the hills, as all of a type. They were dangerous, secretive, sly. They spent their time hunting “federals” or shooting at each other. It was of course all nonsense. They were of every type, incipient poets, honest hard-working men, killers, horse traders, liars, men faithful to friends unto death, stupid ones, smart ones, God-seeking ones. It is true that in lonely isolated places things did happen. What Kit’s father had, she thought, intended doing to Kit was not a too unusual thing. They lived in a country long out of the path of so-called American progress, a country long forgotten. The westward drift of population in America in earlier days had been along rivers and across the plains, over the Alleghanies from the East and down the Ohio, or along the upper lake region.

Then out into the fat rich plains, the prairie country, the great American agricultural empire. A man of Tom’s crowd took a load of liquor into Ohio. He came back and talked. During the Civil War Mosby’s raiders cut across river from Kentucky into the North. They would have been Southern boys, for the most part Poor Whites, fighting they did not know what for. They raided through Indiana and Ohio and some of them came back.

They came back shaking their heads. Talks at night by Confederate camp fires. “Boys, we can never lick that people. Why, look how our fields are desolated. Up there the barns are groaning, towns are growing, even while this war is going on. They are too big, fat, and well-fed for us.”

Mountain man, of Tom Halsey’s crowd, in a garage, talking to other mountain men. “Good God, Jim, Fred, Joe, Harry, here we are. We scratch the ground on one of these hills to raise a little corn. It gets up shoulder high and we think we’ve got a crop. Little scrawny corn stalks as big as my finger. Up there the corn is like trees and you should see their towns, the way their women dress, the houses they live in.”

It was no wonder that the money crop of the hills, moon-liquor, had, under prohibition, got so important. Tom Halsey, in organizing, drawing together under one head, a scattered industry of thousands of small units, had but followed in the footsteps of others in a modern world — organized steel, the oil industry, tobacco, the woollen industry. Control the illicit liquor business, control and organize crime. Although Tom Halsey did not have an office in an office building, board of directors’ room with mahogany table, etc., he was ambitious. He felt himself in the American business tradition. He had thought about it, had his own pride. He felt that American business men, captains of industry, were really big men and that he was on the road to bigness.

The mountain empire in the very heart of America was long forgotten. In Old Virginia the big families, the F. F. V.’s, are nearly all in the Tidewater country. The Washingtons, Jeffersons, Madisons all lived in Tidewater. They forgot the mountain country, the mountain men. Daniel Boone lived out there, Abe Lincoln’s people came from the hills. The mountain men were the adventurers, openers up of Kentucky, of Tennessee, of what is now West Virginia — land of coal. Once the mountain men tried to get out from under the overlordship of Tidewater Virginia. They organized the state of Franklin, a purely mountain state, elected a governor and United States senators. They didn’t get away with it.

The men of Tom Halsey’s crowd, bringers of the new era into the hills, whiskey-making organized, put on a business basis, on their hours off loafing before a roadside garage, looked out over a lovely country.

The garage, let us say, is high up, near a mountain top, where one of the new paved roads sweeps up out of one river valley to pass over and into another. The men’s eyes are accustomed to the sight before them. However, and although the mountain folk do not often speak of it, not being given to flowery talk, there is in them a deep love of their hill country. Some of the men of Tom Halsey’s liquormaking, liquor-handling, liquor-running crowd, men who under Tom began suddenly to make money, to drive automobiles, to take trips down out of the hills and even into the rolling hill country of southern Ohio and Pennsylvania... some of them had been as far away from their home hills as Detroit... belonged to families that had been in the hills since before the Revolutionary War. They were sons and grandsons of men who had got the hill country love, love of isolation and independence, into their blood. They were poor men but they were no time-clock punchers. They didn’t become clerks in stores and banks. “I am poor but be careful. Do not tread too hard on my toes.” When a stranger came into the hills he was watched, but the mountain men were not necessarily suspicious lest he be a federal. The poorest mountain man, living in the most isolated hollow of the hills, in the greatest poverty, often in a one-room cabin with a dirt floor, when such a stranger came to his door invited him into his house, invited him to eat, to spend the night, to stay, if he wished, in the poor hovel for a long visit.

A surprising number of the men in the American Southern Highlands are Scotch-Irish, so-called. It does not mean, however, that they are half Irish. It means that, in old Europe, an English king once sent mountain Scots into Ireland and gave them free land there but mountain people are like the French. They hate paying taxes. The English king tried to tax them and great hordes of them came to America. They were always whiskey makers. Their ancestors had made pot liquor in Scotch hills. They came through Pennsylvania and down through the valley of Virginia, the “Shenandoah” and to the hills because they were hill people. They were in the Whiskey Rebellion in Pennsylvania in early days. “What was all this business about taxes? What has government done for us that we should pay taxes?” For generations the material growth of America had gone on, a great boast, a great wonder, railroads built, later highways built, schools built, cities built. It hadn’t happened in the hill country, in all the great sweep of mountain country, starting in the East, almost within sight of the capital at Washington, and sweeping westward, through Virginia, touching North Carolina, taking in a great part of West Virginia, Tennessee, Northern Alabama, and Georgia, Kentucky, and Missouri.

It is true that modern industry had done something to, if not for, the hill country. The great lumber kings had invaded the country. There had been thievery of great boundaries and ruthless cutting and slashing. An old story, the whole country may some day realize what a tragic story.

In the early days the mountain men, families, drifted into the hills one by one and settled there. They knew little of courts of law. Titles for land when acquired were often not recorded in the courts. After all Daniel Boone, at the end of all his exploring, his daring penetration into unknown places, when he was old and had settled on a piece of land, to enjoy in peace his old age, was gypped out of the land by some big land company. The big land companies were one of the earliest forms of American graft. Even the immortal Washington got in on that racket.

The early mountain man, coming in, picked himself a place with a bit of creek or river bottom. Hundreds and even thousands of cold mountain streams flowed down out of the hills. They were alive with trout. The forests were full of game. There was enough grass... the nutritious blue grass in the limestone hill... to feed a cow, a team of oxen or a horse. Pigs could be marked and turned loose to roam in the forest and in good years they grew fat on the fallen acorns.

A life that would have seemed barren to many Americans, in a land where riches came so rapidly, so much flat land, easily farmed, land to be had for the taking in an earlier day. Mark Twain’s writing of the Tennessee land in “The Golden Age”... queer creatures, the mountaineers, so listless, so ignorant... nothing said about the beauty of Tennessee hills. Would they produce coal, would they produce iron? What other use is there for such land?

To city men, town men, men of fat Middle-Western farms, such a land would seem of no use. But there was something else to be said. Did not Thomas Jefferson declare that the best government was the least government? There was independence. Your mountain man did not bend the knee. “Treat me with the respect due to my manhood or..

“Or, or, or.”

Life was hard but good, too. A mountain man, grown lean and hard in a hard land on hard fare, thought nothing of walking twenty-five miles over mountain trails, through the thick laurel, under the great trees, to some tiny settlement, to bring home tobacco, salt and sugar. He went with his “passel of ginseng,” called ‘‘sang,” or with a few hens in a “poke,” slung over his shoulder. There was something mysterious about the wild sang. It was wanted, a good price would be paid for it, by some far-off people. The people who wanted it might have been living in Mars. The mountain man didn’t know, didn’t ask. In many of the mountain cabins, mere huts, the doors were left swinging open winter and summer. Hens came indoors and laid eggs on the beds or under the beds. The mountain man’s children had fixed a place for hens to set in a corner of his one-room house. His pig wandered in and out at the open door. You can house-break a pig, too.

Suspicion of government deeply rooted. Again: “What right has government to say my children shall go to school? What do we need of book-larnin’? What has government done for me? I myself have no book-larnin’, cannot read or write, but am I not a man in my place?” Tom Halsey, the man who became a mountain gang leader... he was a rather small compactly built quiet man... blue-black hair, black sharp eyes, an upshoot out of his people, more cunning, perhaps cruel, determined, ambitious. How he got his power over other men and, when he wished it, over women, no one knew. He could remember when, as a boy, he went, for the first time, with his father and other men to a town.

They went, the little caravan of mountaineers, some sixty miles, over stony winding mountain roads, half trails. The men carried axes to cut underbrush away. Up and down mountains they went, a team of oxen pulling a covered wagon, a few dozen jugs or kegs of whiskey in the wagon. They made good whiskey in that day, let it mature, didn’t hurry it, didn’t load the beer with sugar to hurry it, didn’t make the later stomach-destroying stuff Tom got rich handling. The whiskey would be buried in straw in the wagon and a man with a gun walked on a mile or two ahead. If a federal appeared... they existed at the time too... he was to fire the gun. The whiskey was quickly hidden in the near-by brush. At night, when the little caravan camped by some clear mountain stream, it was again carried into the brush, hidden for the night under the thick laurel and rhododendron. When the men got down, near the town, it would be again hidden while they went on into town.

The caravan took all of three long days making its way down to the town where there was a store. There was a branch railroad that came up to the town. It was another three days getting home.

Could a man, several men, come over such roads, for such a great distance, merely to sell a few hens, a little sang? It was too difficult to haul the corn down. Whiskey was the distillation of the corn. Men wanted it. A man and his family wanted sugar, salt, tobacco, snuff. The women and children had to have clothes.

The little pilgrimage going down camped at night by a mountain stream. Tom Halsey remembered that. He remembered the mysterious darkness of the great forests, the cry of owls at night, the talk of the men. The men who would be so silent in town, among town men, now talked freely. When they got near the town the whiskey would be hidden and the smartest, shrewdest one among them... it would be Tom’s father... pride in the boy in that fact... would be appointed the one to make the trade for the liquor. “We are mountain men, cannot read or write, but when we speak we tell the truth. It is good liquor. If you think we are dull and stupid, come, try swapping horses with one of us.

“The whiskey is hidden in such and such a place. Come, I will show you.” Tom’s father spoke of good times when he was a boy. His people lived in the hills of Tennessee. There was a war... it was the Spanish-American War... and thousands of young men from the North came to camp at a place called “Chickamaugua Park.”

And did they want whiskey? Did they buy it? It was good times for the liquor makers in the hills. It may be that later, when Tom became a big business men, he remembered his father’s talk of that time.

In the town something to be seen. There was, for example, the railroad locomotive. It was really a cheaply constructed bit of railroad that ran up to that mountain place, a mere branch road. There was to be a big lumber cutting started there. But, to the boy, the railroad engine had seemed wonderful and terrible enough. To Tom’s mind it may have suggested something. Organizers of big business must have imagination too. They must be born with imagination. The business, the acquisitive instinct, that enables a man to grow rich and powerful, may be, after all, but a perversion, a twist of some finer instinct. Oh, the great world, off there in the distance somewhere, down along that poor little mountain railroad, great rich plains opening out down there, broad rivers flowing! Oh, the great cities being built! Oh, the great forests that still covered so much of a hill country!

The mountain country lay between the North and the South. It had long been the middle-land, the border-land between two civilizations. How many battles of the Civil War fought in the hills, mountain men on both sides in the struggle. Birds, from the North, going South, stopped their flight for a time in the hills. Some from the South stayed there, in the high cool places; from the North, in the warm valleys. Southern and Northern flowers and trees grew along mountain trails. There was snow falling on the mountain tops, far South, warm days in winter far North.

The forest that once covered the whole land to be remembered by all those who had known it. Tom’s father became a lumberjack when the lumber kings came. He talked, sometimes, when Tom was a young fellow, growing up at home, of the forest. It was something mysterious. You felt strange sometimes. Tom’s father could not find words for what he wanted to say. He did not know that man had got his notion for the cathedrals, for the Gothic, from the forests. The great aisles, leading away mysteriously under the trees. It was dark overhead, the branches of the great trees intertwined. “You didn’t want to speak loud.”

There was no underbrush in some places, on upper plateaus where the biggest trees were, and the ground underneath was soft. You walked always on a deep thick carpet of moss.

It was a great sponge. You sank in it to the boot tops.

An idea Tom Halsey never got, that his father never got. This great middle-ground between the North and the South, the Southern Appalachian Highlands, meant something terribly important to the whole country. It was the great stream source. What great rivers having their source in the hills. Once Pinchot, in Theodore Roosevelt’s time, was trying to make the idea of forest preservation clear to a group of senators. He took a board and held it on a table, at an angle of forty-five degrees. He poured a glass of water down the face of the board and then took the same board and covered it with blotting paper.

Again he poured the water down the face of the board but it did not run off. The water trickled, a few drops at a time, slowly out at the base of the board.

To see the country as a whole, understand it as a whole, a faculty that, as statesman, Lincoln had, as warrior, Grant had. The lumber kings going into the Southern Highlands and stripping the timber away, often destroyed timber they could not get out. Whole mountain slopes were often destroyed to make a runway for tall timber on some upper plateau... the washing away of the good soil beginning, going on year after year, floods in the Tennessee, the Cumberland, the Ohio. Floods down the Mississippi... fair lands made deserts... countries have been destroyed thus... towns destroyed, farms destroyed. A lumber baron has made a million, two million, five million. It is a sweet picture. Kill the TVA! Kill the CCC! These things embarrass private enterprises. Suppose it were possible that, some day, a new impulse be carried to the point where all men, in youth, were compelled to spend perhaps three years, working in the forests, or in any work that would benefit the whole country, getting thereby a sense of the country as a whole.

The dream of a new conception of life and the land.


CHAPTER SIX
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TOM HALSEY, A mountain man and the son and grandson of mountain men, was born with a talent. It was not altogether an accident that he became a success later. He was by his very nature a man of business, an organizer of men and affairs. In him there was the same sort of talent that has come to the surface in so many other Americans, some of them historical figures... important surely in the development of industrial America. Do not be too quick to condemn them. Wait. Have you had the opportunity for wealth and the power that wealth brings? For a long time the industrial organizers were America’s heroes, looked up to by American youth... their glory is fading now. They were more influential in making young Americans than the Jeffersons and Lincolns. Is it worth while naming some of them... the Rockefellers, Goulds, Harrimans, etc., etc., etc.? A list of names could be made covering a long page.

Did I say their glory has passed? Do you live in any small or fairly large American town? If one of these great ones were to come, perhaps to live in your town... how wonderful. Are you sure that John W. Gates did not make more splash, that he was not more courted in Springfield, Illinois, than was ever Abraham Lincoln or say the poet Vachel Lindsay?

You begin small. There was an early American philosopher, Benjamin Franklin... “A stitch in time saves nine.”... “Take care of the pennies and the dollars will take care of themselves.”

Later product of that last, “Safety first.”

There came a time when the young Tom Halsey left his father’s house. He had already got his start. He had a calf his father gave him, and that grew into a cow. In a year when the moss in the old forest was thick on the ground two young pigs he had acquired grew into fat hogs at no cost to young Tom.

Be careful, be cautious, be shrewd. Do not mind too much using others. Be as fair with them as you can. Tom was never much of a talker. Don’t waste words either. He went once to make some liquor with his father, when he was still little more than a boy. They were walking up a long mountain trail. They were going to a certain spot, beside a small mountain stream. You had to push through thick laurel to get in.

Tom’s father had an idea. He spoke of it as the two made their way up the path. They had been up there some time before to set the mash, to make the beer for the run. It was to be a big one, the biggest they had ever made. The father walked in front, not looking back. “Now you look here, Tom”... the father spoke of his plan. There was a good and growing sale for liquor in the lumber camp where he had been at work. He had got off work for two or three weeks and had tramped home, over the mountains from the big lumber cutting forty miles away. “You will bring the stuff over there at night.” He named a certain date. He was to go back to the camp in a few days. The idea was that the boy was to haul the liquor to the vicinity of the camp at night. It would take two nights and he would have to hide in the woods during the day. The father would meet him on the second night and together they would store the liquor in a place near the camp where the father could get it out, a gallon at a time. It would bring a good price. There was an advantage, the father being there, one of the workmen. The man at the head of the camp was sharp on bootleggers. The sharpness had driven up the prices.

The father was telling the son. He was taking him into his plan.

Well, not quite. They walked along in silence for a time and then the boy spoke and the father turned in the path to look at him. There was that quality in the young Tom. It was always in him. He did not get excited, speak sharply. He meant what he said. There was a certain finality that made others stop, take a look, wonder.

It was the sort of remark a mountain boy did not make to his own father.

“Uh huh. And me?”

A moment of suspense, there on the mountainside between the two... this after the father had stopped and was looking at young Tom. The two standing looking at each other, the silence, the challenge, not from son to father but, because it was Tom Halsey and even though he was but a boy, from man to man.

As though birds in the woods might be singing the words, the wind that blew among the trees carrying the words.

“And me? And me? And me?”

“Now there has come the time for the bargain between us.”

The above words not said... just the, “And me... and me... and me.”

But a mountain man, if he is a man, does not bargain with his son. He orders and the son obeys.

“And me? And me? And me?”

Young Tom, even then, would not have been defiant. He was handling his father as later he handled officers of the law, members of the gang he organized. His “and me” was rather an explanation. “You see, you do not understand. I am not merely a mountain boy, son of a mountain man. I am myself.

“I have certain plans, not very definite yet. You have to begin small, but you must take advantage of every opportunity. The time will come when I will command men, will command affairs.”

The “and me.” What an influence it has had in the affairs of the world, eh?

The father turned, after a long silent look at the son and went on along the trail up the mountain and the son followed in silence. He hadn’t said, “If you don’t split I won’t do it, I won’t play ball,” but the words were implicit in his voice, the sound of his voice, a certain quiet thing in his eyes. Already he had the cow. It was his and he had sold the fat pigs. More than one mountain boy has left home, got himself a wife, set up for himself, on less.

The father went along before his son in silence. He was thinking. If he took some other mountain man in with him, to make the stuff at home, haul it to the camp, take most of the risk, he would have to share.

The boy had not defied him. He had asked a question. There were no other sons at home. The boy was already trained as a liquor maker. There was a quality Tom had from the beginning. If he got what he wanted he did not try to win moral or spiritual victories. It was as though he said to himself... “Be careful now. A man wants to keep his self-respect. Be careful. Give the other fellow a way out. If he wants to feel big, you let him. You get what you’re after.” There was nothing more said until evening, when the two were coming back down the mountain and then the father spoke, as though an idea had just occurred to him.

“Tom, my boy,” he said... “It is all right. We will make some money.

“By God, you shall have your share,” he said.

Get a little and a little more. Don’t waste anything at first. Keep your eye on the main chance.


CHAPTER SEVEN
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EVEN FOR THE masters of the art of acquiring, for the men-handlers, organization-handlers, money-getters, power-getters, there are bad times. The hand slips. The brain doesn’t work. A man becomes a captain of some great industry. He commands money, men, affairs. See how cool, self-possessed and quiet he is. He is not an artist. He does not make a fool of himself, say like a Vincent Van Gogh. He does not run across fields, shout, try to catch the glory of the sun on a canvas, give the sun to other men. He does not go God-seeking, wanting to give God to men.

He perhaps gets sick. He is in a hospital and there is a little blonde, a nurse. Look out, man! She is holding his hand. “I can see you are a man of feeling. How sensitive you are, so easily hurt.

“I am sure you are a man not understood. People think you are hard, cruel, without feeling. What a mistake it is.” A sigh. A look of longing in a woman’s eyes.

Or it is a show girl. The man, the grizzled old warrior of money, has gone to see a show. “Ah, there is one.” Inner excitement in the old fellow. What hope, what longing. It is generally understood that blondes do it best.

As it happened, however, Tom Halsey was one of the lucky ones. A woman came to him when he was very young.

She was not a woman. She was a young girl but, in the mountains, young girls suddenly and mysteriously become women. Tom was working in a field, a sloping field, planted to corn in the spring, and the field went down to a mountain road. You went along the mountain road, perhaps a quarter of a mile, to the Halsey house, a large and rather comfortable log farmhouse. At the foot of the field, near the road, there was a spring and locust trees grew there, spreading their branches out over the spring. The locust puts out its leaves late in the spring. How delicate and feathery they are. The honey locust blooms riotously and the trees are covered with bees. They make a soft, sometimes loud, murmuring sound. Tom was hoeing corn, working it for the first time, and an odd caravan came along the road.

But the caravan wasn’t so odd. It was a sight Tom had seen before. Some little mountain farmer had failed. He had been living on a mountainside farm somewhere back up in the hills, a man of fifty, with pale watery eyes and a little scrawny red beard, now turning gray. It looked dirty and the man was dirty. He had a wife and several children, some of them quite young.

Why, what a producer. It was, in the mountains, a common enough sight. Look. There are twelve, thirteen, perhaps fourteen kids. The man has two half-broken-down old horses and there is a wagon, the wheels tied in place by ropes, and on the wagon, pretty much covered with younger children clinging on, there are a few sticks of furniture, some dirty torn blankets and equally torn and dirty bed ticks. On one of the blankets, held in the arms of a girl child of eight, a sickly looking pale child, there is a babe and it cries lustily. The babe is not sickly. It will still be at the breast of the woman, the mother, who sits on the wagon beside the man. She is a huge fat woman who looks like an old Indian squaw. She may be that. She sits so placidly as the wagon crawls creaking along, Tom, in the field, near the fence and the spring, watching. She may be an Indian. There are still small fragments of Indian tribes in the hills.

Tom is standing and looking. He looks with impersonal eyes. The hill farmer on the wagon has had ill luck. He had a crop of corn planted and there came a great rain. The corn was planted on new ground in a sloping field and the man and the children had worked all winter clearing the land. It was a piece of cheap land, the timber having been taken off some years before.

And then the great rain came, the water washed down the hill and across the face of the field. There was nothing to be done. The man stood helpless. He was a man who had always had ill luck. His wife was slovenly, a bad housekeeper and a bad cook and as her children dropped from her... they came regularly, one after another, easily, falling from between her great thighs, they were all girl children. What is a man to do about that?

There was the great rain, all the good soil in the new ground washed away, the young corn gone, all washed away. There were three young calves and three cows and two sows, soon to farrow, in the field by the creek. It was a long narrow field and the grass was good. In the mountains when the great rains come, in country where the timber has been cut off, small mountain streams become suddenly torrents. It may happen without warning. The great rain may be above you, far up some mountain. It may be the rain comes at night, when a man is asleep. The calves, sows and cows were all drowned.

Last year the bean beetles took his beans. He had four fine hogs, fat, almost ready to kill. He had driven them down, out of an upper oak forest where they had grown fat on the fallen acorns. It was almost killing time but they all took the cholera and died.

What was the use? What was a man to do? The man had heard that in a distant town, far away, a hundred miles, there was work to be had for women and girls. Some of his girls were quite big now. There was a cotton mill in the town. It took such girls. It was no place for a man. They did not take a man of fifty, did not want such men, but a man must do something. Hungry children must be fed. The man sat sadly on the broken seat of his broken wagon beside his fat silent placid wife, driving his bony team. In the town to which he was going, a growing industrial town, the girls would find work. They would earn money. There were some five or six girls, now old enough to go to work. He himself would have to sit at home, with the fat wife, in a house in a mill village.

Or in the afternoon, he would wander about. There would be other men like himself, “mill daddies.” His old woman was slovenly, a bad housekeeper. It might be that, in the end, he would begin working about the house, doing women’s work, making beds, sweeping, helping with the cooking.

The wagon went its painful way along the road. There had been a dry time and there was dust. The wheels made crazy tracks in the road. Three or four older girls walked behind the wagon. The caravan passed, young Tom standing and staring, no word, no sign passed between him and the man, between him and the girls. It went down the sloping road, the crooked wheels catching on protruding rocks. Often the wagon came to a dead stop. “Why doesn’t he make that fat old mother get out and walk?” There was a little creek to be forded and beyond a little rise just before you came to the Halsey house. The team struggled, the man slashing at them with a whip, Tom staring. “They’ll never make it.”

And how did the team manage to get up hills, up the sides of mountains? There were a hundred miles of such mountain road to be covered before the caravan reached the cotton-mill town.

Tom turned to go back to his work and then stopped. There was still another girl, belonging to the family, a slender pale woman child of fourteen or fifteen. She was coming along the road alone, stumbling along. She did not see Tom standing there.

She was bare-legged, bare-footed. She was ill. She stopped by the fence near the spring and struggled to get over, still not seeing Tom. Her cheeks were flushed, as with a fever, and she appeared as though drunken. Had the others forgotten her? She had become ill and had stopped beside the road to rest and was now trying to overtake the wagon, but she had noticed the spring just inside the field and was trying to get to it.

In such a family, one child would not be missed. She looked very ill. She might die. Something in Tom was touched.

Why, how pretty she was! Her illness had made her more pretty, even beautiful. She had got to the top of the rail fence, had one leg over — what a clear-cut lovely little face, now drawn with pain, lines of suffering showing on such a young face. She had yellow hair, a mass of it, fallen down over young shoulders. “She will fall,” Tom thought. He sprang toward her.

It may have been his sudden appearance that startled her, threw her off balance. There was a little cry from her and she fell. She lay still on the grass under the fence.

And now something else happened. Tom had run to the girl under the fence, had picked her up, was holding her in his arms, and had faced about... she was unconscious, had perhaps struck her head in falling... he was facing the road and the Halsey house, and the wagon had struggled up the little slope and was before the house.

It broke down. There was a crash. One of the wheels had come off and the wagon with its contents, the few sticks of furniture, bedding, assortment of girl children of all ages, the fat old mother, the defeated mountain farmer, all were dumped in the road.

There were screams. There were cries. Tom, as he stood holding the unconscious girl child, saw his mother run out of the house to the road. At that time Tom was alone at home with his mother, a strong, rather mannish-looking woman. He laid the unconscious girl as tenderly as he could on the fence top, her arms and head hanging down on one side and her feet and bare slender legs on the other, and bolted over. With her in his arms he went, half running, along the road to the house.

It was Tom Halsey himself who afterwards told Kit Brandon of what happened to his young wife, the mother of his son Gordon who became Kit’s husband.

He got to her house that day, and afterwards for several weeks she was ill there. It was not thought she would live and several times Tom rode off to a distant town to bring a doctor, sometimes at night. As for her family, the wagon again patched, they went on their way, having spent the night and a part of the next day at the Halsey place. To the fat mother and perhaps to the father she was just another girl child. Such a woman could drop another. It was easy for her, and Tom’s mother, although she looked mannish, had a woman’s heart. She was glad enough to get the girl. “If she lives, she may be a comfort,” she thought.

She did live and she became Tom’s wife, but she was never strong. Tom told Kit the story of his short life with her and of her death.

He had got his own place and already he had got into the liquor business in a small way. He had got his neighbors, who were liquor makers... there were enough of them, all small makers, little groups of men going in together, buying a still... he had got them all to bring the stuff to him.

He told Kit how it was with him at that time. His son had been born and his wife was again ill. She had begun nursing her child but one of her breasts had caked and he had to take her off to a distant town to have it lanced. He had wanted to take her to a big town, perhaps to the very cotton-mill town that had swallowed up her family... she had never heard from them again after they disappeared down the road... there was a hospital at that place... he hadn’t the money. He had got a mountain doctor who had done his job crudely. His wife’s breast became infected and there was high fever.

Tom was in a fix. He was worried. He was frightened. The doctor who had lanced the breast told him that it would be dangerous to try to move her. He had come with his young wife into a new neighborhood, some thirty miles from his father’s house and had bought a little farm there. He did not know his neighbors very well yet and already he was in debt to some of them. He had taken their liquor to handle, had begun to build up a trade in distant towns. He had taken several trips with his loaded wagon at night but some of the money that should have gone to the liquor makers had been spent.

He told Kit of calling his neighbors together. “This is how it is with me. My wife is dying and the doctor says she cannot be moved, but I intend to move her. I must have money.”

Beside the cotton-mill town there was another industrial town, some thirty miles away, but there was no hospital in that place. Tom had been there several times. There was a man of the town.

A note of bitterness, of contempt, crept into Tom’s voice when he spoke of that man.

It wasn’t a pleasant picture. He was a man of fifty-five. There may be more such men among successful Americans than we other Americans care to realize. He had made money rapidly after a long early struggle... a big man, with a big head, big shoulders and body. Once he had been a laborer in a lumber camp. Often such men, when they succeed... they have done hard, heavy manual work during youth and early manhood... they are inclined to eat hugely, drink hugely.

Later they sit all day and every day at a desk. They go on with the heavy living and while they still appear strong there is a gradual breaking down of something inside. Tom said that this one had got hold of some invention. It was a tool, widely used and useful to farmers, not of the hills but of the Northern plains, and was built largely of wood. He had understood how to get money from banks, how to advertise. Perhaps he had come South, into a Southern industrial town, because wood was cheap there and labor cheap. He had been married but had no children and his wife had died.

He prided himself on being a sport, on living flashily. His mind had taken that turn. He drove a big sport motor car and wore heavy homespun clothes imported from England. He had got him a big house, at the edge of the town where he had set up his factory and had guests down from Northern cities. “You must come down to my place. It is in the mountains, in the Blue Ridge.

“If you want to bring a woman along...” Laughter. He poked the man in the ribs or slapped him on the back. “You know... make it a vacation,” he said. This was before prohibition but there was local option in the county and he had built a bar in the basement of his house.

The Southern industrial town was a county seat and before and after the coming of prohibition, the jail there was constantly filled with violators of illicit liquor laws. They were all poor men or the sons of poor men, laborers in the factories in the town, sons of laborers, mountain farmers, caught at the still, sons of these men bringing moon whiskey in to serve the town. The rich and the well-to-do and the sons of these did not get into jail. The whole town knew of the bar in the rich man’s house. He gave money to charity. He helped support the churches of the town.

Tom told Kit, speaking bitterly, stories of how the man lived. He loved getting the sons and daughters of the town people, sons and daughters of merchants, lawyers, successful doctors into his house and getting them drunk. He had become somewhat jaded about women but still loved touching them, the young ones. He wanted to put his hands on them, stand close, run his hands over young female bodies. There are such men. Once perhaps they had something to give a woman. It got lost, was petered away.

“I’d do anything for you, little girl. Do you want a fur coat?”... his hands on her. Hands creeping down over hips, over breasts. Men of the town, the respectable women of the town, older women, leaders in the churches, knew of these things. The town was filled with whispers. Nothing was done. The young people continued to go to the parties at his house. It was a little hard to refuse. “Be careful. Do not offend this man. He has power.”

He wanted to be known as a sport, a dashing figure of a man, but he was also frugal. Men who grow rich are frugal and careful in small things. For his bar he brought in liquors from Northern cities.... “You see,” he said... he put on a white apron, became a bartender for his guests.... “You see, it is good stuff. It is the real stuff.”

But at the same time... you understand... when people have become a little drunk... how do they know? It is really foolish to waste good liquor. Mountain moon may be had at a low price. It may be colored with prune juice. A bottle of imported liquor costing, I assure you, enough, may be refilled.

Tom Halsey drove at night... it was a Saturday night... in at the man’s driveway and on past the brightly lighted house to where there was a big brick garage. There was room in the garage for several cars. Tom drove his team — the wagon well loaded, and it made racket enough. It was no wonder that, later, when he became a successful illicit liquor man, making plenty of money, he insisted on big powerful, silent cars. The house of the successful manufacturer was surrounded by several acres of land and was outside the town limits.

It was a summer night and the house and yard were filled with young couples. Some of the young men, seen by Tom, as he drove in... they strolled along paths, past lighted windows... were in evening clothes. Young women were in light summer dresses. It is so nice, with your hands, to feel the body of a young woman, under a light summer dress.

Tom was in a hurry. There was a negro man, dressed in uniform, who came to him when he had stopped the team near the garage and Tom spoke to him. He didn’t waste words. “Look here, nigger, I’m in a hurry. You tell your boss. Goddam your black soul, you get him out here, and quick.”

He said no more. The man went and presently there was the big man, the rich man, the flashy one.

He was angry. He was upset. “Why, yes. I have bought stuff from you but for God’s sake, man... haven’t you any sense?”... he made a sign towards Tom’s team... bringing that in here. There are people here.

“I’ll have nothing more to do with a man who is such a damned fool.”

The two men were walking in a path near the garage. There was a light over the garage door and they went along the side of the building and stopped. Tom tried to explain. “But my wife is very ill. She may die. I must have money. I could unload it back here.”

He even pleaded, but as the man did not at once respond his voice grew harsh. However he did not shout. He was sizing up his man. “He is pretty big.” Tom was himself a small man. “He has led a certain kind of life for a long time now. He’s probably soft.”

“That nigger of yours, in that uniform... there are 150 gallons... I want you to take it all... it is a hurry up matter with me... I tell you my wife is ill... I’ve got to have money and right now... It will be $300... I know damned well you always have cash, plenty of it... you are the kind.” His voice was growing more and more harsh. “You are the kind that likes to pull a big roll, flash it before people. Goddam you.”

He was astonishing the man, throwing him off guard. “There are some bushes here.” He pointed. They stood near the wall of the garage. “I’ll unload it quickly enough. Your nigger can put it away. While I am unloading you will go into the house and get the money.

“If you haven’t it on you. Have you?”

The man laughed. After all he had once been a lumberjack. If he had only taken care of his big body through the years. The man before him was after all small. “Why, you impertinent little runt!”

He got no further. Tom leaped and had him by the throat. He was like a wild cat fastened on to the throat of a horse. After all, the man would not shout. He would not dare. “Oh, these big bugs,” Tom said, long afterwards, telling of the moment.

It didn’t last long, a short struggle, the man’s arms flailing about, hitting nothing, his breath going. Tom was close in where the big fists couldn’t hurt him. His rather small hands were very powerful. “Will you or won’t you? If you shout and they come I’ll kill you and them.” He let go the man’s throat. He knew he had him. “If you go in there and don’t come out with it, at once, I’ll come in after you.

“I’m sorry,” he said, “my wife’s dying.” The man went.

Tom drove home. He told Kit that he forgot about the liquor, did not remember to unload it. The way home was over very rough roads and the liquor was in glass fruit jars. They kept breaking, he said. There was a drip, drip, drip of mountain liquor in a mountain road. He lashed his team, nearly killing the horses. When he got to his house there were several men, mountain men, neighbors, loitering in the dark road before his house. Their-women were inside. They were the men who had trusted him with the liquor but they were not there to collect. Their wives were trying to save Tom’s wife, but it was too late. She died that night, just as he stopped his team before the house... steam arising in clouds from the half-dead animals... they breathed in gasps, nostrils vibrating... it was a pretty good team, young horses. His wife died but his son lived.


CHAPTER EIGHT
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KIT THOUGHT THAT Tom Halsey must have seen the woman Kate before his wife died. She and her husband, a mountain preacher, lived in the same settlement in the mountains where Tom had his farm. At the time Tom’s wife died, on the same night, a tragedy also happened to Kate. She was laid abed of her first child and it died. Tom may have heard of her loss. Almost every day he had been driving to a distant town. There was trouble in getting a food his babe would take. He had consulted doctors, had, at their advice, bought certain patent baby foods that were tried unsuccessfully. When he went hurriedly off to town thus, his way lay past a certain mountain cabin. It sat back from the road on the side of a hill, a flimsy little one-room structure built of unpainted boards. For some reason, unexplained, Kit telling Kate’s story, knew that there were great masses of tiger lilies in the yard before the door and she thought that Tom might have noticed the woman, having heard her story, and after she had got out of her bed of illness... the husband would be away from home... he always was... he was a God man and terribly serious, even fanatic about it and would have been off somewhere working in God’s vineyard, herding the strayed sheep, lifting the fallen. The woman would have been seated in the doorway of her little house, behind the masses of tiger lilies, head in hands, gazing off toward the distant blue hills, sunk in the terrible sorrow that comes to the woman who loses the first fruit of the womb.

Her husband was an uneducated man. He could just read and write. In the mountains there are many such men. They are not called to God’s ministry by the church. God calls them directly. He had been, before God called him, a rather quiet, somewhat sensitive and frightened boy, and was one of a large family. His name was Joseph Lawler and his father, Ike Lawler, was a man well known and a good deal feared in all that section of the mountains. He was a big man, tall and with small shifty eyes and was notoriously lazy but, although he himself did no work, he worked brutally the few poor horses that came into his possession and he did the same with his wife and children.

The mountains were full of stories about Ike Lawler. His wife, a heavy fat woman, like Tom’s mother-in-law, was always having children. As with the Indian woman, the mother of Tom’s wife, they dropped almost casually from her. It was said that she once dropped one in a field where, under the eye of her husband, she had been kept at work until the last possible moment. There were fourteen of the children, twelve of them boys, and when a new one was born Ike Lawler did not waste time on sentimentality but made his wife get out of bed and get back to work at once.

He was, in a small way, successful. Although he owned little land, he was always arranging with others for the working of land on shares and often the fields, so worked, would be a long way from his house and Kit said... she must afterwards have spoken to some man, perhaps one of Tom’s later rumrunners, from that neighborhood... that he would be seen by neighbors herding his family along a road to their work. He himself would be astride a horse, a long horsewhip in his hand, a whip he was passionately fond of using on his wife or one of his children, the procession going along a road or across fields. He was also, in a small way, a thief and was in the habit of going at night with two or three of the sons to rob his neighbors’ hen roosts. He did not work, when so occupied, in his own immediate neighborhood, but started in the late afternoon and went many miles, often into some mountain town. He himself did not approach the hen roosts. He stayed hidden in some near-by wood and sent the sons. If they were caught and arrested it would be they who would have to serve the jail sentences. In the mountains there was a story that, once, when he had no horse or when the horse he then owned had been beaten until it could not work, he hitched his wife and two of his sons to a plow, himself for once taking the plow handles, and that he thus plowed a field.

So there was this man and his family and it was a summer day and the family were at work in a field. The field was far from the Lawler home and was at the very top of a high hill. It was flat up there and the field was new land. There had been a stand of timber but it had been killed by the process known as “ringing.” In the upper field, where the Lawler family were at work, there was a whole forest of such trees. Dead trees standing up thus put out no leaves. They turn gray. After a time they tremble in every wind. There are no masses of leaves to keep the warm sun from the good earth. The trees are but the ghosts of trees.

To break up such new ground, under the trees, between the standing trees, is heavy and laborious work. The plow point catches upon tree roots, there is a tangle of the roots of smaller trees and bushes. The work in the field had been done and the field planted to corn. The young corn was ready to be hoed but Ike Lawler did not stay in the field. He had his wife up there, one of the girl children and the young Joseph. Joseph was then a boy of twelve and was thin and sickly. He spent his days being frightened and his nights having strange dreams. It was because of religion. Going to meeting was almost the only diversion for the mountain people and there had been a series of meetings in a little church in the neighborhood.

Ike Lawler did not stay that day in the upper field. He had others of his children at work in other fields. “I want this field all worked out by tonight,” he said. The fat old mother was again pregnant. She grunted as she worked. At noon there was, for each of the workers, a slab of cold corn bread.

It was a hot day and as the afternoon began to grow long there was, on the part of all three of the workers, a growing fear that the field would not be finished. They did not speak of it. They worked more and more hurriedly and feverishly. The thin-legged sickly boy Joseph may have gone a little off his head. He began talking aloud to himself, “Am I one of God’s children or am I not?” he asked. “Will God some day speak to me? If I die suddenly will I go to Heaven or will I go to hell? Will God speak to me as he did to Paul on the road to Damascus?”

It may be that he had begun to have ambitious dreams. In the mountain churches men spoke of the call, direct from God, to God’s ministry.

There was a storm, coming quickly as storms do in high mountain places. There were black clouds creeping up over distant mountain ridges, plainly seen from the upper field. The black masses of clouds became spread out. They covered the sky.

It remained very still, very hot in the field. There was rapid movement in the masses of black clouds overhead while down below all was still. It would have been well for the mother and children if they had run into a near-by wood, where the trees were still strong and alive or down the mountain toward their home. They didn’t dare. The old mother, heavy with child, went along the rows, working desperately, groaning, under the tall ghosts of trees, the children following, Joseph muttering. The girl child had begun to cry.

There was another quick change. It had been still and hot in the field but suddenly a cold wind began to blow and every moment it increased in violence. It made a low whining noise rushing through the branches of the bare dead trees and at once smaller branches began to break and fall. They were carried along by the racing wind.

The whole scene was like a stage set. The three people had been working with frightened abandon but they suddenly stopped and stood. Branches from the dead trees began flying past them and with every minute the violence of the wind increased. Now the black mass of clouds overhead was torn into ribbons.

As the three stood, carried suddenly thus out of one fear... the fear of not getting the work done... into this new fear, fear of the husband and father on the one side and God fear on the other... the father Ike Lawler appeared.

He had been at the house of a neighbor, one of his own stripe, and had been drinking there. He had traded horses and was astride a great awkward work horse he had got, a horse very huge and very bony. He was beating the horse with his whip as he rode down toward his family.

Being rather drunk, he was without fear of the storm. So he had told the wife, son, and daughter to finish the field and now night was coming and it was not finished. He had mistaken the blackness that had settled down over the field for night. “Why, what are you doing here? Why are you standing and loafing? To Work, I tell you, to work,” he yelled, riding down upon them. If he was not frightened the horse was. It was a huge, awkward, bony old work-horse but had become mad and unmanageable with fright. It reared, stood on its hind legs, grotesquely.

The masses of black and gray clouds fell down over the scene. They became a dirty flying gray mist that hid the horse and rider from the three workers and then the rain came with an even louder roar of wind.

It was a bedlam and Joseph Lawler always remembered the scene afterwards. When he became a mountain preacher and told of it the scene grew more and more wonderful. He said that there was the man, representing evil, roaring in the storm and that there was a moment when the wind blew a little clear place in the blackness and that, standing and trembling, he heard the voice and saw the face of God. He declared that God spoke clearly to him but what it was that God said to him he would not tell. He grew mysterious. “It is not to be told. The words of God are not to be told to mortal ears,” he said. The horse, with its rider, the horse maddened by fright and by the lash of Ike Lawler’s whip, rode down upon the others and the girl child, Joseph Lawler’s sister, was knocked down and hurt. Later she died of the hurt.

The great wind was blowing down the dead trees. They began falling. The trees were like rows of dominoes set up on the floor by a child at play. One domino, at the end, is touched by the child’s finger and down they all come. The falling limb of a great tree struck Ike Lawler and knocked him from his horse. He was badly hurt and later, after the mother, who by some miracle escaped, had got down out of the field and had brought neighbor men, he was carried to his house.

And where was the boy Joseph? How significant! Several men of the neighborhood brought up there by the mother found him, and even Ike Lawler was impressed by their story. Two great trees had fallen making a gigantic cross and there was the boy apparently stunned... it may have been no more than fright... he was uninjured... he may have climbed to the position in which he was found. He lay very still and white. As he lay thus he was exactly the figure of the Christ on the cross. He was unconscious but when a man picked him from the cross he spoke. “I saw God,” he said, quietly enough. “God took care of me. He spoke to me in the storm.”

It was enough. To the mountain people, even to his father, Joseph Lawler became something special. More and more, as he grew into young manhood, he lived a life apart from others and devoted himself to God. He became a boy preacher, speaking and exhorting in the streets of mountain towns and in cabins. He came along a mountain road and stopped before a cabin. “Come out. Come out, he called, “God is calling to you,” and when the people had come out of the house he knelt in the road and prayed loudly for the people of the house.

He began to get a small following, among others the mountain girl Kate, who became his wife. She was the woman Tom Halsey had perhaps seen, after she had lost her child, sitting by the door of her house and looking out over the hills. She had followed her preacher husband in his wanderings over the hills... at first he called himself a Baptist but later he adopted the Holiness faith... and there were several others, among them two old men and a half insane old woman. The little cavalcade took pilgrimages, sometimes lasting for several days or weeks, through the hills. At night they would stop before some isolated cabin. Joseph Lawler had become more and more sure of himself, more and more imperious. He demanded food for himself and his followers and a place for them to sleep. “It is God’s wish,” he said. He had grown constantly more and more adept as an interpreter of God’s wishes.

Kate was his wife — or mistress. The young preacher had not been legally married to his woman. “God has married us,” he said to her and to the others among his followers.

That was also a story. Tom once told Kit Brandon about it. “I had a feeling,” he said. He meant to imply that what he did was not very definitely thought out.

He was at home on the little farm he had got... this some days after his wife’s death. He did not remember how much time had passed. His mother had come to his new home to take care of the babe. He was in trouble. As has been suggested, several patent foods, recommended by a country doctor and got from a drug store in a distant town, had proved ineffectual and his child was starving.

He was at work one day in his field but suddenly stopped work. He stood gazing at the sky. “There is no use crying out to God.” He told Kit later that he did not remember much of what happened to him that day. It was late afternoon and he had been hoeing corn. “God takes care of the man who takes care of himself.”

“God is on the side of the big battalions.” Anyway Tom Halsey was not literary. “If I stand here like this my babe, my son, will also die.” He threw his hoe into a fence corner and started toward his house. He got down to his barn and saddled a horse. “There is needed a woman who can nurse my son.” He may have heard that the woman Kate had lost her babe. He mounted the horse and called to his mother. “Mother, you bring me the babe.”

His mother protested. “What are you going to do, Tom? The baby is too sick to be moved.”

She had come to the door of the house with the sickly, starved child in her arms. He did not answer but, getting off the horse, went to her and took the child from her arms. The mother stood in the little yard before Tom’s mountain cabin protesting violently, but without another word to her and with the child in his arms he mounted his horse and rode away.

The young preacher, of the Holiness faith, whose following had grown, had got himself a tent in which he held meetings, moving from place to place through the mountains. He was holding meetings in a field, near his own home, at the time when Tom Halsey set out with his babe in his arms. Tom was not very clear as to what had happened to him during the late afternoon and early evening of that day. He may just have ridden rather blindly about.

And in the little tent the preacher had got, there was a meeting being held. The preacher’s wife, the woman Kate, was there. She was a little ill. Her breasts were hurting. The tent, a ragged dirty one, without walls, was a mere shelter.

It had been pitched close beside a road and was filled with mountain people. They sat, with heavy serious faces. The preacher had for a light a sputtering kerosene torch, hung from the ceiling of the tent, and the light from it played over the faces.

It played over the face of the young preacher. He was exhorting. He half wept. He shouted. Little flecks of spittle formed in the corners of his mouth. There were groans from the audience. A wailing woman’s voice arose. “Oh, God, God, look down on me... speak to me as you once spoke to him,” she cried. The preacher had again told the story of the storm and of his own direct and personal contact with God. He told it at every meeting, the story always growing and growing. The meeting that night had not really got well going. Presently it would be better. God’s spirit would manifest itself. There would be screams, women rolling on the ground, cries from the throats of men.

The meeting was however spoiled. Tom Halsey, the sick child in his arms, rode along the road beside which the tent was pitched. He stopped his horse and getting down came into the tent with the child in his arms. He also may have been temporarily a little off his head. He had been passionately devoted to his wife. He stood in the tent, under the sputtering light, looking about, and then went to where the preacher’s wife sat, rather apart from all the others. She was on the very front one of the rude benches. The benches were but rough boards laid on logs.

Tom went to the woman and sat beside her and immediately the thing happened. He began to look steadily at Kate and she at him. It was as though they spoke. It may be she did not look at Tom but at the babe. “My own babe has been torn from my arms by death. Come to my arms, come to my breast, thou hungry one.” She became fascinated, staring, and the preacher, looking down at her and at Tom Halsey, was profoundly disturbed.

Well, and what of him?

It may be that thoughts rushed through the woman’s mind. He had said that God had taken their child and had seemed almost cheerful about it. It was another thing to speak about in his sermons. “God wants me to go on doing His glorious work. He has taken my child, a little saint now in Heaven, to have there, as a shining thing, a shining light to me.”

And so... bitter thoughts perhaps in the mind of the woman, the mother, sitting and hearing his words, a bitter hurting in her breast. As she stared at Tom and at the sick babe he held in his arms, tears came to her eyes.

And then Tom Halsey did something. He arose. He stood before the woman. The preacher, on his little raised platform, stopped speaking and a hush fell over the audience. The woman was clad in a simple cotton gown that buttoned down the front and Tom reached down and began to unbutton it. She did not move but when he put the child to her breast, an ecstatic look came into her eyes.

There was a commotion. The preacher’s words died on his lips and he sprang down from his raised place and stood before Tom and the woman. “Well,” he said. He had gone white. His mouth opened and closed. As for Tom and the woman... it was as though they had both suddenly become aware that what had happened... such a personal, such a private matter... had happened in a public place. The woman arose, the child still at the breast and stood beside Tom. She was staring now, in a half-dazed way, about the room and at her husband. With the man, her husband, that God man, she had once followed blindly, with blind faith, like the others in the tent... all now staring at her with fixed stares of astonishment... she had nothing to do. With Tom Halsey she could live again. He was connected with the child in her arms, at her breasts. The young preacher continued to stand, his mouth opening and closing. “Kate,” he said, but she did not answer, did not look at him. She was looking at Tom, as though expectant. “What now?” She did not speak. She stood waiting.

She did not have to wait long. “Come on,” Tom said, and led the way out of the tent, the preacher following. Men and women of the audience arose from their seats and followed. Tom led the way to where the horse was tethered and helping her on again put the babe into her arms. He sprang into the saddle before her. “Put your arm about me,” he said, “you won’t fall.” The preacher had fallen to his knees in the dust of the road and was crying out to his God. “Don’t let her go away with him. God, don’t let her go,” he cried.

The astonished people stood in silence as Tom and the woman Kate rode away into the darkness.


CHAPTER NINE
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THERE WAS ANOTHER adventure coming Kit Brandon’s way before the big adventure of marriage. She had begun her flight... young, pretty, good-looking American woman on the move. She hadn’t as yet gone very far, in a certain direction. There had been an alive pert little one, named Sarah, she had known in the cotton mill.

“Life’s a game.”

“Play to win.”

“Learn to use what you’ve got.”

“If you don’t put it over on them they’ll put it over on you.”

She had got the American restlessness all right. Young American working man, factory hand.... “Say Bill, I’m going to pull my freight out of here. I’m going to Baltimore... to Frisco... to Cleveland... to Kansas City... I hear it’s swell out there.”

Labor turnover in more than one American factory as high as fifty, sixty, seventy-five per cent in a year. The word is that they have the same problem over in Russia.

As for the matter of a “certain direction,” that’s putting it delicately enough, eh?... Kit didn’t count a certain threatened happening with her own father... by a certain mountain stream... after bathing... being bathed by the hands of another... in soft evening light when she was a child. It might have happened then, but it didn’t.

She got out of the cotton-mill town suddenly one hot summer day, took a train to another industrial town of the upper South, got a job in a shoe factory there. They always manage to make a place for the young pretty fairly well-dressed ones, if they look strong enough to stand up to it. Kit had got the faculty, the trick — it is born in some women — of wearing clothes. There are some of them, as the saying goes, who can take almost any kind of rag, put it on, make it look like Park Avenue. She had it. It was partly study and observation. She had even changed her way of walking, of carrying her body, holding her head, getting a certain dignity and grace. As they say of colts at the race tracks, she was about ready to go to the races.

As for the shoe-factory town... she always thought of it afterwards only in this way as... “that place where the shoe factory is.” It was a big town, set on the side of a hill. There were big hills, really mountains, climbing up back of the town and you were always going up and down hills. You stood in one of the streets and looked down on the roofs of the houses in the next street below. Far down below there was a river, very charming sometimes to see from above... the factory was down near the river and near railroad tracks... the river gleaming gold sometimes when the sun was setting, red sometimes, sometimes a dirty yellow, sometimes when the sky was overcast, steel gray. Kit didn’t notice it much. She had a room with an Italian woman in a street also down near the river. The woman had left her husband and had a son, a clerk in a grocery store, who lived with his mother and he at once began trying to “make” Kit. He didn’t get far although the mother was always singing his praises. “I tell you he’s a good boy.” He was a man of twenty-seven and unmarried. “When he was in school he was always the smartest one in his class.” The father who had kept a fruit store had got into trouble with a married woman and, in danger of being shot, had fled and she had got a divorce. The woman wanted her son to marry and have children. “I like children about.

“I tell you he’s a good boy. At the store they’re simply crazy about him. So many people come in the store... they won’t have no one but my boy wait on them.” At night, when she was in bed, Kit heard the mother and son talking together in Italian. What an odd thing, the people, so near, talking in words she couldn’t understand. It was new knowledge to her, that there were people, in strange places, strange countries over the world, talking in words you couldn’t understand.

So much new knowledge to get. The son had sleek shiny black hair and black eyes. His skin was very dark. Soon he would be fat, a fat Italian man. It was easy enough to hold him at a distance, even to confuse him.

You had to learn the trick. Hold yourself back, learn to keep a kind of reserve. It was for Kit a time of slow awakening... “soon I’ll be a woman.”...

“A good many women are married even at the age I have now come to.” Kit’s point of view on men... it is certainly an important matter to any young woman of seventeen or eighteen... was, in an odd way, outside self, important and not important. Talk of it always, persistently, among the young women at the factory... in that place she made no close friends with any of the other girls, her mood for the time to be alone... she went now and then to the movies and there always the man and woman thing... long lingering kisses. “Your arms about me, darling. Oh, darling, how I have longed for you.” In that place she began something. Unlike a good many poor white mountain girls, brought up in such families as her own, she knew how to read and write. “I had better find out more about that.” She heard from à girl in her room at the factory, a thin big-nosed girl who wore glasses, about a thing called the public library and went there one Saturday afternoon.

But how were you to know what books you wanted? There were so many. There were open shelves and she watched others, went as they did, in among books.

A woman spoke to her, an older woman with white hair and a curiously gentle face. Kit thought at first she had something to do with the place but was mistaken. She was just an older woman sensing Kit’s confusion. “May I help you?”

“Yes.” Confusion in Kit too, then a sudden impulse to be downright with that one. It was the woman to woman thing again, the instinct in other women to like Kit, in an odd way to respect her. “I’ll tell you. I’m a factory girl. I’ve never been in a place like this before. I know nothing of books.” The woman smiled, but nicely, Kit thought. “Odd, my fight in life is going to be with men, not with other women.” That thought not definite in Kit and yet the understanding of it in her almost from the beginning. “Do you want a love story?”

“No.” The woman smiled.

“Oh, so not that?” she said. “Well, let’s look about. Will it be something about people, or perhaps history?”

She was going along the rows of books and suddenly stopped. Kit followed. Could it be that any one was familiar with so many books?

History?

Kit had but a vague idea of what the word meant. How many words also to know about. Words also opened out new vistas in life. There was a sudden longing that morning to be more like the woman who was being kind to her. She had a quality, firm but gentle. “She’s never worked in any factory,” Kit thought. The woman revolutionist, Agnes, who had been Kit’s friend and who was always talking about the rich and the poor.... “The rich are pretty much all skunks.... They have to be wiped out, done away with.” Such notions had never made a deep impression on Kit. There might even be a certain advantage to the unbalance. There could be such a thing as intelligent luxury, soft fine fabrics out of which to make clothes, life on a certain high plane of mind and body.

All of this to be sure, dim, oh, very dim, in Kit. The woman took a book from the shelf. “It’s a book by Theodore Dreiser. He may be our great novelist.” The title of the book was Sister Carrie.

The woman helped Kit about the making out of her application for taking the book out. The application had to be signed by a property holder of the town and she signed it. Her name was Holbrook. She did not work in the library. There was a pile of books on a counter and the woman went to an outer door and called a Negro who came and got them. She was some swell.

“Are you going anywhere I could take you?” she asked Kit.

“No. I am just going home.”

“Well, come on. Let me take you. I’ll enjoy doing it.”

It was an old story, the rich woman, some woman the wife of the man who owned such a factory as the one Kit worked in. Kit’s chance acquaintance was not like that but her associates were mostly like that. Such women can’t avoid seeing young working women, many of them comely, even beautiful women. Such a woman may be childless. Mrs. Holbrook had a woman acquaintance who had no children and who kept fourteen Angora cats. She fed them on pâté de foi gras.

Talk among such women, at card parties... chatter, chatter, chatter, at garden parties, at teas... the servant class, the working class... the rich constantly doing more than the workers to build up the idea of the much-talked-of thing, class consciousness.

So comfortable to feel yourself a little removed... whence cometh all this D. A. R. talk, First Families of Virginia, Best Blood of the South?... above, high up, a superior class.

But alas and alas, for even the most wealthy, in secret moments, a kind of niceness, reality of outlook, persisting in spite of ugliness, alas even envy.

Things to give you a jolt. “Why is it that artists... we who after all have money to buy the books, the paintings... why do painters, the most real and talented ones... why do they, when they paint women, always seem to prefer to paint working women? Poets singing of them. There is a writer whose book I have been reading. He writes of the beauty of the hands of a washwoman.

“Why have I, alas, these fat pudgy hands and these thick ankles? It is strange that even royalty, kings and their wives and daughters, the members of nobility... they are so often such commonplace even ugly-looking people. Oh dear, oh dear.

“And sometimes these working girls... poor things... often so lovely. Why I never did any work with my hands in all my life. It is so confusing.”

They went out and got into a big luxurious car and drove to where Kit lived in a little street of frame houses down by the shoe factory, the river and the railroad tracks.

The woman kept talking, evidently trying to put Kit at her ease. She needn’t have bothered. Kit felt quite all right. The momentary confusion that had come when the woman first spoke to her was quite gone.

“My name is Mrs. Holbrook.”

“Mine is Kit Brandon.”

“What a pretty name!”

And, sitting thus, in the luxurious car, with the rich woman, Kit’s mind drifted away from car and woman and to another woman, one she had known just before she left the cotton-mill town. That one was a gold-digger. She, Sarah, had got her hooks into a lawyer. Some man had already taught Sarah to drive a car and she had got the use of the lawyer’s car and had taught Kit how to drive. It was, as Sarah said, “a pretty swell little runabout.”

Sarah spoke of her man by his first name. “I’m going to get Joe to buy me one.”

Sarah had even suggested with a laugh that it would be something pretty hot if she got Joe to get the money from his rich horsey wife to buy a car for herself and told Kit that she and Joe were planning a campaign to get the money. He was to say that he had lost it playing the races. “That would be pretty hot, eh, she so crazy about horses.”

Joe had given Sarah a key and would leave his car on some side street. Occasionally, when he had to leave town she had the car over the week end. She had taught Kit to drive and Kit had caught on quickly, instinctively.

“Say, kid, you are going to make one swell driver. You take to it like a fish takes to water.”

Kit in the big car with the woman she had met in the library, the woman talking, trying to put Kit at her ease. She spoke of books, several of them piled on the car floor at their feet. They had, she said, something to do with a paper she was preparing for a woman’s club... the woman was half laughing at herself... it was all so silly, a person like herself pretending to be a scholar. She was to prepare a paper on the Civilization of the Ancient Greeks. Kit was not listening.

The Greeks were, she gathered, a people, perhaps like the Italian woman and her son, people who could say words, speak in a way you couldn’t understand. She was really thinking about the car. If she had been born a man, she would have tried getting a job driving for some such rich woman.

“Lord, how I’d like getting my hand on that wheel.” Later, not much later, when Gordon Halsey, not being able to get her in any other way, proposed marriage, the thing that really induced her to make up her mind to do it, give it a trial, was that he had such a swell fast car. Odd that now the rich woman, and not Kit, was self-conscious. Kit was even a little aware of that fact.

It might well have been her mountain ancestry. The mountain people can do it. There is a quality in them, it was in her father, even in that slovenly woman her mother. “Here I am. I am what I am. It would be well for you not to feel superior to me.” It is a quality sometimes very confusing to outsiders, people not of the hills, particularly to those coming from the outside, wanting to help the poor. A mountain man or woman can look at you with an odd impersonal stare. They can look out of their eyes as gypsies look.

The woman who insisted upon taking Kit quite to her rooming place kept talking. “I can’t help thinking, often, what an injustice.

“This place down here. How stupid that we have let the railroads and the factories take our river front.” She laughed, self-consciously. “Not that I should say anything. It was my father who first grabbed the river front here.” She pointed. “I dare say you work in the shoe factory. It was my father who established the shoe factory here.

“And I must say I’d hate to give up anything I’ve got because of his cleverness and greediness.”

She let Kit out at her place. The Italian woman who was scrubbing the little wooden porch before the house was terribly impressed. She had a mop and a scrub bucket and, after quickly putting them inside the door, stood, lost in wonder, staring.

“I see you are not among the Greeks. You are among the Romans,” the woman said as Kit alighted, holding her book. The rich woman had got back her self-possession.

“It is so hard to talk with working girls. I don’t mean they are not nice, as good as we are, perhaps better, but one does not know what to say to them.”

“Yes, that’s so,” Kit said, answering the woman’s sally. What did the woman mean by Romans? She was still thinking of the car. “God, but I would like to get my hands on it.” She had already picked up from Sarah some of the patter of car drivers, giving cars the feminine gender. “I’ll bet she could step. I’d love to get in her and give her the works.” In her absorption she even forgot to thank the rich woman for her kindness.

She read the Dreiser book later in her bed at night. In that place she had a daytime job. Reading was at first slow and rather painful work. Even in so simple a story, simply told, there were so many words she didn’t know.

And then too it was about a woman, of a sort she already had learned to know. It might have been Sarah’s story. Sarah might also come to something like the woman of the book. She wished the story had concerned itself more with the lives of the rich.

She was sitting in the railroad station in the town of the shoe factory and by chance had the Dreiser book in her hand. There was a bag sitting at her feet. It was a Sunday afternoon and she had grown tired of sitting in her room. Downstairs, in the house of the Italians, the son was at home. It was no good going downstairs in that house. There was that embarrassment, the young man ogling her in that way he had. He wouldn’t dare say anything but he would keep looking with his queer greedy greasy eyes while the mother talked. It was a bright warm day and Kit had come to a sudden decision. She had been lying in bed reading her book and suddenly got up and dressed. She packed a bag she had recently bought. “I’m going to get out of this.

“And why not get out of this town?” She had no friends in that place. It would be something, an adventure, a new beginning. She suddenly remembered having heard one of the girls at the factory speak of another North Carolina town a hundred miles away. “It’s a fine place. There’s plenty of work there.”

When she had said good-bye to the Italian woman, who protested and even threatened to weep... the son wanted to carry her bag... dark sad Italian eyes — a hurt look... “Damn, I have missed my chance”... she turned him away with an abrupt no... he didn’t know how to get past it.

She went into the railroad station, into the waiting room, to sit, the station was beyond the factory, on the bank of the river.

On Sunday there were no afternoon trains and the big waiting room was deserted. Any way, she might as well sit there.

It was for Kit a beginning, a start. She had got, in the railroad station, the young man who took her in his car to the town she had made up her mind to tackle next. Anyway it was saving railroad fare.

And she was curious. He seemed all right, was perhaps three or four years older than herself. He drove a good car although it probably didn’t belong to him. She had been sitting in the quite empty waiting room of the station when he came in, a young man, such as you might see at a golf club or on a tennis court, dressed in light summer clothes. He had come in and tapped on the window of the ticket office. There was a clouded glass. There was no one there and he had turned to go out when he saw her. She had the Dreiser book in her hand.

She wasn’t reading, although at once, when he approached her, asking her a question, she saw that he glanced to see what she was reading. Afterward, when they were in the car, he spoke of it.

“You aren’t a highbrow, are you?”

“I don’t know,” she said.

“That book,” he said. He said that when he was in college he had heard some of the fellows speak of it. “I don’t hold it against a fellow or a girl that he reads such books, these serious books, but I don’t go in for them myself.”

He had even tried to use the book, something he had heard of it... he said he had a sister who was rather a highbrow... he had heard it was about a woman who was rather free with men, not being married to them. “Is that so?”

“It may be so.”

His young eyes looking at her. “How do you feel about such things?” She didn’t try to answer that one. She let it go with a smile.

She had really been sitting in the station, not reading, looking out a window... there was a printed time-table on the wall and she had figured out that there would be a train in the late afternoon, at five.

There was the figure of little blond Sarah of the cotton mill in her mind. “On such a day as this she would be stepping high.”

Sarah would have gone to live with that man, the lawyer. It was bound to happen, inevitable. Outside the station window there were just the tracks between the station and the shore of the river. It was nice, far over there, low wooded hills and a clear blue sky. There were a few white houses among the trees, houses just seen, half hidden by trees... perhaps also in Kit thoughts of that Mrs. Holbrook. Some women get so much. Mrs. Holbrook no doubt born to it. Sarah after it.

“Life’s a game.”

“If you don’t put it over on them, they’ll put it over on you.”

There were a few boats on the river, young men with their girls out for a ride. It may be that at the moment the thing predominant in Kit’s mind was just the vague thought of distance. Always the thought of something nice out there, beyond the horizon.

Mrs. Holbrook beyond the horizon. Was Sarah also? To be a Sarah was also not so easy. Perhaps you needed to have something. Sarah, no doubt, had the feel for it, the not too much minding some one, some other person, close, touching you, taking. “I wonder if I could? I’m sure I want some of the things Sarah is going to get by it even more than she does.” There was, however, something in Sarah’s voice, in her manner, when she spoke of it, “pleasure,” that must have been it, “in being in the arms of that man.” Sarah had spoken with such enthusiasm of the hotel room, the luxury of the bed, the curtains at the window. “Gee, Kit, if we could have dresses made of stuff like that.”

“I would have liked that but to have to pay for it that way.”

“Are you by any chance Miss Overton?” That was the young man in the railroad station, who had got a sudden hunch. “Gee, I’ve got Dad’s car. Now if I had a swell little piece, that would maybe come across.

“I don’t like to be always buying it. It takes something that should be nice out of it.” He really meant the satisfaction of winning it. “I got it from her with my personality”... a personal triumph. That about Miss Overton was of course a stall, a bluff, a way to cut in. He told her that afterwards when they were in the car. “You know, as soon as I saw you sitting in there, I thought... ‘gosh,’ I thought, ‘I’d like to take her with me some place in my car.’”

Kit had made it not too difficult although she had thought at once, having decided she would take him on, that it would be no Sarah and her Joe affair. “It may be only because he is too young, too much of a kid.” He has asked, with a rather nice boyish frankness, “Where are you going? You are waiting for a train, aren’t you?”

“Yes.”

Then his proposal. She had told him where she had planned to go.

“Have you bought your ticket?” She hadn’t. “Then come on, let me take you.”

He hadn’t been able to place her, get her number, that was evident. Could she be just a little girl, ready and willing enough to be picked up by a man, any man who happened along. The town was full of young factory girls and at least some of them were like that. There wasn’t any regular house of prostitution, and young fellows of the town, sons of important citizens... they had to do what they could.

It was an absorbingly interesting experiment for Kit, her first of the kind, trying to figure him out, be nice enough to him to get the ride to that town in his car... she might even work him to let her drive.

“Life’s a game.”

“Work them to get what you want.”

He was thinking... “I don’t know about her.” She might be like his sister. There was that book in her hand. “I’ve got a car outside here.” He had really seen her through the window of the room, had looked in from the outside and seen her sitting there. “Gosh, there’s something nice all right.” He even told her all of this when he had got her into the car. “I was just driving past the station and thought I would run in to set my watch by the station clock. All of that, my coming in and tapping on the window, that about a Miss Overton... it was all a bluff.”

“Well, you smarty,” Kit said trying to be girlish, even a bit kittenish. He was a queer combination of caution and frankness.

For example, lying to her about his name. She didn’t quite know how she knew that but she did and she also lied. He might be thinking that he would get her and that later it might lead to some kind of trouble.

They had got outside the town of shoes and were on a big highway, in an open car, very nice, very light and swift. Almost at once she had got him to let her drive. They were on the great North Carolina highway that runs down southwesterly from Charlotte to Greenville in South Carolina and beyond. Oh, North Carolina, the proud state, the bold state!

No longer the old North Carolina. “Old North State” of the Southern Confederacy, later poor state. “Valley of Humiliation between the two Mountains of Conceit”... South Carolina and Virginia... better forget all that. That’s all in the past.

The big highway Kit was on with her catch, her hands presently at the wheel of the car, was something to excite. You could ride all day on that highway, coming to town after town, many of the towns but a few miles apart, big towns and little towns, factory chimneys, mill chimneys never out of sight. Much of the big highway was cement hard and smooth, on such a summer Sunday the road full of cars... where else in all the world but in America could you see such a sight, cars by the hundreds, by the thousands, many of the cars very beautiful, the swift ride, the soft hurling through space, when you have got it into you, have the feel of it, in your own body, in your hands.

The purring thing down in front, under the hood of the car... oh, American workmen, American inventors, you have done something here, oh mechanical age, this is your finest accomplishment.

This power, this swiftness sometimes in the hands of young girls, like Kit, in the hands of fat women of forty. Look a little out for them if they have not begun to drive when they are young... old men, come down out of horse-and-buggy days, old gray-haired women.

The long gleaming, moving, sometimes swift moving procession, Kit in it, a part of it. “Say, you are pretty handy with a car, aren’t you?” her catch said once. She had just shaved a car that had come into the highway out of a side road, that had come without warning. She had whizzed past, throwing the juice to her at just the right moment, her catch sitting tense, his eyes closed. There was a heavy-handed farmer driving. “Gosh, I thought he had you. That guy ought to stay at the plow.” Her catch was still puzzled. “Say, tell me, you ain’t a highbrow, are you?” She didn’t answer but smiled. He was thinking of the book she was holding when he found her. She would have to mail it back to that library place. His sister had been caught reading it by his father. His sister was a highbrow all right. He had heard there was some hot stuff in it.

When he was in college... he had been out a year... there were some of the fellows... they went in for such highbrow stuff. “I like this western stuff myself,” he said. When he read a book he wanted action, something doing all the time. He had got it into his head that she was a school teacher. “Are you?”

“I might be,” she said. Well, it was possible, a school teacher also might be had. He decided to wait until night. “You wouldn’t mind having dinner with me, would you, we’d go to the hotel?” She wondered if that was the way Sarah’s lawyer began with Sarah. She said she would go. “Then we can take a ride in the evening,” he said, thinking that in the darkness with her he could perhaps get his nerve up, perhaps kiss her, get his arms about her. “You’ve got to work them up, get them going a little.” How transparent he was. They went to the hotel and Kit had her bag checked. He suggested that. “Do any of your people live in this town?” he asked her, but she was noncommittal. “It might be,” she said. She let him buy her dinner in the dining-room of a big hotel, many well-dressed people also dining. Kit being as cagy as she could, watching others not to give herself away, letting him talk... men and especially young men and young old men love to talk of themselves...

What he was going to do in life. His father had a factory, he was going in and try to work to be a sales manager. He had forgotten that he had already told her his father was a doctor. “Then I’m going to get me a swell little wife.” He described the woman he thought would make him happy as his wife, making her as much like Kit as possible. “Anyway I’m not going to marry for money.” It might be that he had noticed that her bag was a cheap one, her clothes certainly not expensive. When she had dined she excused herself for a moment, the suggestion being that she had to go to the toilet, and going out of the dining-room, got her bag and hurried out of the hotel. She would have to try to find a cheap boarding house. She had a queer uncomfortable feeling. If she had been playing a game it was too easy. She felt like a hunter of big game who had been out shooting at rabbits.


CHAPTER TEN
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TOM HALSEY, THE man old enough to be Kit Brandon’s father, was destined to be the big figure in her life. She did not know that. She was brought to Tom by his son, Gordon Halsey, who was the man child Tom had once brought to the mountain woman Kate, wife of the inspired mountain preacher, the man child Tom had laid to Kate’s breasts.

Scattering and shattering thus a meeting of God’s children, hushing the cries and groans of mountain men and women touched by the finger of God, creating thus a so-human situation that did in a way knock rather galleywest the power over people of the preacher. “By God, before I’d let any man get away with a thing like that with my woman.”

“Say, if he’s so big with God as he claims, why’d God let that happen to him?”

Tom getting more than that, an almost slavish follower in the woman Kate... male triumph over the female.

Kit’s first meeting with Tom was at Kate’s house. Kate had grown middle-aged and the babe she had nursed was now a man, at least in years. He was a young sport, a woman-getter he hoped, a rich man’s son. He wanted to think he was truly all of these.

He had not been sent to Harvard, or Yale, or Princeton, had never been a football hero, although he might have been and done something of the sort except that Tom hadn’t got his real start early enough. Young Gordon was physically big. He might have been splendid football material and, as for Kit when she met Gordon, she was certainly not the rather naïve mountain girl who had taken the first mill job. Mill girls also educate each other. They do it also in shoe factories, overall factories, five-and-ten-cent stores, in Macys and Wanamakers, why not?

A mountain girl, ex-mill girl, getting keen. Get always a little keener. Why should the daughters of mill owners, storekeepers, daughters of professional men, novel writers, etc., etc., have anything on you, cotton-mill girls, overallfactory girls, shoe-factory girls, big department-store girls... when it comes to handling men? You’ve got to learn it, haven’t you, girls? They sure try to get away with it with you too, don’t they?

Sharpen your wits. Life’s a game. Women know. Working women, particularly the ones that have the looks, the ones that have what it takes, have opportunities. They should learn to know a lot.

At least girls, to be on to a guy like young Gordon Halsey... not so smart after all... son of a rich man, wanting to be both a very very respectable one and at the same time more or less the tough one... in with the best people but also thought to be, well, cheek-by-jowl with the so-mysterious underworld... men of crime, men of mystery, hard guys... like Cal. Coolidge going out West and putting on a cowboy uniform... young man half balanced so between two or more than two worlds... belonging really to no world... say like a lot of us modern novelists and story tellers too... wanting to be both poet and rich man.

But let it pass.

Gordon Halsey, living as he did in one of the states of the Upper South, would perhaps already have begun to think, and when occasion arose speak of himself as of an old Southern family, best blood of the Old South. He would have got that far out beyond his father. Poor lad. Look! He doesn’t get away with it. Society, American society in his time, having taken to arms oil thieves, timber robbers, water-power highwaymen, had gagged at taking Al Capones, Legs Diamonds, Waxey Gordons. Not that Tom Halsey cared too much. He did care. As Tom had grown richer he had also changed but more of that later. The fact surely did hurt the son.

He, the son, would have tried to put it over on Kit Brandon. He had found her working in a five-and-ten-cent store. For some reason, certainly not understandable to him, she got him hard. “What, am I really going to fall for her, just a little shop girl?” Look out, boy, it has happened before.

It wasn’t because she was so warm, a hot baby. There is another sort of challenge.

“Say, there’s one not so easy to get, to knock off. If I could get her I’d prove myself, even to myself, a real ladies’ man, eh?”

The cooler, more self-possessed ones also tempt.

Gordon having made a campaign for Kit, having chanced into the store where she had got a job... she feeling her way in a perplexing enough world, having already, since leaving home, been cotton-mill worker, shoe-factory worker and now five-and-ten-cent-store girl... Gordon having chanced into the store one day, having got his first look at her, the first once-over, in there...

Big, yellow, high-powered, sport-model car parked in the street outside...

Other girls in the store checking on the car and on the young man in rather flashy, broad-checked homespun clothes — English tailored... like a big league baseball player or say like Jack Reed, American-Russian Revolutionary hero, when Jack was a young man in America before the World War, big, loose, free-swinging shoulders like that... the similarity would have stopped dead right there... splendid young body, this one, without the Jack Reed flair for glowing sincerity...

He walking down one of the aisles of the store... Woolworth’s...

Who do you think built the Woolworth Building, Woolworth Tower in New York? Say, the Empire State has put it in the shade, eh?...

And now look, so soon Rockefeller Center hanging Empire State on the ropes. Those boys, Al Smith, Young Rockefeller, Woolworth, etc., do step fast, don’t they?

Kit in the stationery department in the Woolworth store. “Go to counter number eleven, please.” Kit even getting literary. There were a few books, reprints at bargain prices, detective stories for tired clerks who work for tired business men, mystery stories, stories of quick passionate love.

Gordon Halsey strolling. As it turned out he forgot what he came in the store to get. It may have been pants buttons. The girls in the store were staring. They whispered, one to another, confusing Gordon with stories that had already by that time begun to be whispered about the father... his secret power, his individual daring. “Look, Mabel, look. That’s him. That’s Halsey, the big liquor man. Gee, I bet he’s rich. Look at them clothes. Look out there in the street at that car he’s driving.

“Oh, oh, oh, oh, oh, oh! Gosh, Mabel, ain’t he handsome?” Young Gordon Halsey... big bumblebee buzzing, about to alight on some slender-stalked flower. Buzzz. Buzzz. Buzzz. Look out, swaying, slender-stemmed blossoms in the Woolworth garden. Kit was the prettiest. She had that it, or seemed to Gordon to have it. He had forgotten what he came in for. He bought a book... picture on the paper jacket outside... young man, in appearance something, vaguely, like himself... like figures in advertisements of men’s wear houses in the back pages of The New Yorker, Esquire, etc. The man in a flashy car had stopped to pick up a girl in the street. There was a swell-looking rich man’s house in the background, the girl, walking along, a little remotely like Kit. Title of the book: Hitch-hiking to Dreamland. He held it up before her, smiling. “How much?” Was the guy blind? There was a big placard saying how much. He bought also some picture post-cards, taking his time to select them. He got an eyeful.

He began his campaign. He came again and again and again. Other girls in the store noticed. She had him going. He’d got Kit’s name from another girl and she came to Kit with advice. “It’s a chance, all right, but make him step, kid.”

“Kid, you got him hooked.”

“Don’t stand for no nonsense, kid.”

“You’re telling me.”

He’d be trying of course to put it over on her, make her come across, say just for a buggy ride in that big yellow car. “You know how they are. They’re all alike.”

It went on for a month, two months, three months and he had begun to get desperate. At last he came to a decision. “My God, I’m in love. I’m sunk.” The trouble was that he couldn’t marry, didn’t dare marry again, without consulting his father. He had already tried marriage once, and the marriage had turned out a mess. He had got a gabber, one who talked too much...

It had cost money to get out of that and Tom Halsey had got him out. There had been, on the part of the lady, an attempt at blackmail. “I talk too much, do I? Well, you wait, if’n I don’t get what I want I’m going to talk more. I’ll talk a lot.” Tom Halsey himself had to handle her. It wasn’t that young Gordon was in on Tom’s racket. He wasn’t. Tom didn’t want him in. The young man was, in a sense, Tom Halsey’s Achilles’ heel. He wanted the boy to be outside, go straight, get to be maybe even a gentleman. He wouldn’t have put it that way. “You can have all the money you want, all you need, but when it comes to certain things, like let’s say marriage now, I’m sorry, but, young man, you’ll have to consult me.”

It isn’t such a nice position to be in, as a man, say in the eyes of your woman. A man wants to be his own man. Tom Halsey, although, since he had got into the liquor business in a big way and since prohibition, had been making a lot of money, — although he already had a lot, he wasn’t a snob. He wouldn’t be demanding for his son the daughter of some rich man, best blood of the Old South, etc., etc. Tom hadn’t had his money quite long enough for that but there were ideas in his head. Kit found out what they were later.

He’d be wanting, demanding, for Gordon, not a dizzy blonde like that first one his son got when Tom kept his hands off, one who wasn’t even faithful to him, although God knew she had enough money spent on her, on clothes, etc.... it had been because she was careless, had been hot-southing her man too openly that Tom had been able to get the goods on her and shut her up. He had got her to leave the state, go out to Reno, do the necessary out there, enough money to live pretty comfortably for several years... confessions to two or three specific cases of hot-southing her man signed, sealed, and stowed away by Tom.

He didn’t want any more of that.

Gordon took Kit to his father. He wrote a letter and was called on the phone. “I feel so and so but will do just what you say, Dad.”

“All right, boy. Be at such and such a place at such and such a time. Have her with you.” They went to Kate’s place.

It was some two miles outside of a certain North Carolina industrial town and there was a very neat little white farmhouse with green blinds beside an unpaved dirt road. It was a nice little place and, although after his first marriage Gordon seldom went there, he knew it well. He had spent his boyhood there, seeing his father from time to time, sometimes not seeing him for long periods. While Tom was building up his organization, before he got money enough to be safe from such nonsense he simply had to serve a few jail sentences himself. Once he had to put in six months on the road. He was in a chain gang although they didn’t call it that. They called it a road gang.

The little white house was well kept. Kate was a neat housekeeper. There was a high hedge at the front, facing the road, and the lawn was always kept neatly mowed. It was a very innocent-looking place. There were several tall pine trees, close to the house and almost hiding it, and the road was one not much used.

There was in fact a kind of network of little roads. Behind the house there was a huge apple orchard and several barns, sheds, etc., and beyond... Kate owned a large farm of more than 400 acres... Tom had bought it for her... it stood in her name... she kept, for such legal purposes, the name of that preacher to whom she had been married, not by the law, but, as he said, by God... beyond all this fields, never plowed, kept in grass. She rented some of the fields to a neighbor who got them at a low price by keeping his mouth shut. He was a dairyman and pastured cows in the fields. Beyond there were other fields, and others and others. There were a few small patches of woodland.

There were farm roads everywhere. You could approach the house from the north, south, east or west. The house had become a kind of office for Tom although he was not often there. It was his pay-off place.

Kate, now grown middle-aged, was tall and inclined to gauntness. She was a striking-enough-looking figure. There was a kind of stoicism, a firmness. She had become the sort of woman men did not trifle with. Young Gordon had not had a happy childhood. She was such a strange quiet one and although she adored Tom’s son, and had always humored him and even spoiled him, he was afraid of her and, even after he grew up and went to town to live in a hotel and be a man and a sport, he thought of her as rather a woman of stone.

“I’ve often wondered,” he said sometimes. He spoke of her to some acquaintance he had made, never naming her. She became in such talks a mysterious woman, connected with his father, far off somewhere. He was a little more frank with Kit... after he was quite sure he was in love, telling her, as all men do tell the woman, his story of his childhood. “Gee, I tell you I was a lonely kid, girl.” The appeal to the mother in the woman.

In other conversations, with friends, he made or tried to make it all more mysterious. It might be a smartly dressed hotel clerk with whom he played pool or billiards, or the man at the wrestling arena. Gordon had money in that.

Or one of the two or three sporting sons of rich men with whom he sometimes went about. “So, as I was telling you, there was this woman. My own mother was dead. Dad got this woman to take care of me. D’you know, I’ve often wondered. We lived in this house and he came there sometimes. He’d spend the night there. I’d be sleeping upstairs and they’d be downstairs.

“I tell you she was like stone. D’you know I think, if my Dad had told her to go kill some one, she’d have gone and done it like a trained bird dog goes to get a quail you’ve shot.

“She raised me all right but I don’t know her. God, I wonder sometimes if she and Dad.... After all, she’s a woman and my Dad’s a man. I’ll say he is.”

Gordon always talked a little too freely. After all, he’d gone to school in the town where he lived later. His first wife had been gabby. That was the reason he’d have to get his Dad’s O. K. before he could go through with a marriage with Kit.

If he could only get Kit without marriage. He couldn’t. God knew he’d tried hard enough. After all, she also had something of Kate’s quality. You can’t force things with that kind. “If I could get her I’d feel I’d done something. It’s a man’s job, okay.” He was quite sure and not at all sure about Kit. Gordon was twenty-four and Kit Brandon was eighteen.

Was Gordon Halsey something Kit wanted? Could she get, through him, something she wanted? The reader should bear in mind that Kit Brandon was and is a real person, a living American woman. How much of her real story can be told? You, sitting and reading this book, have also a story, a history. How much of that could be told? How much do we writers dare let ourselves go in the making of portraits? How close can we keep to truth? How much do we dare try to be true historians?

The association of the historian, chances of association, somewhat limited.

And then, too, another danger, always the danger of the historian’s imagination also thrusting in. Who has not asked himself the question... “Do I know my own wife, my brother, father, son, friend?” Moments of intense loneliness, known to all people.

Illuminating moments come. We see another, for perhaps only a flashing moment, see and understand all, a whole life in the moment.

There was no doubt that Kit, since we left her, working in the cotton mill, had changed. These factory girls, living with others in little mill-town houses, the houses often crowded, people living thus crowded together, married and single people who take rooms with the married, the quarrels, love-makings, heard through thin partitions of rooms, life boiling, simmering, becoming hot... “I love you”... becoming cold and dry... “I hate you”... “Why have you betrayed me into such a life as this?”... weariness of older workers, dry barrenness that comes with too much and too long weariness, carried into houses, into bedrooms...

Experiences in the mill, things seen, heard, felt. A feeling of restlessness had come over Kit and she had suddenly left the mill town and had gone to the other town of the Upper South where she got the place in a shoe factory.

Before she did that there were the talks with several girls. They may have felt in her the adventurer. There were walks with women other than Agnes. There was the flashy little blonde, Sarah, the gold-digger, with an upturned nose. She talked with Kit, the two walking home together from the mill on a spring morning.

They went along the same road in which she had walked with Agnes when the pavement was hidden under deep snow. The little pert one, Sarah, suddenly grew serious. These half-children sometimes learn things fast.

The sun had just come up over in the east, across fields, a little summer mist across its face, making it big, a glowing red. On a distant road a young farm man walked along a dirt road behind his team, going to some field for the spring plowing. All of life isn’t in the mills, in the little crowded houses in company-owned mill towns. Oh, the hunger sometimes, in girls, in young men workers... feeling bound, imprisoned... for the big outside world, hungering for it as young girls and boys, in American country towns, particularly before the coming of the automobile, went instinctively in troops on summer evenings to railroad stations to see trains come and go. Sense of bigness, hugeness, in every thought of their country, America.

The horses were huge, heavy and all white. They looked like elephants, off there in that light. The young farm man went swinging along. He was singing, his voice just heard across the fields. He looked seven feet tall.

What unspoken thoughts in the two girls. After spring came the hot summer and the hot weary nights, so long, so long, in the mill, the little houses in the daytime when night mill hands tried to sleep, so hot, so hot. Kit had been through one summer of it.

This other seemingly so nice, so inviting, the out-of-doors, the wide world. The little pert one, Sarah... she was always starting something with some man, say with a room foreman. It was whispered in the mill that the room foreman, in the room where she and Kit both worked, had already had her... she suddenly now, walking with Kit, growing serious. “D’you know I like you.” Kit not answering, she smiled. Kit had reserve, didn’t throw herself about.

“I’ll tell you what, let’s not go home this morning.”

“What d’you mean?”

The little blonde explained. She had some money. As it developed... she afterwards told Kit... she had got it from a man. She was made for that, born to it... to get it from a man. She was liking Kit... women always did instinctively like Kit... and was wanting to help her, put out a hand to her.

A man had picked Sarah up in the street, on the Saturday night before, had got her into his car. He was a rich man’s son and was married and she had got from him ten dollars. It wasn’t so much. She felt she had given the money’s worth. “I don’t care if you know. You aren’t the kind that talks.”

She wanted Kit to go into town with her, have breakfast somewhere in town. “Come on. We’ll go to the hotel, to the Jefferson Davis.” The Jefferson Davis was the swell hotel of the town. “What, in these clothes?”

“Yes. We can go down into the ladies’ room.” After all the girls and women in that mill were mostly well enough dressed. The management insisted on that. Although it was not openly said, you could be discharged for slovenliness in dress. “We don’t want our employees looking shabby. It gives a wrong impression.” The two girls were in the spinning room and there was no occasion, except in the dead hot nights of midsummer, to soil clothes. The dirtier work in the mill was in the cotton cleansing room where the dirt and filth were taken out of the baled cotton as it came from fields and gins and only Negroes worked in there. It was called “digger’s work,” a place shut off from the other rooms, the air filled always with clouds of lint and dust. Kit’s companion went along beside Kit, talking rapidly, even a little hysterically. Kit had suddenly decided to go with her. They turned about and went in the direction of the town. “All right,” Kit said, breaking into sudden laughter. She felt suddenly free and even gay, the weariness from the long night of labor quite gone out of her body. How pretty Sarah was! There was something she had, a great mass of shining yellow hair, very silky, and big blue eyes. She had, like Kit, an alive slender young body. There were freckles on her cheeks and across her little nose. She was a kind of Billy Burke of the mill, a Billy Burke at twenty, in her first loveliness. Her face suddenly got a little drawn and as the two walked, getting to the outer part of town, passing houses of the town people, the houses for the most part very quiet, the people still asleep... there was a Negro man scrubbing the porch before one of the houses... “I tell you what, Kit...”

Sarah started to say something and then stopped and then again began talking rapidly. Although she was still very young this wasn’t the first mill at which Sarah had worked, the first town in which she had lived.

She had wanted to travel, to see the world and she had been daring. Kit felt that. “I’m not going to stay here long either,” she was already telling herself. Sarah had come to the town and the mill some months before, hitch-hiking from another town.

She had seen things, done things. “I don’t care if you know,” she said. Already, although she was so young, she had been with a half dozen men. “You don’t have to get that way, have a kid and all that. You have to know things.” She was wanting to educate Kit, give her knowledge.

“After all, why is it, why is it?” The words were like a little cry out of Sarah. They were going along in quiet morning streets. “Say, kid, you think of it. Gee, God, it’s tough, having to be a mill girl.

“You look at what happens to us.” All a girl had to do was to look around, she explained. There were the working women, many of them married, the mothers of children. They had been honest girls, honest working girls, and had perhaps married... some honest-enough working man, some fellow in the mills. “Say, now, a loom-fixer,” Sarah said. “Gee, God... she has a kid by him and then, as soon as she can stand on her feet, back she goes, into the mill.” Sarah became profane. “You know what it does to a woman, having a kid like that and then going back to work too soon... on your feet all day or all night?

“It plays hell with your figure if nothing worse.

“There isn’t any goddam grubby millhand going to get me and don’t you let it happen to you either, Kit.

“I’m not going to have a lot of kids just to make a lot more slaves for the kind of big-bugs we work for.”

Kit listened, absorbed in what Sarah was saying. The little blonde was saying things that had already come some-what vaguely into her own mind. She had never put her own thoughts into words. “God damn ’em,” Sarah said, and then she laughed.

They were passing a big house, set back from the street, a box hedge in front, facing the sidewalk. They could see over the hedge and across a wide lawn to a stately stone house. “I guess one of the big bugs lives in there,” Sarah said. “Let them have the kids, eh,” she added. “But I’m not going to give up having some fun.” She grew serious.

“I wonder why... I wonder why one girl, or a woman either, is born, say now a big bug, and another isn’t.” The two girls had stopped before the house with the wide green lawn, cut off from them by a hedge over which they could see. “D’you ever get religion?” Sarah asked. How in earnest she was! Kit had got suddenly a glowing liking for her.

She wasn’t like Kit’s other woman friend in that place, the big woman, Agnes, always dreaming of some kind of a social revolution, a sudden swift change in the whole social structure, justice ruling, something of that kind. Kit had listened to a lot of Agnes’s talk. She had never listened as intently as she now listened to Sarah.

“D’you ever get religion?” Sarah didn’t wait for an answer. “I did once but I tell you what, I got over it quick. It’s the bunk,” she said. “I guess it’s swell enough for a girl who hasn’t got the real stuff,” she said.

She was looking at Kit, the two standing before the big house. They stood for a moment thus, looking at each other... it was for Kit one of those moments of revelation, a whole new viewpoint on life presented... like a door jerked open for her... moments of revelation that come sometimes to the young. They went on along the street. “I guess its O. K. for that kind, for the ugly ones, for the ones that haven’t got any looks. If you haven’t got what it takes to get what you want, I guess its O. K. to leave it up to God.

“You might as well leave it to something. If you’re a girl and haven’t got any looks, you’re sunk anyway.

“But if you’ve got the goods and you and I have,” she said. She said she had been a good deal of a sucker, the first time or two she had been with men. “I don’t know whether you know what I mean or not.

“Kit, kid,” she said, “I guess maybe they’d have a harder time shaking the apples off your tree than they did off mine.” She laughed again. As they went along Sarah began telling of the man from whom she got the ten dollars. She said he was all right. “He didn’t try to bunk me,” she said.

He had thought at first that she might be a quite innocent young girl. “I look like that, don’t I?” Sarah said, throwing up her head and turning to Kit. They both laughed. Kit thought she was swell. Being with Sarah that morning had given her a sudden fine feeling of new freedom, of adventure. “It’s the way my nose turns up and the freckles on my nose,” Sarah said. The man she had been with was a young lawyer, partner in a law firm with his father. His father was successful and the son had married a rich girl.

But there had been something dry and dead about her. He told Sarah that she was a horse woman, thought of nothing but fine saddle horses, cared for nothing else. “She ought to sleep with a horse,” he said to Sarah.

He had got fed up on her horseyness and on her. “We’ve got a kid. Well, and that’s all right,” he said to Sarah. He thought, at first, when he had picked her up, that she might be an innocent girl. “Are you?” he had asked; “because, if you are, I’ll drop you right now.

“If you are not... He had proposed that she drive with him to a town a hundred miles away. He said he had noticed her walking along the street and had followed. Then he went to get his car. He watched his chance to speak to her when he felt it was safe. She had been walking about, looking into store windows and had turned into a side street. “I was really out to pick up a man,” Sarah said. She declared she had done it more than once but with a toss of her head said that she had always been choosy, wouldn’t just take any burn that came along looking for something. She told Kit all about the night with him. She thought he was all right, wanted only a little warm affection. He had given her the ten dollars, apologizing, as he did so. It was about all he had left in his pocket when the hotel bill was paid. They had stayed until late on Sunday morning, having dinner in their room, with a bottle of wine he managed in some way to get. “He was a funny guy all right, but nice,” she said. He had asked her, “So you’re a working girl, eh? You are in the mill, eh?

“So that’s all right,” he had said. He had certainly talked in a way that had at first startled and then amused Sarah. “I like these square-shooting guys,” she said. He had declared it was all quite regular, in good form, a man like himself, from a so-called good family, meaning, he said, a rich or a well-to-do family, married and dissatisfied with his wife... “she being a cold fish,” he said. Afraid, he said, to go ahead and break things up, tell her to go to hell or to the horse barns, without the guts to do that.

“We all do it,” he said. “Gee, it was just killing to hear him,” Sarah exclaimed. He explained that his father was the lawyer for the mill in which Sarah and Kit worked and that he also owned the controlling interest in the newspaper in their town. “That’s so we can control public opinion in case some of you little girls get upstage and want your just rights,” he said. He said all of these things, Sarah explained, while they were lying in bed, lying and talking with a queer look in his eyes and a queer twist to his lips. “But just the same he wasn’t kidding, he meant it,” Sarah declared. She said she had sure liked him fine. “He wasn’t any rough guy either, one of the kind that don’t know how to treat a woman. In the morning we had a swell breakfast in bed. He had it sent up to the room.

“It was so comfy and nice up there.” A girl, Sarah declared, was a damn fool who wasn’t smart enough to get everything she could out of life.

There were a few extra dollars in his pocket and he had suggested, if she didn’t mind, that she take a train home. He would drop her at the railroad station. The ten dollars was a gift. It wasn’t much, he had said, for the joy she had given him, but there would be more.

He had asked her, “You’ll be sensible, won’t you, kid, you’ll take the money?” and, “Sure” she had replied. She described the hotel room he had got. It was so big, warm, and light. It had seemed to her luxurious. “I hadn’t given him anything so precious. I liked him. He was nice. He wasn’t rough. Gee, Kit,” she said, “to think of it, I’d be working in the damn mill every night for a week to make what he gave me.”

She said she was going to see him again and that she might quit the mill. He had suggested something of the kind. Even if he was taking something away from her it wouldn’t be any worse than something they take from you when you worked as she and Kit did in one of their mills.

The two girls went to the hotel and walked in, Kit’s heart thumping. She had never before been in such a place. What admiration she had for Sarah, who did everything so boldly, asking a Negro boy where the ladies’ room was and if the dining-room was open. “Is it all right for me to park my car out there, at the side door?” she asked the Negro. Kit thought it was a grand bluff. There were two or three cars parked near the side door of the hotel. The colored boy in a bright blue uniform kept bowing and scraping to them. He was, “Yes, Missing,” in great shape, as Sarah afterwards said. The dining-room wasn’t open at such an early hour but there was another room, called a grille. They went in there and breakfasted in state, Sarah carrying it off with a wink. “I guess it’s easy enough, if you’ve got to throw it away anyway, to get something for it,” Sarah said, and Kit understood what she meant. She meant the youth and the beauty they both had. She meant that there was a market for it.


CHAPTER ELEVEN
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WHEN KIT WENT with Gordon Halsey to Kate’s house, really to pass inspection by Tom Halsey, the illicit liquor business was in its first full flush of success, as was the oil business when the elder Rockefeller, Mr. John D. himself, got in and the steel business when Andrew Carnegie began. The prohibition law had been passed the year before and the Anti-Saloon League was in its full glory. In old Virginia in the hall of the lower house, and for that matter in the state senate, old stamping ground of Patrick Henry... “Give me liberty or give me death”... of Thomas Jefferson... “The government that governs the least is the best government”... in this place as in many state capitals, men like Virginia’s Bishop Cannon were in control... they were holding the whip... politicians were in terror of them... Women’s Christian Temperance Union in control... money pouring in to the Anti-Saloon League from big industrialists... the saloon gone...

Oh, pride, oh, cock-sureness! “The saloon must never come back.” Now it will become fashionable, a real mark of distinction, to have a stock of liquor in the home. “We, the rich and the well-to-do, can have it now. These others, of the lower classes, the workers, they cannot get it. It costs too much. You’ll see they will be better workers now.”

“Not that I think there is anything wrong with liquor, in the hands of the right people.”

But wait, little one, it won’t be long. Soon the workers will have it too. There will be stuff made that can sell even at fifteen cents a drink.

The old corner saloons in the cities, saloons in small towns over the country... tough places, eh? Well, there was something to be said. Is it, after all, completely a woman’s world? The coal miner, coming to the surface of Mother Earth on a Saturday evening. At last a shave, perhaps even a bath, in a washtub in a shed back of his miner’s cabin. God knows kids enough sprawling and puking on the floor inside the cabin. “Here’s my week’s wage. I am holding out a dollar, a dollar and a half, two dollars. Yes, I’m going down to Jim’s.

“Yes, I know but God-damit, you look here, old woman, I work too. You talk about working your hands off here at home, over our kids. Yeah, I know.

“But what the hell, woman, even if I get a little spiffed, this one night a week, something warm down inside me for once?... All right, just as you say, then. Sure. Maybe I come home a little unsteady on my legs, singing as I make my way up the hill in the mud.

“What the hell, song on my lips for once anyway. My head muddled, eh? Well, sure. What of it? If I had much of a head would I be what I am? You knew when you took me on as your man I didn’t ever represent myself as any Einstein to you, did I, woman?

“Ah, shut up a minute, will you, old girl? There’s the money on the table, all I’ve earned all week... yes, risking my life every minute of the week and here’s a dollar-fifty in my hand. Into my pocket and presently into Jim’s till it goes. Sure I used to be content to stay at home with you, when you were young, hadn’t all these kids, when you were a damn sight prettier and, when it comes to that, a damn sight more stuck on me, too.

“Anyway here goes... an evening... some warm friendly talk with other men like me, other workers, other slaves, their chains kicked off for a few hours. What the hell if later I come back up the hill here, probably in the rain, with Frank and Harry and Will? All right, maybe a fight... maybe just the three of us, arms about each other’s shoulders, singing maybe... big feeling of real friendship for once anyway. ‘Harry, old pal, I know you’re one that will stick by a friend come rain, come snow. Put her there, Harry.’ That feeling. It’s good, woman, even if it’s all nonsense, even if it’s only, as you say, Jim’s booze talking in us.

“Damn it, woman, maybe there’s something about men you and no other woman rightly understands and never will.

“Nor the W. C. T. U., nor the politicians, nor the ones who have the money and can do as they damn please anyway. Why should they know? How can they know?

“Well, so-long, old woman. Get sore again if you think it will do you any good.”

And there are the Farmers too, hard-working little farmers of the West and Middle West. Down South they closed up the saloons early in the movement... afraid the Negro would get himself a drink, maybe get ugly, asserting that he’s as good as any man because he does a man’s work... all that nonsense. “There’ll always be a way for us whites to get what we want.”

Kansas went out early, too. They drank Peruna out there. D’you ever try it?

French workers, German workers, over in old Europe, sitting with wives and children in little cafés or beer gardens, wife and kids getting in on what fun there is for a working man. Perhaps a little music. You and the old woman and the kids, anyway the older ones, sitting at tables, maybe outdoors under trees, thumping on tables with beer mugs.

Little farmers over herewith bad years behind them. God knows with discouraging enough outlook ahead. In Jim’s, or Joe’s, or Pete’s, with others, of a Saturday night. Some of the factory boys in there too.

“Say if we small farmers and farm hands could ever learn to get together with the factory boys, there’d be something crack up in this country, eh? Boy, we’d make the politicians hump, eh?

“But hell, when it comes to the politicians, maybe they’re all right. I guess they only try to do what they think they can get away with, same as all of us. If we got together, had now say this socialism or this communism, we’d still have the politicians.

“But boy, we could crack the whip at their heels, eh what?”

Kit went to Kate’s with Gordon, in Gordon’s big yellow sport-model car. They went to Kate’s little white farmhouse, of so many approaches, the house half hidden behind the trees in front, apple orchard with old trees, long untrimmed, shaggy nice old trees filled in the fall with many little gnarled apples, big red barns. From the rear of the house, as from almost any point in that North Carolina country, you could see in the distance low wooded hills and in the far distance there was a big paved road that came up out of a valley and went twisting up over a hill. It was a cement road and after a rain, when the sun came out, how it glistened.

“I want to go fast, fast, over any road, into the distance, into the beyond. Do I not love my country? It is vast. How am I ever to know it a little if I do not go fast, fast?

“Fast. Fast.

“It is so vast.”

Gordon and Kit went into Kate’s by a side door and came at once into a fairly large room that had been arranged as a sort of restaurant or tea room.

But, after all, men in the illicit liquor trade did not sit in tea rooms. There were a few small tables with chairs, such as might have been seen in the back rooms of saloons before prohibition, tables at which sat farmers and workers playing cards, heavy fists thumping on tables. There was one picture, a campaign portrait of Chief Justice Hughes, on the wall... a left-over from the Wilson-Hughes presidential campaign... and a large couch against a blank wall. It was evident that the room had been made by taking out a partition between two rooms. It occupied a space that had been, formerly, when the house belonged to a farming family, the dining-room and parlor. There was a closed stairway leading up from a little hallway, the door to the hallway standing open and beyond the hallway a bedroom. As it turned out, that was Tom Halsey’s room although he seldom slept there. There was no desk and only one chair but he conducted conferences with men in the room, made arrangements and gave orders. He or his guest sat on the edge of the bed.

The upstairs, probably taken by bedrooms, was Kate’s.

Although they were not married she was known among Tom’s people as Kate Halsey. It wasn’t in the mode for fellows in Tom’s racket to inquire too closely into other fellows’ personal relations. The point went deeper. Was she okay? Did she keep her mouth shut? At that time Kit had never before seen Kate and did not see her at once when she entered the room with Gordon. There was a large long kitchen, running the whole length of the back of the house, with doors into the large room and into Tom’s room and it was equipped with the very latest in kitchen improvements, an electric stove, electric dish washer and clothes washer and a huge electric refrigerator. Kit and Gordon had entered by a side door into the large room and there were some men sitting at one of the tables and playing cards. They did not speak to Gordon nor he to them. The table was by a small fireplace in which there was a pile of dead wood ashes. Gordon went to sit on the couch. There was a small table with an electric lamp near it and on the table a newspaper was lying. It was an old newspaper but he picked it up and turning on the light pretended to read. Kit sat beside him and as she sat thus the men at the table turned, one at a time, and each took a long careful look at her.

It was an uncomfortable moment. Kit was uncomfortable and so also, very evidently, was Gordon. “So this had been his home, where he had spent his boyhood, this place?” She felt at once a certain sympathy for Gordon. Already he had told her of the woman Kate and of his father and she was eaten by curiosity. Would the father be like the men sitting at the table and one by one turning to stare at her?

How unfriendly they seemed in their attitude toward Gordon! “Will his father be like one of these men?” There was at once a feeling of relief. “After all I’m not yet married to him.” She had held him off. “I’ll see. I’ll think about it.” There was the temptation. It was evident there would be plenty of money, what seemed to her fairly oceans of money.

And most of all there would be a big fast sporty car to drive. Already she had managed that and when they were in the car... two or three evenings a week for several weeks it had been going on... there was a long trip on Sunday afternoons, often lasting until late at night... on all such trips she was at the wheel.

It was better so. He was pleading, pleading. “Oh, Kit, it is such a hard time for me.

“Do you not love me, Kit?”

“Well, I don’t know. I can’t tell yet.”

There was one thing certain. She loved his car. When you are at the wheel of a car and there is a man with you, trying so hard to make you... he can’t do much.

His arm about your shoulders sometimes. “But, Gordon, I can’t drive comfortably with your arm there.” She had been learning.

You do not put them off too abruptly, get cross, speak sharply. You smile or laugh. There is a thing you do with the eyes. It’s best when you are in some safe place, in a hotel dining-room. Kit had learned to be at her ease in such places. Gordon had surely done that for her, taking her about blowing in his money. She now knew what to do with the knives and forks, the little bird baths they put down before you with the dessert... she had been terribly puzzled at first.

You can do something with the eyes. You pretend you are afraid... Kit wasn’t, not of Gordon... all of his little tricks were too obvious, too easy to see through. You can make the eyes say things... “Oh, man, man, I long for you so but I am a pure young girl and so afraid. I do not dare, for a minute, surrender to my own feeling.” All of that implied by a look you now and then give him. Any woman who is a woman knows how. Working women, who are good-lookers and pursued by men, have to learn fast.

Or they will go under.

Under what?

Some man, of course.

And then what? “Well, I’ve got what I was after.” Perhaps all men were not like Gordon, but he was typical of a lot. Kit sensed that.

“The hunt is up. I am matching myself against this neat little piece.

“If I get her, win out, I will have proved something.

“That I am a real hunter, bring down my game when I go after it. We men, we have sometimes to prove ourselves real men.”

“But don’t you care for me, even a little?”

“Gordon, you know I do.” She did care. There was a side to him, a kind of boyishness sometimes. The old thing, the story of so many marriages... they are often enough not unhappy marriages... it is possible, even probable, that women can come to maturity, do often come to their own kind of maturity, quickly, in a way men cannot.

As some trees come to early maturity while others come slowly, oh, so slowly, if they come at all... the thing implied, often a quick natural growing.

Something in women closer perhaps to earth, to nature.

In working women often the seeming phenomenon, the constant contact with other and older women and with men, the kind of fine comradeship that does grow up between such women, as in Kit’s case with Agnes and with Sarah... “Get wise, kid, get wise. Get wise fast.”

Was there something to be held on to at all costs.. - the thing taught many girls?

“Look here. You’ve got something they want. They’ll be after it, hot after it. You must remember you are a poor girl, just a working girl. It’s all you’ve got. When you let go of it, be smart. Be sure you get something for it.”

All of that to such young women as Kit Brandon had been often said, whispered, with girlish giggles, said outright, plainly, as by one like Agnes.

“But don’t you care for me a little?”

“Well say, why do you suppose I go out with you?” His pleading. “It is so hard for me.” It was true, she in her own way knew, that he did suffer in his longing for her. She felt it in him. No woman is ever really hurt by that knowing, even when it is connected with a man not at all desirable to her.

And Gordon Halsey was, in his own way, desirable. Often his pleading, when they had driven to some other town on a Sunday afternoon, had dined in a hotel... he took her always to the best places... he had learned something of ordering a dinner... his boyish eagerness, the hurt look in his eyes... his wanting her to stay there with him, in the hotel for the night... as Sarah with that lawyer of hers. “But there’s my job, Gordon.”

“Oh, the hell with that.”

He offered her money. “Now listen, Kit, I’m not trying to buy you. I’ve found out you’re not one who can be bought. You need it.”

She did need it. “If I am to go about with him in his car and to such places.” She had taken his money and had built up her wardrobe carefully, with growing understanding of her own needs, keeping in mind always that it was better not to display her new and more expensive clothes at the store, to the other girls in the store.

They were interested, absorbed, giving to her the sort of sympathy such girls and women can give to their fellows, to one of their fellows trying to play the game, to win in the game. “Do you think he’s getting to her? Is she putting out?”

“No, he’s not, not from her.”

“I tell you what, Kit’s too smart. I tell you, she’s a smart kid.”

“You know I care for you. If not, why would I waste my time, going out with you?” A man can’t get too close, begin kissing, all that sort of thing in a car when the woman is driving. He had kept wanting her to stop by some dark roadside at night but she wouldn’t. “I’ll tell you straight, Gordon. If I marry you I’ll marry you.” She meant that at the moment, a kind of loyalty, woman to her man implied. “I guess, if you really want me to be your wife, you won’t want me trailing off after other men, as that other woman did.”

That kind of talking helping to hold him too. Whether or not it was talk just invented, as a part of the game she was playing, she didn’t herself know. She was becoming constantly sharper, keener, no doubt, from the first, too keen for him.

Were her words to him altogether lying words? “I care for his car, for his money.”

She did care for something else too. There is a thing, quite natural, strong in many women. “It may be that I can make him be what I want, if I know what I want”... the maternal, the feeling of maternal strength in the woman. The very fact that he couldn’t, didn’t dare come quite straight with her, about his father for example, having to bring her to the father for a kind of inspection, Gordon not being that far his own man...

The bluff he put up to her. “I want Dad to know you,” the implication that it was because he wanted to arouse in his father affection for her, that he was proud of her.

He perhaps was that. She was, she had no doubt of that... he had once shown her a photograph of the other one, his first wife... Kit was the best thing he had found or was likely to find.

The silence in the room to which Gordon had brought Kit continued for what seemed to her a long, long time. The men at the table, silently at their card playing, continued to turn from time to time, one after the other, to stare at her. One of them suddenly spoke. He called and his voice coming out of the silence made both Gordon and Kit jump. “Kate,” he called. “What about some beer here, Kate?”

The woman Kate came presently through a door that led to her kitchen and at the time Kit had the feeling that Kate was a good deal like a spider running out of some hidden hole at the base of its web. She changed her mind about Kate later, came to admire her.

She gave at first so distinctly the impression of a hard, ruthless woman. There were the heavy lines in her life-bitten face, a kind of rigidity. You felt something, a question... “Who, or what, has done this to you?

“You have been hurt, deeply hurt. Will you now begin to hurt others?”

Kate had been carried away from her man... the son Gordon did not know that story, knew only that she was not his mother... that mountain God-man ruthlessly robbed of his woman by Tom, as Tom was afterwards to do all things, with a sort of quiet ruthlessness. “There is a babe at your breast, woman. What more do you want?”

Why, indeed, there is something else wanted, something very deep, often very subtle, hidden away, in all women who are women. It is the desire, the hunger, to bear the child within the woman’s own body, feel the movement of it, the pain to be faced... act of creation. “Here is our woman thing. No man can ever go through this, feel this.” Afterwards to mark the child’s growth, hope for it, dream for it. The child that had been Kate’s child was not her child.

There was in her, as Kit later found out, a kind of blind loyalty. Such a woman must give of herself, blindly, to some man, the one-man woman. She had not been able to give what she had to give, to the other, the God-man... God-men are rarely woman-men... so she gave it to Tom Halsey.

That the giving was not quite wanted, that it was accepted only in a certain way... the woman to be used, put aside, then again used...

“Very well, then, I will be your servant.

“I am the one-man woman. My man is my man.” There was hurt enough in the woman who called herself Kate Halsey. She didn’t parade it. A few such people, men sometimes, women sometimes, hurt, kicked about by life... the artist man for example, the poet, the painter who does beautiful work, giving himself in all cleanliness, a D. H. Lawrence, a Rembrandt, when his world so carefully built fell down upon him when he was an old man, a Vincent Van Gogh, in America the poet Vachel Lindsay, examples of artist men so hurt... run, Vincent Van Gogh, to the woman in the house of prostitution with your ear in your hand... “Here, woman, if you cannot take me, take this bit of me.” There are some such men, some such women, who get out of such hurts a kind of inner laughter but others cannot get it. The hurt endures.

The woman Kate came into the room where Kit sat with Gordon. The curtains of the room were drawn, although it was still light outside... Kit and Gordon had arrived in the early evening of a summer Sunday. Electric lights were turned on. Kate came bringing bottles of beer and glasses and without speaking set them down before the men and, without looking at Kit or Gordon, returned to her kitchen. One of the men growled at her. “Thanks,” he said.

At that time, in the early days of prohibition and of the rapidly expanding illicit liquor trade, men like Tom Halsey, who had quickly spread themselves and the organization they had got together out over certain territories, were determined to control there, opportunity grasped in firm hands, much as nations put out strong hands to control trade areas, usually so-called backward countries... certainly backward in the ability to grasp and hold... spheres of influence established... ruthlessness in nations... ruthlessness in men, in the illicit liquor trade war outside the law. Against the high-jacker and his gang, who held up your liquor cars or trucks on the road, there was no legal redress. It was necessary to maintain your own army. Such men as Tom had become often brought into their territories tough guys, even city gun men. There was property to be protected. Oh, sacred property! There were now and then men who must be put out of the way. Two of the men playing cards in Kate’s house when Gordon and Kit came there were of this sort. The third man was a countryman, a tall fellow in overalls, a mountain man... he may have been learning the gun man’s trade. He had a long, rather serious-looking face and small gray eyes set close together.

He and who else?

There was one of the men in the room that day who had secret ambitions. He was one of the two city gun men brought in and his name was — or at least he spoke of himself as — Steve Wyagle. He was known as Shorty, being short of stature, a swarthy-skinned man, ancestry somewhere in the south of Europe, a fellow with blue-black hair, cut close to the head, thick-necked, the hair growing far down over his low forehead, a scar, evidently from an old knife wound, running down from near his left eye and disappearing behind his neck. The cut had not been properly mended. There had been a rough, careless job of sewing. White and red puckers of flesh showed against the dark brown of the skin.

He was ambitious. He was secretly at work. He looked at Gordon Halsey, who had brought a woman to that place. He was having himself a good look at Kit. He had heard tales. “This Tom Halsey, the big shot here, he has a weakness. It is his son and the son has a weakness. It is women.

“And now the son has got himself a new skirt, eh? The other one he had was a talker. All women talk. She came near getting Tom and the whole crowd into trouble.

“Now there will be a chance for me. If Tom doesn’t speak out, tell that son of his where to get off, kick this new dame of his out of the picture, I’ll do some talking myself. It will be a chance for spreading dissension. Perhaps, if he lets his son get away with this I’ll even put up a spiel to the big shot himself. I’ll have my say about this woman business and I’ll do it where some of the others can hear.

“And then, if he doesn’t kick her out, I’ll put it up to the boys. I’ll show this Tom Halsey who is the big shot here.”

The man Steve Wyagle, sitting and thinking, turning occasionally from his card playing for another look at Kit. Kit was also thinking. She had been brought to the place... she knew vaguely, although it had never been definitely put up to her, that she had been brought there to be inspected by Tom Halsey, Gordon’s father. Well, where was the man? Why didn’t he show himself? The man she was presumed to be about to marry was sitting beside her, obviously nervous. He kept the newspaper before his face, pretended to be absorbed in it. That would be, always... one might as well face the truth... about his speed. He was a pretender. He would be always, now pretending to be tough, now to be more or less the gentleman, now a sport, now a man in love. He would be the sort almost any woman could knock off, terribly in love today, quite cold tomorrow.

“He hasn’t got me yet.”

“But there is something else too.” It is likely that all morals, all moral codes are the inventions of men. Kit had something — the grand unmoral nature of all true women. There was hunger in her, it had been growing in her. “I want what I want, good clothes, above all a fine fast car to drive.

“It is all right to talk about the nobility of labor, the sort of talk I used to hear on the lips of Agnes... I guess it was O. K. for her, talking that way, feeling that way, but I’m different. You have to try to get a few things you want for yourself. It’s all right, I guess, this talk about the nobility of labor, but what’s noble in this wearing yourself out as a clerk in a five-and-ten?

“Or in a cotton mill or shoe factory?

“It must be that all such talk comes from those who never did any real work.”

There were those like the revolutionist Agnes.

“Well, all right, but I’m not Agnes.”

There was that in Kit that demanded something out of life while she was young, felt the power of youth in herself.

And there was another angle. As she sat in that room with the not-very-cheerful-looking card players and the nervous Gordon she was aware of a growing fear in her. She had been to movies, had read newspapers. The young Italian man, in the place where she had the room in the shoe factory town, was addicted to detective stories and she had read several of them. When you read such a book you got excited, were held tightly, but afterwards it all faded away. You could remember nothing at all of the characters in the book. Your knowledge of people was in no way extended. There was, in fact, after reading, a queer sold-out feeling in you but something remained.

If not people at least thoughts coming back of a murder on some lonely road at night, or in a lonely farmhouse — blood flowing, a dead man or woman. The women were so often young and beautiful. Kit began to be afraid. There were such things as gang killings, people not wanted put out of the way. How did she know the man, Gordon’s father, wanted his son to take another wife?

Something else. There were gang rapings. Groups of men, roughs, usually after drinking, sometimes attacked young girls in small American towns. Almost every town had in its history some such story. The stories were whispered about among the girls in the factories. There was even a story in the Bible. Some girl had told Kit to look it up and read it. “It was in the Old Testament, Genesis XIX.”

Lot in the house in Sodom — gang of the boys outside.

“Behold, now, I have two daughters who have not known man.” Big night for the boys.

There was fear but it passed quickly. Kit sat up very straight beside Gordon who had slumped and sat with the newspaper still held before his face. She had, at the moment, something of the quality in her bearing that had made Tom Halsey a leader. She was neatly but not flashily dressed, in a well-fitted suit, certainly well-tailored, and there was something quiet and steady in her eyes. “They don’t rape my kind. I’ve got something they won’t dare try to touch.”

There was surely something ridiculous in her attitude at that moment. She was unarmed. The three men at the table were all physically powerful men. They were not sensitive to attitudes.

A door opened and Tom Halsey came into the room through the door that led into the downstairs bedroom and walked straight across the room to Kit and Gordon, and Gordon immediately jumped up. He tried to be at ease, to be cheerful, a kind of hail-fellow.

“Why, hello, Dad.”

“Hello, Gordon.” Tom was smiling. How much affection, how much contempt there can be in the attitude of a father toward a son. “Hello.” Gordon was muttering an introduction. He sat and then quickly got to his feet again. The newspaper he had been holding fell to the floor. The three men at the table were staring but Tom Halsey paid no attention to them or to the confusion of his son. He had the detached air of a doctor coming into his waiting room. There are several people sitting and he nods to one of them. “Will you please come this way?” He walked to the door of his bedroom and opening it stepped aside and Kit, who had followed, went in.

“It’s a bedroom, you see,” he said when they were both inside and the door closed. “I’ll have to apologize but it is also my office.” If Kit Brandon had been learning, picking up points as she went along in life, so had Tom. If you are in the illicit liquor business in a big way, if you want to be a big shot in the game, you’d better learn. You’ll be meeting all sorts of people who must be handled. Better step carefully, learn fast. In Tom Halsey there were also secret new ambitions. They all get it, the successful ones, big stock-market riggers, big shots in finance and industry. “Look here, I’m in this game now but I’m going to get out when I get mine. I’m going to be respectable and respected.”

“There’s only the one chair, you see. You take it. I’ll sit here, on the edge of the bed.”

There was a second door to the room and it led into the kitchen and at once Kit knew that the woman Kate, she had just seen for the first time, was in there, standing in there, not moving, listening.

Antagonism in the men she had seen in the other room, antagonism in Kate. There was Gordon’s father, Tom Halsey, sitting on the edge of the bed. Silence. “So he’s having himself a good look, appraising me.

“He and his son can both go to hell for all I care.”

It was well for Kit that she had been born a mountain lass, daughter of mountain folk. They all have it, the mountain people, Gipsies, American Indians. All can sit in the presence of others in prolonged silence... poker-faced. Tom Halsey would have been thinking of his son as he sat looking at Kit.

“So he thinks he wants this one. That’s strange.” This out of a contempt for the son he wouldn’t have dared admit to himself. There was this other thing, growing in him. “If I make good in this game I’m in, pile up a lot of money, I’ll be wanting something I can’t get in my own self. It’s a tough game. I’ll have made too scaly a record. I’ll have to get it through my son... respectability, a Halsey thrust up out of the muck.

“I wish he were better stuff. In this matter a man must work with what he has. But the woman his son gets and by whom he may have a son must be O. K.”

“This looks like a firm little thing.”

Tom had sense enough to know that his Gordon was not likely to cut in on one of the so-called established families in the section of country he had marked down as his own, for which there would be a constant, a ruthless war, under cover, with other ambitious men. “She might do for what I want for my son.”

He was looking at her not coldly, not warmly. “My son tells me that you and he are planning to be married,” he said finally and Kit answered in a tone much like his own. She smiled. “He may be planning. He has spoken of it. I’m not planning.”

“You may take that. Put it in your pipe. Smoke it.” Kit said nothing of the sort. She may again have been thinking of Sarah... luxury of the rich that Sarah had spoken of. “I wonder if he lives here, in this dump, men like those fellows outside there for companions? It doesn’t look to me like a life I want.”

Tom arose, from his seat on the bed. “Let’s step outside,” he said, and they went out of the room, through Kate’s kitchen, as Kit had already guessed, the woman Kate standing just outside the half-closed door. She made no effort to conceal the fact that she had been standing, looking and listening, and Tom did not look at her.

He led the way out onto a back porch and into an orchard. Kit smiled. “Well, this is good,” she thought. She was thinking of Gordon, behind his newspaper in the room with the three men, of his sitting there and waiting, wanting, she thought, to be self-possessed, to create an impression of strength. How many men in the world always wanting to seem to be what they cannot be, never getting the idea that strength is in acceptance of limitations, not in stretching them!

What a splendid big game hunter Gordon would have made! How much false hair grows on the breasts of some men?

At the same time, in Kit, something very feminine. The father would walk with her, trying to get her number, he deciding whether or not he wanted her for his son’s wife, leaving the son to sit in there. There is a mother in every real woman. “Don’t you think we’d better call Gordon? He and I will be getting back to town.”

Tom stopped and stood looking at her. There was Gordon’s flashy car parked near the house. They were in a path that led through an orchard, crossed a bridge over a small stream, and led into a wood. The day was growing old and dusk was coming on. Tom took no notice of the implication of her remark, that she and not Gordon’s father would make the decision about her marriage, that just the same she was sorry for Gordon, did not like leaving him sitting in that room, the woman Kate and the men sitting in there no doubt having guessed what the son’s visit to his father was all about.. they making a kind of tame and impotent bull of him who so wanted to be thought of as so very male, so very bullish. Tom stood for a moment looking at Gordon’s car. “I’m afraid he likes to advertise the fact that he has plenty of money to spend,” he said. He went on along the path, Kit beside him. “Oh, all right,” she thought. “If he is willing to rub it into his son why should I worry?”

Kit with Tom Halsey walked along a path through an old orchard, the path grass-grown. She got curiously alive that day.

“So there is a way for a man to get at a woman other than, well, let’s say Gordon’s way.” She didn’t think any such thoughts definitely. They were implicit afterwards, in her talks regarding her life... the curious jumping from moment to moment. “I was sorry for Gordon.”

“I thought his father was a man, all right. In all that happened after I met him I always did think that.”

She would have walked with the man that day a little defiant. It was all right, in a way, the idea of marriage with Gordon. It meant for her... well, what did it mean? She had no notion that he would be what is called a faithful husband. Several of the girls in the five-and-ten had spoken on that angle. “There couldn’t any woman bank on that guy.

“He’d be after some new skirt inside a year.

“Any girl that flattered him a little could get him.”

It was a little rough, his being left, sitting in there... in the room in the house where the three tough ones were playing cards.

On the other hand, nothing so swell about staying in the five-and-ten. Pretty soon a girl is worn out, begins to look tired, hasn’t got any pep.

You get to the place where you’ll just take anything that comes along. Then kid§ come, yourself dragging along through life. If you want to kick loose you can’t get a job any more. They all want the young good-lookers. It was a good thing that one like Gordon didn’t know what he had to offer. If he was really smart he’d know he could pick ’em like apples off a tree. What, a swell car to drive, putting it over on other women? Money to buy clothes? Perhaps in Kit, that day as she walked with Tom Halsey... on the spot with him, as it were... a kind of something, not very clearly defined... something all American women very passionately deny... it may be they don’t really want it... it might be called, “manhood.”

What do you mean, a big he-man?

No, not that... Christ, not that.

Women plastering themselves all over the place. What’s done gone with a certain old, old, oh very old, relationship between man and woman? Tag! You’re it!

It may well be that, in certain periods in man’s stumbling progress through, let’s say history, he not too aware... she always sheing and sheing...

Being always more sensibly aware... this not to say she is necessarily top hole...

Not really wanting to be... always a little self-consciously hurt when she is shoved up there... you know, on top...

It may be that the man, Tom Halsey, had it for Kit Brandon. I thought so more than once as she told me her story. They walked through an old apple orchard, the sort of old apple trees that are left for years untrimmed, producing every year smaller and smaller apples, a forest of sprouts growing up from each limb, then across a bit of meadow and a bridge. They got into a small wood and went through it to stand by a fence in a place that gave a view of distant meadows, the land going up and up, softly rolling toward distant hills. There was a paved road to be seen, a cement road, a thread of grayish white against the green of meadows. It was getting on toward dark and the cars... people of near-by towns were out for a late Sunday drive... headlights of some of the cars were already lighted... there was a flow, a swift moving procession. The cars came from behind a hill, almost black now in that light, moved across a high clear place, disappeared temporarily behind a little hill, emerged again, the headlight of one car making a patch of light in which the car before it moved... swiftly... seemingly swift...

The moving lights, people hurled thus so easily, swiftly, through space...

Story of the modern American world... significant of what was going on out there, across darkening fields... an age when man, in his concentration on one phase of life, the mechanical... much, oh much achieved... the automobile perhaps the finest expression of it all...

“I want”... (in a material world)... “I want.”

The overbalance, science gone a little insane. “Let’s go to the moon or to Mars next.”

O.K. Go on child-man. We’ll see what you get out of that.

Kit and Tom... he was silent. The silence between the two went on for a long time but Kit wasn’t impatient. This business of the young, among our American women, wanting the young among our American men. “God knows I’d like to get a mature one if I could, one who would mean something to me... not just what one like Gordon means by it.” There is no doubt that, from the first moment he laid eyes on her, Tom Halsey had a certain respect for something in Kit, as he had for something in the woman Kate.

He wouldn’t have been thinking specially, “Will she do?” There would have been little or no doubt of a kind of firmness, of reality, in her. The nonsense, already in the man’s head, about his son... “Through him, or a grandson, I may get the Halseys established... big people, respectable people”... he was later to speak of this matter a good deal to Kit... it always went over her head...

He must have accepted her from the start. They stood together by the fence on that night for a long time, darkness coming... the time may not have been as long as it seemed later to Kit... there might even have been a kind of bond growing between the two.

There could have been something. They had both been born and had spent childhoods on poor mountain land and the land lying there before them that night, most of it embraced in the farm Tom had bought for Kate... it would have been good rich land.

Forests covering it in an earlier day, in a day not so far away from the two, then settlers coming, trees hacked down, the generations following each other.

Westward going, westward going, westward going.

A kind of obsession in that, too. There was too much land left wasted and unused behind the generations.

The coming of the machine, science, mechanical progress, the overbalance. They certainly were not aware. Kit thought she got a growing liking for Tom Halsey from the first. It would break down but slowly in her.

She wasn’t bothered by his silence and just stood near him, they both looking off across the land toward the distant road, high up across the wide space, until he was ready to return to the house. They had got half way back, were again in the overgrown farm road that ran through the orchard, before he spoke. It was quite dark in there and from the house, all the shades being tightly drawn, no lights came. He touched her arm and she stopped. “I guess you and Gordon will go through with it.” It was dark and she didn’t look toward him but suddenly she knew that he was right. She would go through with it with Gordon, would have herself a swell fast car to drive, money to buy things she thought she wanted. His voice, as was usual with him, was very quiet. Something began. He afterwards talked to Kit more than to others. Something like feeling, exasperation, crept into the voice. “He won’t stick to you. He won’t stick to anything. You may be able to make him be something.”

He walked on ahead of her and she followed. “You don’t need to come into the house. I’ll send him out to you. It may be we can do something together.” He didn’t say to her what was in his mind. Perhaps he had become again a mountain man and liked her being a mountain woman, one of his own people. “It may be we can do something together.” She found out later that he meant she might have a son by his son, one who would come close to his own wishes.


CHAPTER TWELVE
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KIT GOT HER automobile. She got a fast little roadster which Gordon bought for her. She thought sometimes of Sarah and her lover. After she left the place where she and Sarah had worked together she never heard from that particular attractive little female. Had Sarah’s racket worked? Did she hold on to her lawyer lover? Did the lawyer’s wife find him out and maybe wreck her husband’s little holiday? Sarah had talked very glowingly about the hotel room where she had stayed with her pickup that first night and now Kit lived in a hotel, the best in a town of perhaps 75,000 people. She had a suite there, with a bedroom of her own and also a living room. She could lie in bed in the morning, pick up the telephone beside her bed, order breakfast sent up. She had been married to Gordon Halsey some six or eight months and all of these wonders had happened.

The rooms were fixed up to suit her own fancy. What dresses she bought, what furnishings for her bed, hangings for windows, couch covers, fur coats, shoes, how many pairs of shoes!

One automobile? Why she could have any one of dozens. It was like being married to an automobile salesman. To be sure she couldn’t exactly own them. Tom Halsey had cars working out from a dozen centers of activity. There was liquor being run northward from a long seacoast, North Carolina, South Carolina, spots along the Gulf of Mexico. In a city like New Orleans there were many ways for small craft, from West Indies Islands, to dash in or creep in. Big towns of the North, Pittsburgh, Youngstown, Akron, Toledo, Cleveland, Detroit, Indianapolis, St. Louis... count them over on your fingers and toes... all the good stuff coming in didn’t come through Canada... there were all the rich and the well-to-do, wanting the best. For the poor the alki cookers among the foreign-born in industrial suburbs of cities. These under the thumb of the big shot in any one of the big towns. For the poor the alki cookers of such places and the mountain moonshiners. In the Southern cities they nearly all drank raw moon. They said they liked it. “Give me some good moon for mine.”

“Good moon indeed.” Tom once explained it all, smiling in the soft way he had got into. “Yes, I dare say they did make some good moon in our hills once.” In Northern cities and towns they had a kind of illusion about the mountain moon and that helped make a market. They had read books and stories about mountain moonshiners, the gun-toting, hard-eyed mountain man. “Yes, sah, I’z sure proud of the liquor I make.”

“Proud hell!” Tom knew. He rather enjoyed telling Kit, wising her up. He had accepted her. “If there is any one of the cars I own you think you’d enjoy driving for a time, let me know.” He had caught her love of driving, her passion for fast and powerful cars. “She’s a square shooter,” he thought. “She isn’t one of the gabby kind.” In the presence of her husband’s father Kit never did talk much. She sensed his desire to talk... to a woman... knew, in a way in which women do know such things, that he had chosen her to play a certain role in his own life. He came to the hotel where she and Gordon both lived... after the first two or three months they had got separate suites, a fact that Tom Halsey knew but didn’t want to let himself know. It might have been indicative of a breakup between his son and Kit and he didn’t want that.

He came to the door of her suite, usually in the late afternoon, and knocked on her door. Kit would be sitting and reading a book. There was a slant she had at that time. It might all have been due to the flood of possession that was coming her way at just that time. She tried to explain it afterwards but couldn’t, not very satisfactorily. There was a queer feeling, a kind of sense of obligation, money flowing freely to her, possessions flowing so freely. “There wasn’t a thing in the world I could think of I wanted, or thought I wanted, I couldn’t get.

“I could go into a shoe store, not the kind of cheap-john place we girls in the factory or in the five-and-ten had to go to but one of these places where they sell only expensive shoes.

“I could just go in and sit down.” The whole thing had fascinated her for a time. Clerks were bowing to her, kneeling at her feet. “Yes, Mrs. Halsey.”

“Yessing me all over the damn place,” she said. She liked it for a time. I gathered she did not write to Sarah or to Agnes the revolutionist, did not go back to the five-and-ten where Gordon had found her. “What was the use? If I had gone in there the girls would only have thought I did it to rub it in.” Even if Sarah, for example, had won out in her racket, had been able to hold her lawyer, or some other who had money, she would have been feeling, in the presence of Kit... well, Kit was legitimately married, she had been made an honest woman.

And there was her own family. There were other children in that family. It might be that her father, with his slovenly wife, was still living in the mountain cabin from which she had escaped, other children born, perhaps children wanting shoes, decent food, young girls, it might well be, having happen to them what she thought had come so near to happening to her at the hands of her father.

“You can’t. It’s no use.” Kit was meaning to say that if money, possessions, flow in to you as they did to her at that time, there isn’t anything you can do about it. She did not put it into words but had the conviction that, if you get into the stream of it... there is always unaccountable wealth lying about... people have never learned how to use land, houses, towns, clothes, possessions of any sort. You get caught as in a stream during a sudden flood. There you are. Better swim with the stream.

If you go trying to help others you become, almost inevitably, patronizing. There might be a few people in the world who could do the thing. There was that woman Kit had met in the library, that time when she was in the town where shoes are made. “I don’t know. Maybe one like that could do it,” Kit said. “I knew I couldn’t.”

You went into the shoe store, where they sold only the most expensive makes of shoes. Kit must always have known that she had very slender beautiful feet, slender graceful ankles. Shoe clerks never miss the chance to tell women customers such things. The clerks yessing her. They were kneeling at her feet. A kind of gaudy feeling came. It might well be that the shoe clerk was the son of some Southern so-called first family, the family having gone broke. “Why, my grandfather owned 600 slaves.”

“Oh, yeah!” A kind of nice... for the time nice... inward laugh. “Gee, and to think I once, not so long before, worked in a shoe factory.” They hadn’t made any such shoes in that place. It was a place where they made cheap shoes, for working men and working women. They made thousands of pairs of shoes for one of the big mail-order houses.

“Yes, I’ll take that pair. Send them over to the hotel.”

“Yes, Mrs. Halsey. And will that be all today?” Such bowing, such politeness. “Boy, you’d better be polite to me.”

“Oh, Mrs. Halsey, here is something, a sample pair, in a new style... there aren’t many women who could really wear them.

“Do you mind... I’d love to see them on your feet.” She fell for it. She didn’t quite fall for it. There was, no doubt, during that period in her life, a something that did save her. It was a kind of basic common sense.

Just the same you can ride high, ride fancy, for the time. There is always a fly in the ointment. It is the thing basically wrong with material wealth. It may be that wealth is at bottom no good. All people who have much material wealth must at times have a feeling that began to come to Kit. Wouldn’t it be wonderful if all people should some day find out that there is, at bottom, no fun in being rich... rich in material possessions, money, land, things, while there is in the world one other human being who is in want? You go to the theatre, into what is called society, to the houses of others who are also rich, to an expensive restaurant. How nice! Who can doubt the joy to be got from the feel of warm well-made clothes, women being made beautiful by beautiful clothes... women should be beautified, it is the secret longing of all feminine hearts... joy of feeling with the fingers beautiful and costly fabrics?

You come out of some such place. There are the poor or the hungry in the streets. Are you to become blind?

Can you build up some feeling of being a specially deserving one in yourself or will you take the other road? “These people I see shuffling through the streets. They are of an inferior stock.” Surely in this notion the basis on which was built the idea of Southern aristocracy in America — something to put against the fact of chattel slavery while it existed. “I am brainier, wiser, shrewder.

“I am an artist. I am a person of taste.”

You go into a Southern city and see there, walking along, a very beautiful woman. You are with a Southerner. “Look,” you cry, “how beautiful she is.”

“What, a nigger beautiful?”

Or... “Can there be such a thing as a beautiful factory girl?”

It is necessary, almost imperative, to build something... “culture may be a way out, to make me feel more comfortable.” Oh, the American women, who have had a little luck, perhaps have got, through marriage, some man to devote his life to money making. Women in literary clubs, speakers brought in, a blindness got... oh, blessed blindness. Kit said that for a time she did it, tried to do what is called “improve the mind.” She said she took The New York Times, read the Sunday book supplement, went and bought books. She would be reading one of the books when Tom Halsey came to see her.

This before there was a kind of break-up between them.

This before they did really get at each other a little, come for a time to a kind of understanding.

There was, at first, the question of money — how was it to be got from Tom to Kit? He made his son a generous, a more than generous, allowance, but there was in Gordon, as Kit soon found out, something not in his father. He was tight. When he had got hold of money he didn’t want to let go. Kit thought that from the beginning, after Tom Halsey began to clean up, rake it in, and after he began to pitch money into the lap of his son, Tom having, as Kit also found out, a romantic notion, hidden away somewhere at the back of his head, something about a family established... there was a kind of humbleness in him... although he tried hard to stay in the background, never to push himself forward, was very careful to avoid publicity, a thing bound to destroy any man in his racket... humbleness based on the fact that he was shrewd enough to know that his own past... he having served time in jail as a small bootlegger and rumrunner, that he had himself no chance to do what is called “make it.”...

Respectability, standing, even at the last, perhaps in a grandson if not in his own son, the Halseys beginning to be established, looked up to by respectable people. “I don’t believe he ever asked himself the direct question,” Kit said... this when disillusionment had come to her, long after the time of which we are now speaking... Kit getting a kind of notion into her head that may possibly, in these days, be penetrating many American heads... “He was puzzled. I don’t think he ever thought about how some of the people he wanted secretly to be like, or to have perhaps a grandson to be like... you know,” she said, “people like bankers, cotton-mill owners... fellows like that, big-bugs who lived in grand houses... he never stopped to ask himself, ‘How did they get theirs?’”

There was, as suggested, the question of the passage of money, from Tom to Kit. Tom, she said, didn’t want to come right out and ask her. Tom’s particular romantic slant so bound up in an odd way with the son could certainly not be fed in that way.

“Say, Kit, what about it, does your husband, my son, loosen up?”

Gordon didn’t. He paid his wife’s hotel bill. He wanted her to come and ask him for money. I gathered that he was one who likes, in the presence of other men, to appear generous and open-handed. “Come on, boys, have a drink. This one’s on me.” Kit... she certainly got wise faster and faster after marriage to Gordon... said he was a check grabber who always missed his grab. “I’d have seen him in hell before I’d ever have asked him for a red.”

She said that Tom liked to come to her room to sit and talk. He told her a good deal about the organization he had managed to build up, what men in his organization had to be watched, who among the many men working for him and with him were anxious to replace him, become the big shot in his territory. She gathered that there were spies everywhere, men who came to him, told him what in secret was going on within his organization, the spies perhaps watched by other spies. In the tangled mess he had to try to keep a clear, cool head. “You try to let them, if they will, kill one another off. If they won’t do it, you take a hand yourself.”

Kit said that Tom, the big shot, so-called, in the first few months after her marriage to the son, often sat with her for hours. He had decided to trust her. He wanted some one he could trust. He really wanted to ask her whether or not she had got pregnant by his son but there was in him a kind of delicacy about putting the question bluntly as there was about going into the matter of money. He sat with her and talked, very quietly, she said, often smiling softly as he told of some man within his organization he had to get... she thought afterwards that there must always have been killing going on, he not taking a direct hand... she thought he didn’t take a direct hand for a long time. She said, “I was pretty green. I thought I understood a lot more than I did understand.”

He sat and talked but he always left money with her. “He saw to it that I had plenty of money.”

It was in a way amusing, Tom’s method of giving her the money. He never gave it to her directly. When he left her presence... she had got his number... he never spoke of money to her. He had been sitting on a chair or on a couch in her living room. It is likely that during this particular period of Kit Brandon’s life adventures, when she must have spent a great deal of money for clothes, for shoes and hats... she did not confine her purchases to the Southern industrial town but took several trips alone to New York... she took magazines like The New Yorker... went into select and expensive shops there.... She had read carefully some magazine... picture on an advertising page of some pretty hot baby, about her own age, perhaps stepping out of the door of an expensive-looking mansion, the woman she saw in the advertisement clad in a mink coat... an advertisement designed and written no doubt by some hack advertising writer, a fellow with his own ambitions... he no doubt figuring that if he could cut a bit deeper into the American advertising cake he could move say from Brooklyn to Bronxville... hot dog... getting a bit higher up in American life.

Words in the advertisement like this... “Slim, straight swagger lines. A coat with casual informal elegance that appeals so definitely to smart women, $2650.”

“Boy, that for me, I’ll take me a look into that.” There always remained in Kit a kind of sensible occasional going back to the living language’ she had acquired as cotton-mill girl, factory girl, five-and-tern clerk... taking, very sensibly, what she could get. The chances are that all through her flush period, being Gordon’s young wife, the father hoping for a son from her, she really dressed for the man, Tom Halsey.

She thought there was something in him that knew when she was, as she said, rigged out top notch. When he had been with her and he had gone she took a look, in the chair or couch where he had been sitting. He always left it, tucked in somewhere, not to be too easily missed. There would be three hundred, a thousand, sometimes as much as fifteen hundred or two thousand. “I never would say he wasn’t a pretty swell guy,” she said when she was explaining all this.

But there was something peculiar, to the outsider very interesting. Tom Halsey must always have had to fix a good many men. There would have been county officials, federal men to be seen. For a time, at least for several years after prohibition came, there was more money to be made, less risk to be run, in being an enforcement officer than in being in the racket itself.

Tom had got a notion in his head. Money must never be directly passed. Why? More than once the same thing has popped up in the dealings had with politicians by big industrialists. Old stories of little black bags, the box of cigars left in a hotel room. There is a thin layer of cigars at the top of the box and below, hidden away under the cigars, so and so many bills. You go into Senator Strathaway’s room. It is well to take some one with you, say a clerk. “Why the senator isn’t here. He told me to meet him here. I brought him this box of cigars.” You open the box, let the clerk see the cigars neatly laid there in the box and at that moment in comes the senator. There is a little casual conversation and out you go. You make a motion with your hand. “Senator, I brought you some of my own imported cigars. I thought you would like them.”

It makes it all so very nice afterwards. There is an investigation. The senator has suddenly too much money. You are on the witness stand. “Did you or did you not, on a certain occasion, go to the senator’s room? Did you leave something there?”

“Yes, I did. It happens I took with me my secretary. I took the senator a box of cigars. It just happens that I opened it in the presence of my secretary.

“And it happens also, sir, that there was in the room at the time another. It was a hotel bell boy. He came in with a telegram and just then the senator came in. They all heard everything that was said. They all saw me leave. They saw the cigars. I have always admired the senator. It is a habit of mine to leave cigars with men I admire.”

It was amusing to Kit. Afterwards she saw and heard a good deal of it. “Of course he had to pay his way.” She even thought that, in Tom’s mind, the fact of not actually passing the money in some way cleared him. It was as though he had said even to himself, “You see, I have not paid the man any money.

“It happens that I was out driving in my car and I met him, a federal man or a county official. He was in his car and we both stopped. We had a conversation but nothing was said of money. He may have said something like this... ‘well, I expect you to take care of me,’ but what of that? He did not mention money nor did I. It happens that we were standing and talking at the side of the road, near a grassy bank, and I suddenly had the impulse to go and lay some money on the bank. I did not see him pick it up.

“It is obvious, is it not, that I never gave him a cent? I could go into any court in the land and swear to that.”

Kit had got money, an expensive mink coat, another of squirrel... it always reminded her — a little guilty feeling in her — of the squirrels chattering at evening and in the early morning in the woods near her father’s mountain cabin when she was a child... gowns and more gowns... two or three evening gowns, rarely used... her husband wanted her to put one on when she went with him to prize fights or to a wrestling match but she refused... expensive shoes a plenty.

Oh, what beautiful shoes are made for our American women! Where in the world can they be equalled for beauty? They are so trim — trim as were the clipper ships Americans once built to race through the seven seas. Go forth American Women. Sail blithely the seven seas.

Kit did most of her fast sailing in a trim little sports model car. From the first that was the best thing she got from her marriage, the car of her own. It took her away from marriage, let her at times forget. All day and every day she kept the car parked in the street before the hotel. She got the hotel doorman to keep a place for her, not directly in front of the hotel but across the street, where she could see it from a window of her suite. Her husband did not like driving with her. “She drives too fast.” He said it made him nervous.

Effort to have and keep a feeling of loyalty to him. It must have gone on for some time. “I would like to give him a fair break. He has taken me out of the five-and-ten, out of the factories.” When she was alone in their common suite, this before she told him bluntly to get one of his own... “If you want to get one next to mine O.K.... only we will keep the door between the two closed.” When she was alone in the hotel suite she liked the feeling that she could look out of the window and see the car parked in the street below. She went and looked at the mink coat hanging in a closet, ran her hand over the soft fur, saw the gowns she had bought hanging there, the expensive shoes in a shoe bag hanging on the closet door, opened drawers to look at soft costly lingerie.

Then to the window to look at the car in the street below. She laughed. “It isn’t so bad to live like this — on the trigger as it were.” She had picked up on the floor of the bathroom of the suite, when she still shared it with her husband, a letter. “Well, well!”

But after all it wasn’t unexpected and in any event she had never been very warm to him. It happened that, on the day she found the letter... it was late morning and he was up and gone... he had gone into the bathroom before leaving to arrange his tie... quietly, quietly, not to awaken her... she was awake all the time... she was always pretending to be asleep when he was about...

.. At night saying... “but I am so tired. I am so sleepy, Gordon.”

The letter had been kicked back under the edge of the bathtub. “Oh, my darling... I am so hungry to see you.” There was a good deal of that sort of thing in the letter. Kit stood naked reading it and presently, when the first queer little shock had passed... she knew instinctively, as women always know, what one of the women in the crowd she and Gordon were always being with it was. She thought of the factory girl Sarah. The little thing now after her Gordon was rather like Sarah.

A little shock and then a sense of relief, too. “Now I can have it out with him.” A certain pretense she didn’t much like could be dropped.

He wouldn’t dare venture an open break. He would be afraid of his father. She looked down at her own slender naked body and then reached for a towel. The letter... it had got wet from her wet fingers... the words in it were written in pencil... her wet fingers smeared the letters. She tore it up and sent it down the toilet. “I don’t want any evidence. At bottom he will be glad enough. I’ll give him a real break.”

He could go ahead, get him a little hot one like Sarah, come in when he wished at night. That day when she found the letter, when she had torn it to bits, sending it down the toilet, standing over the toilet to watch the little rushing cascade of water that carried it away, she had already bathed but she ran fresh water into the tub and took another bath. It wasn’t the touch of the letter. The woman who was now after her man, the one she had happened to marry, was like Sarah and she had rather admired Sarah. No doubt Gordon had said words to the woman. “My wife is a cold woman.” She had been cold. She dressed slowly, going now and then to a window to look down at the car parked in the street. She had already phoned to have it brought from the garage. She was alternately smiling and then frowning, hating as all people do the necessity for plain speaking, trying to think... “Will I put it on the grounds of finding this letter or will I be honest?” It might work better to be angry. She was for a moment sorry that she had destroyed the letter. It would have been more simple to thrust it at him. “Here. Take this. And now get out of here.” Although she had destroyed the letter it was the tone she finally adopted, thinking it would make it all somewhat easier for him. He could lie, as he did, say he knew nothing about any letter, did not know who had written it, etc., etc. There was to be sure an angry scene but it turned out as Kit wished. She did not have to sleep with him, feel his arms about her at night, go with him to prize fights and wrestling matches, run about with his crowd.

There still remained the father, Tom Halsey. She had reckoned on Gordon’s not telling him, knew he wouldn’t, but there was something else. She felt, in fact knew, that Tom had hoped for a child from his son’s marriage. She was not pregnant. There were moments in the months after her separation from Gordon... before others they kept up the appearance of things being as they had been... in the month after the secret break Kit spent more and more time abroad in her car, sometimes driving all day alone, ranging far and wide... there were moments when she thought, “I could get me another man as he has got a woman.” She might become pregnant. There were opportunities offered. She had stopped her car, being alone, beside a road on the crest of a hill and a young man, no doubt a salesman, came along. He stopped his car and walked over to her car, saying he had lost his way.

It was a bluff, his wanting a close look. He hung about for a few minutes, trying to make conversation.

She could have had him. There were plenty of others. Often she stopped for lunch at some hotel in a strange town, men in the dining-rooms giving her the eye. “Shall I?” She wanted, or thought she wanted to hang onto the advantage she had got, keep the flow of money from Tom Halsey coming her way. “How easy it is for any woman to fool any man,” she thought.

She had it out with Tom one afternoon when they were alone together, when he had come to her rooms at the hotel. He drove her into a corner. “I have been here several times. You were not at home.”

“I see that you and Gordon have taken separate suites.” Should she tell him about the letter?

“No.” He would stick to Gordon.

“I know what he is like, but he is my son.

“There was an undertaking. When you married him you knew what he was like. You undertook to hold him. It was a job you tackled.”

Kit was sitting in her room looking at Tom who was looking sharply at her. She put her head down into her hands and her shoulders shook. “Now I will have to think fast.

“This is not a Gordon with whom I have to deal.” She began telling a long broken story of the efforts she and Gordon had made. They had been bitterly disappointed. She said she had been to a doctor but the doctor had said there was nothing wrong with her. She had even prayed, she said. She sat, not looking at him, and there was a long unbroken silence during which something came into her head.

It was an idea. It may have been that the idea had been in her, had been growing in her. It was that if she could not serve the man sitting there before her in one way there might be another. She did not look at him but still sat with her face in her hands. “What a bluffer I am.” She made her shoulders shake. “I am quite sure it is not going to happen. I have wanted it too.” She was remembering the long swift drives of the last few months over many roads, often until late at night, her husband abroad with his crowd, attending his prize fights and wrestling matches. He would be sleeping with that new little thing he had got. It may be that she had already got a feeling that was later to be so strong in her. It concerned the clothes she had got to wear. There was no place to wear them.

Money flowing in... nothing to do with it.

The queer loneliness of her position. “It might after all be better to be in the factory or in the five-and-ten. There would be people to talk with.” She had been having some such thoughts.

Thoughts also of Gordon and his crowd, his partner in the boxing and wrestling arena venture, a little sharp-faced man with watery eyes and a big nose. In the presence of women he was always putting a hand up over his mouth, whispering behind it. There was a finger missing from the hand. He would be whispering some sex story, giggling, the other women in the party protesting and also giggling. The man’s name was Harry... “Oh, you Harry, you dirty thing, Harry.” Well, the man was dirty — in some queer way all the men and women among Gordon’s friends and acquaintances were dirty.

There were sometimes wrestlers and fighters brought up into the Gordon suite. They had seemed cleaner.

There was a little cry in Kit that day she sat with Tom.

She managed to get a kind of broken half sob into her voice. “If you want Gordon to get another woman I’ll get out.

“I’d like to stick to you, though.”

She did not want him to question Gordon. “He has been hurt by it just as I have,” she said, meaning to make it seem a mutual sorrow.

She did not look up when she heard him get up from his chair and start toward the door and at the door he turned and came back to her. He touched her shoulders with his hand. “What do you want? What do you mean by sticking to me?” he asked, and in a broken voice she tried to tell him. She wanted him to let her become one of his drivers. “You have done so much for me.

“I would do anything to be of some use to you.”

She said the words and waited. It was odd. She had not thought definitely of what she wanted until she began speaking. To be sure she had heard, from Gordon and others... when he was with his own crowd Gordon was always speaking of the dangers in his father’s racket, always acting a bit mysterious, trying to give the impression that he also constantly plunged into danger. He did not speak of it as his father’s business. “In our business,” he said, “you never know from one day to another when you will be bumped off.”

“And you want that... you want to drive for me?” Tom said.

“Yes,” she said. Still she did not look at him. She heard him moving toward the door. “You know what risks you will run?”

“Yes,” she said again and, “I’ll see,” he said. She thought he would let her do it. He had agreed to the marriage between herself and Gordon, wanting to use her. That was his way of life, to use others. If he could not use her in one way he would in another. When he had gone she got to her feet and half danced about in her room. “I’m going to get a real chance now,” she thought. She looked forward with joy to the possibilities of a life of danger to be taken on in exchange for the queer half-dead false life she had been living since her marriage with Gordon.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

[image: img44.jpg]

KIT HAD BEGUN a new life. She quit being a wife. It is likely that Tom Halsey never discussed with his son the matter of what he thought was wrong between Kit and Gordon. His attitude toward the son may, from the first, have been mixed, elements of sincere hatred and contempt overlaid with hope. “Why don’t he? Why don’t he?”

Why don’t he what?

“Why don’t he be, or try to be, what I am not, what I want him to be?”

It may be that he had hoped, through his son’s new wife, to arrive at something deeply desired. It is unlikely that he had ever in his life thought much outside self. You can’t if you are out after success.

You have got to go get it, go get it, go get it.

He may have thought... “She has gone up-stage on me.” That night when Gordon brought Kit to Kate’s house and he walked with her he had accepted her.

“She is, on the whole, rather like me.

“She isn’t a softy. She knows what my son is.

“All right. I’ll take her on.”

Kit felt that, after the talk she had with her husband’s father... she had tried to work the feminine line on him... that business of putting her face in her hands, making her shoulders shake...

It hadn’t worked. She decided that was true after he left. It was all mixed, a puzzling mixture of thoughts and emotions in her, too. She had put up the bluff of crying while he was with her but after he left she did cry.

There were so many things to be decided. He hadn’t said whether or not her proposal that, if she couldn’t serve in one way, as a breeding animal to make new and nobler Halseys, she might serve in another, would be accepted.

And then, a day or two later, he did accept. He came again to her room, stepped inside the door, smiled, a funny cold little smile, as though to say... “O. K. then... no more long intimate conversations between us... You want in on my racket. Very well... I’ll let you in.” The above words certainly not said. “You go to see Kate,” he said. “She’ll tell you what you are to do.

“Good-bye.”

He left as he had come and for a long time she saw no more of him and but little of her husband.

Her bills at the hotel... there was a garage connected... gas and repairs for her cars, meals charged to her room... she still occasionally bought gowns, shoes, etc.

.. these also charged... the bills were paid by some one, She thought it would not have been Gordon. “Not that tightwad,” she told herself. For a time she did not go to Kate and had the feeling, as regards Tom, that he was in some queer new way keeping an eye on her. As he had spies by whom he checked on others, so also on her. As he had disposed of one woman for the son’s sake, so now another.

He would be wanting to get something on her. There was in the man, as there is and must be in all men in any civilization founded on gain, man always trying to climb up over the shoulders of man, a part of the show of success in such a life so often centered upon some woman... women enough apparently eager for it... so often the successful man, big money maker, making of his woman... wife or mistress, a kind of clothes rack... there was hatred a-plenty. Kit knew it as regards Tom. The knowledge was down inside her, stirring down inside her as though he had impregnated her, not with the grandchild wanted from her but with an unspoken threat.

“If my son is not man enough to put you in your place, I am.”

It would have been the very foundation of Tom Halsey’s philosophy and no man has ever lived who did not have to form some kind of philosophy by which to keep on living, that life is a game, nothing more. If you can win, you win.

You draw close to others only to use them. What else is there to it all? The racket Tom was in was tough enough. Who would know that better than himself? Unlike the big business man, company promoter, Wall Street stock jobber, organizer of huge chains of retail stores... small merchants in thousands of towns swept ruthlessly aside... water power magnates, power sleeping in rivers grabbed, huge blocks of heavily watered stock thrown on the market... the people in turn grabbing it...

“You can’t let yourself be sentimental about the suckers. We are the builders. Wait. You’ll see. In the end we are the benefactors. There is a new kind of world coming. We are making it. We are making it.”

None of that for Tom. It did not matter how he had begun, he had landed, as leader, man of power over other men, in a business outside the law. There is no doubt that he occasionally said to himself, as he had once said in conversation with Kit, as Al Capone, big shot in the criminal world of Chicago, is reported to have said...

“Well, they wanted it. I only gave them what they wanted.”

Others enough saying it.

Novelists saying it... “I admit that I am just a commercial writer. I’m no highbrow. I give ’em what they want. I only hand them out the rosy pap they want, the suckers.”

Writers for the movies... “I’m only doing this to get some dough. When I have got what dough I need I’m going to do some straight honest work.”

Merchants doing it. Politicians doing it. Capitalists doing it. Newspaper publishers doing it.

Oh, for the higher life.

Tom wouldn’t have had even the satisfaction that must have come to Capone, people making a half hero of him, romanticizing his obvious cruelty as their fathers did that of a Jesse James or Billy the Kid... the newspapers, movies and radio speakers, shrewdly enough, playing up to the passion always in masses of people for some sort of a big man.

Oh, how easy, easy, to make fascism here... hunger of people to find and follow the big shot, getting thereby some little feeling of bigness in self.

But Tom Halsey was not a big big shot. He was a little big shot. He knew that. He was cautious, careful, quiet talking, doing in the meantime very well by himself.

He was suspicious of women.

There was the woman Kate. It is unlikely that his son’s suspicions in regard to the father’s relations with the woman who had suckled the son were founded on anything. Kate was Kate. She was the woman who makes the final, the absolute surrender to some man. It is unlikely that she ever got from Tom Halsey anything beyond this privilege of surrender. It is a privilege deeply desired by some women.

There came an odd period in Kit’s life. It would be hard to say how much she ever knew of what went on in her at that time. She did not, at once, as Tom had directed, go to Kate. For the time being she stayed as she was, living in the suite in the hotel, driving in her car. She took long drives to neighboring towns, sometimes staying over night in some hotel in some strange town. She talked at length later of that period in her life. She had an experience that must be common to many people. It had happened that, in the conversation with Tom, when she told him of the hopelessness of his looking forward to a grandson as a result of the son’s marriage with herself, when she told him she had been to a doctor who had told her that she was all right, she had done something people often do when they are lying. She had purposely prevented conception happening as a result of her always reluctant relations with Gordon, not as she afterwards frankly said, wanting a son by him, but in the moment when she was telling Tom that she had been to a doctor, when she was sitting before him, her face in her hands, her shoulders shaking by an effort of her own will in trying to convey to him the impression that he was facing a broken-hearted woman, she had made a slip.

“I was momentarily a damn fool. I gave him the name of the doctor I was telling him I had been to see. It would be as funny as hell if it hadn’t been at the moment such a serious slip. You see, he hadn’t asked me for the doctor’s name. I just put it in. There is a thing happens to you when you are lying. You get to thinking you are good and then you slip.”

There was an office building in the industrial town of the Upper South in which Kit lived with Gordon. It was near the hotel in which Kit and Gordon lived. It was a building for the most part taken up with the offices of doctors. Kit said... “I’m damned.

“The truth is that of course as soon as we were married and Gordon thought he had me, he found out he didn’t.

“He kept going after me for a while but presently found out that he wasn’t getting anywhere with it.”

Kit explained her technique. She said that when she could no longer get away with the game of having a headache or trying to put it over on him that she was ill of women’s historic illness when she wasn’t, she tried the game of being just listless. “I sure gave him a dirty deal,” she said, and I gathered that there were several rows, Gordon tramping angrily up and down in their bedroom. “He slugged me once,” she said.

“Of course he was a lot stronger physically than I was. I was sitting in a chair, in my nightgown, and he came over to me and putting his big hands under my arm pits jerked me to my feet. I had sure been pulling the lada-dada on him. He jerked me up and then he hit me. He knocked me down.

“Then he picked me up from the floor and threw me across the room and I landed on the bed.... It was the only time he came at all near getting me,” she said.

“So I was talking that time to his father, handing him the bunk. I guess I had been pretty lonely for a long time. I used to sit a lot by the window in our little living room and look down into the street, you know, always quite a lot going on down there... maybe just a young mountain boy come into town and trying to make him a pick-up of a young town girl. She might have been a girl working in the big cigarette factory there was in that town and she was off for a Saturday afternoon. She’d be walking up and down the main street as girls do, you know, wanting to be picked up and not wanting... — 

“She wouldn’t anyway be wanting that country boy with his Jaky ways and he’d be trying but afraid to really go right up to her and I’d be sitting there and watching that and other things going on in the street. I had got fixed on my mind the name of a doctor that was on the window of that office building, so I sprung it on Tom when I was giving him that line about not being able to have a child and how it wasn’t my fault.

“I gave him the doctor’s name. I just put it in when I was talking. The doctor’s name was Ashley.

“You see, it turned out, he was a dentist,” Kit said.

She began to drive for Tom, getting, as he had suggested, her orders through Kate. She never did get Kate’s attitude toward herself very clear. “I think she liked me. She might have done me dirt if Tom had told her to, but I don’t know. She’d tell me where to go, what drive I was to make, where I was to deliver the stuff, she’d give me money for expenses... I got as much as fifty to a hundred dollars for trips.... She never asked me for an expense account.... ‘Oh, I guess thirty-five will cover it’ I’d say and then, sometimes, when I was leaving her... we never mentioned the names of either Gordon or Tom when we were talking... we just talked business... she’d stand looking at me.

“I’d be by the door going out to get into my car. I always went into her house by the kitchen door, never into that room where I went that time with Gordon. Sometimes I’d hear voices of men, some of Tom’s crowd, talking in there. I’d stand by the door looking at Kate and she’d be looking at me.

“I think she wanted to say, ‘Cut it out... get out... this is too thick for you,’ but she didn’t say it.

“She must have known about Gordon and me, that I was through with him, that I’d never go back to him, you know, in that way, that something in me couldn’t, and perhaps she knew that Tom would only wait until he had something on me or was ready to get rid of me in another way but knew also that I was bull-headed too.

“She’d stand looking at me with a funny troubled look in her eyes and I’d look at her and then I’d go.”

At first Kit didn’t act as pilot for strings of liquor cars as she did later but took out single loads. When she began driving, making a business of it, the late fall had come. Thanksgiving had passed and Christmas holidays were ahead. Birthday of the Christ to be again celebrated.

There was a good deal of so-called good liquor, imported stuff, brought in from the West Indies, landed in some of the innumerable bays and inlets along the gulf coast or on the North or South Carolina coast... Tom Halsey’s grip on his own territory at that time being strong enough so that it was better for other big-little shots to make a deal with him... otherwise danger always of high-jacking, some of Tom’s crowd doing the job.. -

Better pay the price. Get it through.

Plenty of big business men, politicians, professional men, big and little, even sometimes judges in law courts where you would be tried and sentenced if they caught you taking it to them... all of these clamoring for it, in big towns, little towns, in clubs, in hotels. Interior cities in Pennsylvania, Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Iowa clamoring. All of this during the Harding-Coolidge times. Plenty of money flowing.

You went to a certain town and to a certain hotel and a man came for you in a car. He might be a local man, even a deputy sheriff of some interior county. There were a good many deals made with such men, in some cases all of the officials of a county taken in. Tom Halsey was an adept at such work. The idea was that there would be no selling or delivery of liquor to the citizens of such a county. “We’ll see to it that you do not get into any trouble with your local people.” There was always some money passed. Such local deals didn’t cost so much.

Kit would be taken out to some country road, perhaps to some lonely farmhouse, and there was a big car, loaded and waiting. This might be at nine or ten in the evening. In the weeks of waiting, after Tom told her to go to Kate and before she did go, she had been making an extensive study of road maps. She said... “I was green at first, had to take risks, keep to the big highways, take a chance on just getting through anyway, but after I went into the business, as I was alone most of the time, often having to stay for three or four days in some little town, some load I was to pick up having been delayed, I had plenty of time to study.”

She became an expert on the roads of several states, knew short-cuts and the condition roads were likely to be in in all kinds of weather. When she was in a small town waiting... one of Tom’s men or one of the law officials who had been fixed had come to her and had passed her word that a load she was to handle had been delayed and that she might have to wait two or three days... she did not stay about the town but sent word that she wanted a car and spent the time in studying the roads in that section of the country. Often on such days she drove three or four hundred miles, taking notes in a little book she kept. She was like a river pilot in the early days of steamer travel on the Mississippi. As he studied forming and shifting sandbars in the river, stages of the water, snags that might drive a hole through his boat’s hull, studied cut-offs, knew when they were safe to run, studied tall trees and bluffs along the river, getting fixed in his mind points by which to steer on dark nights, so she studied road construction, detours, marked down places into which to dodge when pursued by law officers who were not fixed or couldn’t be fixed, she knew which dirt roads were clay and almost impassable in wet weather and which were sand and could be run over, knew even, eventually and after she had been for two or three years, sometimes acting as pilot for fleets of loaded cars, sometimes herself taking a load...

She knew where on some main road there was a sudden and just noticeable by-pass, a little dirt road that ran up into a wood, where you could dodge up, cut off your engine and lights, get out of the car and creep down near to the road... “If they get the car and the load they won’t get me”... He low, watch the car or cars of the law go roaring past...

.. “Where the hell’s that bitch got to now?”

.. Knew even farm roads, leading past perfectly innocent farmhouses and barns.

“On clear nights, if there was a moon, you could turn off lights, slip in, slide past house and barn, get out of the car to open farm gates, go down across a meadow, through a strip of woodland, open another gate. You could get out on to another road. They’d be after you maybe back there on the road you’d left.”

There might be some honest federal man or local sheriff who was out laying for you. He had parked a car across the entrance to a narrow bridge, was stopping all cars on that road that night, some deputy he had with him having slipped the word to some one in Tom’s crowd.

There was in Kit an odd loyalty to a vague thing she called “the crowd.” It wasn’t that she ever knew many of the men of Tom’s crowd personally. She didn’t. There was however a kind of belief, a feeling running through all the men she met so casually. “We take care of our own.” Many of the men in Tom’s organization had been poor mountain whites. They were often illiterate. Some, like Kit, had been factory hands. They felt themselves at war, against some vague thing — society — the law-and-order people.

“Laws for themselves. Laws by which to gouge and rob us,” they would have said.

She was, had been all her life, deeply lonely. It is likely that, after she went to work for Tom, knowing in a vague way that he was out to get her, there was in her no special loyalty to the so-called big-shot of that particular section of America’s outlaw world, partitioned as it was all over America — little big shots and big big shots... the big shots, little and big, getting the gravy but nevertheless...

Men of the so-called criminal classes.... There is a man lying in hospital. He has been taken for a ride. He was thrown out of a car on a country road or on some quiet suburban street outside some big city. A man with a submachine gun riddled his body with bullets. He was picked up and hurried to a hospital.

The law speaking... “You tell us. Come on, buddy, you tell us.”

“You go to hell. My own crowd’ll take care of this.”

Loyalty to some vague, never definitely defined thing. “Well, what else have I got to be loyal to?” There is a loyalty somewhat of the same sort in factories. It is so little understood, not taken into account by union labor men, by reformers, by radicals, by revolutionists. Little factory girls and often badly treated factory men. “No, I’ll not go out on strike. I don’t trust those who ask me to go on strike either.

“Sure I know the boss has gypped us.

“I guess maybe I’d do the same if I was in his place. I dunno.

“I got to be loyal to some one.

“I guess maybe he ain’t such a bad guy.”

When Kit began, got into the game, it was a year when there had been early and deep snows all over the Upper South mountain country. She went rigged out now, she said, to her first job. There was... it lasted, all through her connection with Tom’s crowd... a notion that she was in some way closely connected with Tom, to them the big shot. There was even a notion that she was Tom’s daughter.

She played up to it.

And there was something else. She got it, understood it shrewdly. If you are a woman and associated with the sort of men she did at that time associate with... she thought it went for most men... and if you wear fine, well-tailored clothes, an expensive fur coat, becoming hats, expensive shoes, there is something happens to them in relation to you.

“It gets them. They can’t get gay.” Kit had got her own sort of cynicism all right. “Most men, when they are out on the hunt, as most men are most of the time, go after working girls. You look at the foremen in the factories where I worked. They nearly all did it.

“And nearly all the rich young fellows and the sons of the well-to-do merchants, etc., in the towns where the factories are.

“And even the cops in the towns.”

To the end it was Kit’s notion that the law enforcement officials, great and small, and particularly during the prohibition era, were not too far removed from the law breakers. “And the people who buy the stuff, too,” she said. “If we’re so bad what about the ones who pay for the stuff we run to them?”

And there was the notion Tom had once or twice brought into his conversations with her — this before the break between them, while he still thought of her as the possible instrument for the creation of a new and more highly respected race of Halseys — he having built up the money foundation for such respectability... he also not being lacking in shrewdness... the notion that, almost without exception, the founders of almost all the so-called great families in America, from colonial times down, had been law-breakers.

It was a fact, obviously beyond denial, that all through her law-breaking days... the thing at first manifest throughout all the ramifications of Tom’s organization... gradually getting across to the public in one whole section of America, a section embracing several states... that Kit’s flair for clothes helped her. It helped to create the tradition, the half-mystical romance that surrounded her figure. She felt it in country and city hotel clerks, in men in hotel lobbies, in workmen in garages, in the often illiterate men of Tom’s crowd, in tobacco-chewing deputy sheriffs, who had been fixed. All of these she thought paid a kind of reluctant but real respect to what the clothes she wore led them to think she must be.

“They thought I was some kind of a strange, new sort of big shot.”

And there was for her also the satisfaction of at least having some use for the clothes bought with the money that had been showered down upon her. After all there had been no point, no fun, in doing what Gordon had, crudely, wanted her to do... the putting on of evening clothes to go with him to a prize fight or a wrestling match or in strutting about in really well-made clothes before the members of such a crowd, men and women, as he ran with.

Surely much more fun, excitement, even self-respect... a thing she always did passionately want... in really using the clothes to some purpose... to appear, say on a rainy November or early December night, when it was raining after a time of snow, at some lonely seeming farmhouse, hidden away on some little dirt road near a town in Southwest Virginia or East Tennessee...

Being like a professional model, stepped out of the advertising pages of The New Yorker.

There was a car loaded and ready to be run out... it would be high-priced imported stuff, bound say for Cincinnati or Charleston, W. Va.... to be got through before daylight the next morning... it raining hard... there would be tricky mountain roads to be got over, heavy fogs lying over the mountaintops... the better to serve her purpose. There would be the ride out to the farmhouse from some rather dreary small town hotel, at which she had arrived early that afternoon. She would have come by train.

 

Oh, the dreariness of some of the rooms! There would be the kind of cheap furniture common to so many hotel rooms in the smaller towns. There would be a note for her. Like a criminal she constantly changed her name... Kit Brandon, alias Mary Wetherby, alias Sally Smith, alias Mrs. Eugene Masters, alias Mrs. Erskine Hemmingway. After she had taken a few trips she worked out a little scheme. She sent herself a telegram that would arrive ahead of her. Let’s say her run was to be from some little town on the northern border of North Carolina and her load was to be delivered in Charleston, West Virginia. The telegram read... “Jim, your husband, badly hurt in accident at Charleston, West Virginia. Come at once.”

She was stopped by a policeman in one of the streets of Roanoke, Virginia, on one of her early trips, was rather hurrying through a street along which many cars were parked... It was a wet rainy night and a uniformed policeman stopped her...

Men were backing cars out from a curb ahead. There was no chance to give her own machine the gun and run for it. The car was loaded with rather expensive stuff. There was a policeman in the road and two others standing near by on the sidewalk. She was green then, new at the game and her heart began to beat heavily. Her hands were trembling.

It turned out to be a false alarm. “Please drive carefully through here,” the cop said. There was some kind of children’s entertainment going on in a church. The incident however started her brain to working. The telegram was to flash on any federal man or cop who might stop her to search her car. She never did use one of the telegrams but once and then it worked. This was after she had got better at the game, her nerves steadier, herself leaning out of the car, speaking politely to the man who had stopped her. She made her voice as closely as she could an earnest pleading one. “Please read this.”

The man was standing in a dark road with the telegram in his hand, his flashlight making a brilliant spot of light on the yellow paper. “Please, please, don’t stop me, don’t delay me.”

“What is your husband?” the man asked solicitously.

“He’s chief of police in Charleston. I’ve been away on a visit. His car was struck by a fire truck going to a fire.”

It happened that the federal man had blocked a narrow bridge, not far from the place where she was stopped, and the man to whom she handed the telegram sent another man with a car to clear the way for her.

She was in one of the little hotel rooms. In spite of the reputation she was presently to get... the romanticizing of her figure by the newspapers... herself heralded as a desperate character, bold, beautiful, dangerous, etc., etc., she never did carry a gun or any sort of weapon. Often, in the fall and winter months, she arrived in such a place when it was raining or snowing. She had brought books and sat reading and looking out at sad-enough small-town streets.

There was the dreariness of such rooms, the curious smell that gets into the wall paper, into the chairs, into the often half-soiled bed coverings and window curtains, smell of generations of travelling salesmen, an old cigar butt pushed into the corner of the little clothes closet by a slovenly maid, an empty corn liquor bottle with the cork gone left in the rickety chest-of-drawers. She went to sit by the window that looked into the street. “God,” she said in speaking of that time, “if I hadn’t to look forward to the excitement and danger of the drive ahead, I’d have gone crazy.”

There was from the first something creeping in on her. On fair days she could escape, make an arrangement for a car, get out of the hotel, drive in country roads, build up her knowledge of that particular section, but there were many days not fair and it wasn’t wise for her to be too much seen... small-town men, retail merchants, lawyers, etc., often with little enough to do... the winter days in such places passing drearily, respectability that would not permit them to get drunk except occasionally in secret... no movies in the daytime... no fishing in winter in near-by streams... the hunting season at an end... they sizing her up... “Say, did you see that? Now, who the hell can that one be? What’s she doing here?”

“Boy, there’s some swell-looking dame. Boy, wouldn’t you like,” etc., etc., Curiosity aroused. It was better to keep, as much as possible, out of sight. The less people notice you, think about you, the better. There was a curious persistent loneliness, it growing on her, getting into her being like a disease, only broken by the excitement of her work.

She thought of things read in newspapers, stories of criminals hiding out. Some man of the criminal class had made a haul. He had held up a bank or a bank messenger, had kidnapped the child of some rich man, had got a lot of swag, had got away with it.

Time to lie low now, keep out of sight. Kit, always an imaginative one, always a bit more mental than physical, found herself, in imagination, being some such a one. She had books with her but couldn’t read. She moved restlessly about in the narrow quarters of some such dreary hotel room, sat by the window with a book in her hand, tried to concentrate on its pages. If, as sometimes happened, she had to stay in such a place for two or three days, the weather bad... it might be a place of two or three thousand people, the hotel a flimsy frame building... she got half hysterical. She tried to explain it. “It wasn’t outside. It was inside me,” she said. As suggested, she identified herself with some imagined desperate person, that is to say with some real criminal, who has done some desperate deed and was in hiding. She tried to reason with herself. “Suppose I am caught, arrested, thrown into jail... what of it?”

She had no family with standing in this or any community to be lost. “It just happens that I am in a certain business? There would be no such business if people didn’t want it. I am the same girl who once worked in a factory, who worked in a five-and-ten. I haven’t hurt any one, stolen anything. There was in her no feeling of being morally corrupt. She sat sometimes asking herself questions. “Would I give up what I have got, go back, say into a shoe factory or a cotton mill, live, as I did live, often as lonely as I am now, work for some mill owner for ten or twelve dollars a week?” There was always, in Kit, as perhaps also in Tom Halsey, consciousness of some kind of power in self. In some vague way she knew that, even when she had been half illiterate, there had been a kind of consciousness in her. It might possibly have come out of her mountain ancestry. “I am a woman walking the earth as men walk the earth.” In great numbers of the workers, among whom she had formerly lived, there was a curious humbleness that was not in her. She was, after all, Southern and in great numbers of Southerners, particularly among the poor, the white poor, there is a kind of humbleness... it might have come down into them out of old slavery days... feeling that there are certain people, rich, holding seemingly important positions, large estates, plantations, mills, etc.... “They aren’t the same as we are.”

“The hell they’re not.”

She had never said it. She felt it.

The thing Kit had often felt, never quite defined in her own mind, was defined often enough in things heard. When she was a mill girl or a clerk in the five-and-ten, others talking. The others read newspapers. They went to the movies. The rich, the ones up above them, mill owners, politicians, prominent men and women of all sorts in the mill towns were like the movie stars in Hollywood. “Their doing what they do is not like our doing it.” The idea was in some indefinable way like that. “They must be smart. I’m not smart.” There was a politician accused of stealing a million dollars from the state. He laughed. “Why, you are mistaken. I didn’t steal a million. I stole two million.”

There were the poor, often scrupulously honest, curiously religious, who gave him a kind of admiration. They went to the polls and voted for him. “After all, he’s smart. He’s a big man.”

Or he got into trouble, denied his guilt, was tried, convicted and they were sorry for him. They said of the man who owned the mill, “It’s not his fault.” There was for Kit the persistent question... “Would it have been better for me to stay where I was, in some factory or in a five-and-ten...

“... wearing myself out for some guy?

“No, I don’t care. I’m glad I’m what I am.”

She turned for relief to the world outside, to the window of the hotel room. There were a few people going along in the street. It rained. The hotel stood at a street intersection and on another corner was the town post office. There was a filling station on a third corner.

There were little pictures of life, caught thus, as though she looked through a magnifying glass. On certain of such days her brain seemed terribly alive. “How curiously separated I am from everybody.

“Is there a wall between me and others?

“I had a husband but he was no husband, a father but he was no father. I had a few friends”... She thought of Agnes, Sarah and other workwomen to whom she had once felt close. “There is something that separates people, curiously, persistently, in American life.” She did not think the thought definitely. As is true of so many other obscure people in America she felt it. There were times when she terribly wanted a man, not primarily as sex comrade, but as real comrade, someone to creep close to, feel close to, perhaps even a little to command her, direct her. If it were true that she had — as the newspapers afterwards, when she became more or less notorious, persistently proclaimed — her own beauty there was a desire to have her beauty mean something definite and real to another, unlike herself a male being.

There were afternoons when she sat thus in such a hotel room and cried. She became annoyed with herself. She tried to concentrate on what life there was in the street outside. A farmer drove up and parked his car in the street and got out. He was quite an old man, tall, poorly dressed. His car was an ancient Model T Ford. He got out and started to cross the street and his wife also got out of the car. She was fat, old and awkward but he did not offer to help her. She stumbled and half fell and then caught, with her old hand, the door of the car. “Why doesn’t he help her? Why doesn’t he?”

The wife followed her man across the street and in at the door of the post office. It was something to think about.

“Are there people, all over the world, always from the beginning of life to the end of life, lonely? What makes it so?

“Is the man, down there in the street, merely brutal? “No.

“It may be he is only one who can’t break some shell about himself. It may be I am like that.

“Will it ever happen to me that some one will come and break it for me?”

There was a young man, hardly more than a boy, who worked in a filling-station. He wore his cap on the side of his head. Cars kept coming and departing. He filled gas tanks; he made remarks to people. People leaned out at the windows of cars and laughed at him and with him. Now he was wiping a windshield. What a fellow! He did a little jig, whistled, sang snatches of songs. It was good to see him, to sit watching him — good, good. He was like a little bird hopping about, chirping, picking his crumbs of relationship.

Presently in the rain there came along the street a young woman. She had on a bright green raincoat and carried an umbrella. There was no car stopping at the filling-station at just that moment and the young filling-station man had gone inside his brightly painted little house but he had evidently been watching through a window.

He hopped out. He greeted the woman. She was young and quite pretty. She came to him and there was a moment of conversation and then he took money out of his pocket and gave it to her and she started away but he called her back.

He looked about, up and down the street. “They are married. They are a young bride and groom,” Kit told herself. He caught her into his arms and kissed her. She protested but she was glad, happy. She made a pretense of hitting him, slapping him with her open hand, and then, half running, disappeared out of Kit’s line of vision and the young filling-station man stood in the rain before his little house and danced another jig.

The night came. It was a relief. At eight-thirty the man, a deputy sheriff, came for her. He told her afterwards, when they were in the car going to the place where they were to pick up her load, that he had told the hotel clerk that she was employed by the government. He had given the fellow to understand that she was a detective.

“How cute!”

She didn’t like the man, detested him. He perhaps tried to make up to her, get her friendly, but she sat in the car in silence or answered his sallies with monosyllables. She was rigged out all right, not gaudily, but the clothes she wore had a certain air. He was awed, felt embarrassed, was glad when they had got to the place to which he was to take her.

There was a farmhouse, and she went in, the deputy accompanying her to the door. “Well, I’ll say good night. This is the place I was to bring you.” He had done his job, had brought her to the place. He was to have told her any important news of the road, if there were any federal men about, any roads he knew of being blocked. He knew of none, was glad to escape, had earned his particular little cut in the graft. It was time for him to get back to town, sit away the evening perhaps at the back of some drugstore with other men of the town, looking as important as he could. Men would come in, merchants and others, to discuss affairs, politics, prohibition, etc. He would be asked questions. The thing to do was to look mysterious. It made the others think you knew a lot of things you weren’t going to tell.

“Good night,” Kit said coldly enough.

“Gee, I’ll bet she’s a big-timer all right.”

Kit went on, into the farmhouse.

There were people sitting in the farmhouse waiting for her arrival. There was the farmer, an unsuccessful man, a man of fifty, unshaven, a little frightened. He owed money at the bank in town and felt he had been forced into this new thing, this law-breaking. Nowadays there were all sorts of mysterious people appearing at his house. They came usually at night.

His house was on a little-used dirt road that led up into hills. A man, a young fellow, had arrived there on the night before, had driven his car into the farmer’s barn. It was at three in the morning and raining. He had come to the kitchen door, knocked loudly and it happened the farmer’s wife was ill. His daughter had to go downstairs and after the farmer built a fire in the kitchen stove the daughter had to get the fellow something to eat. “This is another new one,” the farmer thought. He was a rough-looking one, young and strong and with one eye gone. He demanded bacon, eggs, and coffee. He stood in the kitchen swearing. “God damn such a night.”

The farmer went out into a shed to get wood for the kitchen stove, leaving his daughter in the kitchen with that fellow. She was but half clad. She was pretty. The farmer had two sons but they had left home, had gone to some distant industrial town to get jobs in factories. He came back into the kitchen, his arms loaded with firewood and there was something wrong.

There was a curious something in the air, fright, indignation. The daughter was leaning over the stove and when the farmer entered she turned her face to him. The fellow had said something to her, had even perhaps touched her with his hands, as Kit, when she was as yet little more than a child, had once been touched. Pictures out of life thus repeating themselves.

“But why did I let myself get into this?”

The farmer’s wife had not been well. She was a small thin woman with a curious yellow complexion. The doctor said it was her liver. Doctor bills to be paid, interest on the loan at the bank in town to be paid. The farmer’s sons did not know what he had let himself in for. The youngest one would say nothing but, if he knew, the older one would raise hell.

“All right, give up the damn place then.”

There would be a quarrel between father and son.

“I won’t. This farm belonged to my father and before that to his father. I am master in my own house. I’ll do as I please.”

The man had a suspicion that more than one of the fellows of Tom’s crowd, coming to the house in the night, had said insulting things to his daughter. She was like her mother, a silent one. Once when he was awake at night he had heard the daughter crying in her bed.

Kit came into the house, felt the atmosphere of the place, as she more and more in her loneliness began to feel such things, said little, stood a moment by the fire.

“Is the car ready?”

“Yes, Miss.”

The daughter in the room, looking at her, at her clothes. The daughter was a young thing, not more than sixteen, with a slender young body and a strange frightened look in her eyes. “She could be real pretty,” Kit thought. She was embarrassed by something in the child’s eyes. It was admiration, envy. The farmer was awkwardly pushing a chair toward Kit. “Won’t you sit, Miss? It’s a terrible night out.” Outside the rain was turning to snow. The roads would be dangerously slick. It would be a tough night for Kit’s drive.

“All the better,” Kit was on the road. She was driving rapidly, recklessly through snow, half-rain. To get out of North Carolina into Virginia there was a high mountain to cross. Then she had to cross another to get from Virginia into West Virginia. Silent sleeping towns to go whirling through.

She would be driving a very powerful car, heavily loaded. There was a slogan she had made for herself in regard to driving. “If you come to a dangerous place, a slippery road, sheer drop of perhaps several hundred feet at one side of the road, don’t cut down on your speed. Aim it! Shoot! Go across at speed!

“Control with the motor, not the brake.”

She had got a kind of philosophy. “If you are going to get smashed you’re going to get smashed.” She knew, felt Tom Halsey, as in some way of his own, having her on the spot.

“All right. I’ll show him.

“I’ll show him who’s the best driver he’s got.”

Well enough she knew that there were plenty of so-called tough fellows in Tom’s crowd. “All right. Let’s see if any of them can make a better record than I can in getting the stuff through.”

The night was black but she was clad in the warm luxurious fur coat. At last there was some sense to the expensive mink coat she had got with the Halsey money. There was a high plateau to be crossed, the road covered with ice so that she had to keep one wheel off the pavement, finding partly unfrozen mud mixed with gravel in which at least one of the wheels could get some traction.

“Give it to her. If we smash, we smash.” She had got a kind of personal feeling about the machine she drove. It seemed beautifully alive to her. There was an exhilaration, a kind of half madness. Sometimes as she drove thus, every moment taking the chance of throwing her life away, she talked aloud to the machine. In a sense she loved it. “Come on, boy,” she cried. There was a kind of drunkenness — half insane determination to get through. From the very first she began to establish a reputation in the minds of others of Tom’s crowd. Word of her exploits was whispered about. “God, what a driver.

“She puts the stuff through,” was the word whispered about.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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KIT HAD BEEN driving for two adventurous years. There was a notion she had got.

It concerned the roads at night. She was always running at night, in or out of some city or big town. She worked winter and summer through rainstorms, moonlight, through hot nights, cold nights, road-frozen nights. She was more and more alone. She grew in realization of the loneliness of nights, the laying-up, hiding-out, in lonely little hotels. She got a feeling that there was no day, only nights.

She had got into the habit of reading books. What else was there to do? She was becoming more and more known and it was better not to be seen abroad in streets of towns. She read books that told about early adventurers in America, the pioneers who went out of the East to open up the West, western railroad builders, builders of bridges, books about men who bound all of America together, by railroad and telegraph lines.

The pony express riders on western plains. Sometimes at night, when she was half hiding out in some little town and darkness had settled over the streets she crept out of the hotel to go to a movie. She said that at such times she put on one of the cheap little dresses she always carried in her bag, such a dress as a working girl ought to wear. Men spoke to her, tried to pick her up. There were many little adventures on such nights.

There was one with a shy little man, perhaps ten years older than herself, and she thought the whole thing was due to loneliness. The man might have been a clerk in a grocery or a drug store. — 

He followed her out of a movie where he had happened to sit beside her and, realizing that he was following her... he had looked at her with such a shy hungry look in the theatre, she did not return to her hotel but went walking in the sleeping residence streets of the town.

The man followed. She didn’t quite know herself what she was up to. She thought it might have been kind of defiance of Tom Halsey, whom now she so seldom saw and never spoke with. Occasionally she returned to the hotel where she had lived with Gordon and where she still kept her suite of rooms. Either Gordon or Tom paid. She didn’t know which. Once or twice she saw her husband, who seemed afraid of her. “How are you?” he asked, meeting her in the hotel corridor. There was a look of fear in his eyes. She didn’t know what he was afraid of.

“Oh, I’m all right. How are you?” He hurried away.

She thought Tom might have one of his spies watching her. She wanted to defy him.

And there was something else. Since she had given up living with Gordon there had been no intimacy with any other man. She didn’t herself understand the particular adventure she got into. It was in a small Ohio town, near the Ohio river. She afterwards thought it was the town of Marietta, Ohio. “I can’t be sure,” she said. She had become like a travelling salesman or a member of some small wandering theatrical troop, one who awakens in the morning, always in a strange room, stretches and lies wondering, “Oh, Lord, what town am I in now?”

She went along a street of the Ohio town, walked slowly through several quiet residence streets, past little lights, followed by the man. “Shall I let him pick me up?” She had looked him over in the little movie theatre. He was rather small and neatly dressed, with bright eyes and a sharp little face. She had on, as suggested, rather commonplace working girl’s clothes and a little cheap hat. There was a kind of sickness, brought on by loneliness.

And here was the other feeling. A new desire had come. She did want in some way to defy Tom. “I have played square with him, taking all sorts of chances for him. I’m helping him to get rich. What right has he to get up-stage on me now?”

Suppose she double-crossed Tom for a change, got herself pregnant... she had been careful, not to let that happen with Gordon.... “If I got that way I felt I could bluff Gordon out, make him lie law.

“I felt I could even make him claim it to Tom as his own child.”

She didn’t think it all out. It might have been just sheer loneliness, wanting to break it, to get close to some one.... “I didn’t care at the moment who it was.”

She had got into a quiet little street near the outer edge of the town, into a place where the street ended on a high sloping bank that led down to the Ohio River. The bank was grassy. The whole adventure was a little uncanny and strange.

The man had followed her, keeping a half block behind and she turned and walked back to him. When she approached him she felt him as frightened, as about to turn and hurry away but she spoke to him firmly. “Come here,” she said.

She led him back along the street and down the grassy bank into the darkness toward the river and there, in the darkness, no word spoken between them, she half forced him to draw close, holding him, embracing him... he full of half fears... then wonder... that it could be so easily achieved... a kind of queer boyishness, as sometimes, earlier, in Gordon... in him too... this mixed with fright. Blind, dumb effort of perplexed hungry humans to draw close.

“It was all terribly silly,” she said, speaking of it afterwards. There was her own peculiarly boyish frankness, telling of the half success, half failure, of the embrace with the strange frightened man, in this silence by the silent river, and then of their climbing back up the bank to the street’s end, she holding fast to his arm and then of releasing him. “He half ran away,” she said, and there was a picture made of the little man escaping by running away along a dark small town street and of Kit standing and watching him go.

She would have laughed, a very bitter little laugh, as he disappeared.

The adventure had been followed by a sleepless night. She was back in her bed at the hotel, propped up in bed reading. She laughed a little, cried a little. In speaking of the adventure of the night she was glad to get off the story of the frightened small town man... she thought he was probably married, a very respectable little merchant or clerk.... He like herself, not a sensualist but wanting something warm and real outside his own little narrow money-grubbing life... and to talk again of the road.

There was a kind of ecstacy in that, in the cool adventures. The American roads, asphalt roads, twisting their ways through states, over mountains, over rivers, at night through sleeping towns, the half mystery of the night, plunges into darkness, through strips of forests, now out into the moonlight.

Books read in the hotel rooms, stories of early adventurous American men. She at times felt herself some such a one.

There were the truck drivers on the roads, the men who had begun to move great vans of goods across country at night, going on as she did in all kinds of weather. She met such a truck on a winter night in the high mountains, the road icy. It ground along over the edge of some sheer drop of several hundred feet. Nearly all the truck drivers, working thus at night, as she did, were young as she was. She flashed past such a truck on an icy night, dry snow blowing in clouds across hills and in the light of her car lamps saw some young workman Kit thought was taking chances at least as great as any taken by the early American adventurers of the books. She saw and felt something she wanted. There was a young truck driver, slender and strong, narrow hipped, in a leather jacket and cap. His truck was stuck on a steep icy hill and he had got stones to scotch the wheels, to keep it from slipping off into space. He stood there, hands on hips, in the light from her car headlight, dry snow, driven by icy winds, whirling about his figure. Something in Kit jumping. “There! Will I get me, sometime, one like that?”

Not a buyer or seller, not an exploiter, merchant, lawyer, not a schemer of any kind. There was the sharp sting of sadness. “If I wasn’t so outside, away from people, a marked person, always hiding out, I might have a chance.”

There was another sort of adventure, inevitable in the work Kit was doing. Not all of the law officials of the counties through which she dashed at night could be fixed. She was occasionally picked up, the road or bridge blocked. You had to try to bluff your way through if you could, if there was a chance, to smash through. You couldn’t always. She was arrested, thrown into some little county jail and immediately called for a lawyer. A wire was sent to Kate and presently a man appeared.

He was one of Tom’s fixers. He knew how. There was a hearing, perhaps an agreement made between Tom’s fixer and the county prosecuting attorney. She was let out on bail and then didn’t appear for trial or she pled guilty of having and possessing and paid a fine.

There was a jail sentence but it could be set aside and if she had been taken, acting as a pilot car for a convoy of cars, she carried no liquor and could play the innocent.

There was however, for Kit, another side to the story. She was in jail. Sometimes she had to stay for two or three days. At that time all of the little jails in the mountain states of the upper South were kept filled with mountain men. There would be a dirty little room, often without outer windows, no toilet arrangements. There was a pot, pushed under a cot that was covered with dirty bedding. She sat on the edge of the cot. There was a hole in a door leading into a corridor and men, friends of the jailer or of some deputy who had brought her in, came to look at her.

There were remarks thrown at her... coarse laughter. She could glance up and see eyes looking in at her. She did not dare sleep but sat on the cot’s edge in silence, well clad... if this happened in the winter, in an expensive fur coat.

There were words heard whispered out there, in the corridors of the jail, “That’s her.” There was a kind of awe in the voices. She was becoming well-known, notorious. Already her picture... “Kit, the rum-running queen”... it was faked... she was made to look like a tall slender young society girl, a débutante... it had been in newspapers of big towns that circulated out through the country in which she worked, that Tom dominated. There was a story of her great wealth. She was a beautiful young society girl who had gone into the game as an adventure.

She was a dangerous woman, always armed and was said to have killed two or three men. In one of the papers there was a story that she had diamonds set in her teeth.

It was dangerous. It was all bad. She kept her face covered from photographers and became sullen and silent when approached by some small town newspaperman wanting to get a flash story to send off to a daily in a near-by larger town.

She was bailed out of the jail or her fine was paid. Smart lawyers could fix things. There might be federal men, higher ups, who could be seen. Tom had always managed to keep himself rather in the background but she was known in the racket as Kit Halsey. When up for trial she always gave another name but even her own lawyer smiled. There was that persistent story that she was the daughter of Tom, the big shot.

“My name is Mary Graves.”

“Oh, yeah?” a newspaperman leaned over and whispered to her lawyer. “It doesn’t matter. I am nobody. I have nothing to lose.”

But it did matter. Kit went to see Kate. Was it time to get out of the racket? She thought it was. She waited.

“I had some money stowed away all right.”

It wasn’t a question of money. There was something else. “I wanted to get away and I didn’t want to.”

There was the matter of Tom, something between herself and Tom. She was determined not to be scared out. There was a kind of growing hatred, a growing determination. For a time after her marriage Tom had taken her into his confidence. “Suppose I did lie to him about that doctor, that time I told him I was all right, that it wasn’t my fault I didn’t have a kid.” She had been a good driver for Tom, had time and again risked her own life. No other driver he had got his loads through as she did. She had become an expert as pilot for convoys of liquor cars, had on one occasion taken her own life deliberately into her hands and had wrecked a pursuing car filled with officers, this to enable a big shipment carried in six cars to get away.

She knew that when keeping her on got too hot for him Tom would throw her to the dogs. She knew she should quit, get out of it. She wouldn’t. “I didn’t know what I was going to do. I was no longer just a working woman. I had been spoiled for that.

“There was a way in which I liked the racket too well to give it up.” She went to see Kate.

It was a summer night, the moon shining, and she left a town in which she had been waiting for orders and drove some two hundred miles, arriving at Kate’s house at two in the morning. The house was dark and she had come in, the lights of her car turned off, by a back way. She parked her car near the small grove of trees, where she had once stood talking with Tom, and went toward the house.

The house was quite dark and altogether silent. Would Tom be there? She rather wished he would, was in a defiant mood. “Look here, Tom, what’s wrong between us?” She remembered two or three times when, since her separation from Gordon, she had been in Tom’s presence.

The first time was at Kate’s house, when she had come there for a settlement and had gone into Kate’s kitchen. Tom was standing in the kitchen but when she came in he walked away, into his own room. That time she had been embarrassed, remembering the lie she had told him, but the second meeting was different. She had acted as pilot for a string of loaded cars and had got them through to a certain farmhouse in Ohio, near a certain town, not far from the city of Cincinnati and having got them through was about to leave when Tom appeared.

He had driven into the farmyard that night, a bright clear warm winter night, and was getting out of his car as she was about to get into hers.

The incident had been ridiculous. It had infuriated her. At that time she had never lost a car intrusted to her. She had already made a record for getting cars through. He stood in the farmyard, the drivers of the several cars of the convoy standing about... it was their presence that made the incident so exasperating. If she had been alone with Tom it would not have mattered so much.

There was what she thought an unnecessary insult. She saw him standing there and walked over to him. She thought, “What’s the use of our being like a couple of kids?” She thought, “What’s the use of our being like this?”

She was remembering the confidential talks had in her hotel suite, his telling her, always a little vaguely, of his ambitions, hints thrown out as to his ambitions... these including herself.

She walked over and spoke to him. “Hello, Tom”... and he uttered a little sound and-again walked away from her. “Huh!” he grunted. It was as-though he had spat in her face.

And there were the other men, other drivers for Tom, standing, listening and looking. She went back to her car and drove away wanting to spit at him, fight him, scratch his face.

“What a fool I am to bother. Why don’t I chuck it, cut out, go on my own?” During the week before one of the men of Tom’s crowd, a mountain man of forty who had before prohibition been a little mountain farmer, had spoken to her. There had been hints thrown out. Two things were in the wind. She had been told that there were new federal men, come into Tom’s territory under a new leader. It was said that their leader had got men into Tom’s crowd, was getting some of Tom’s men fixed as Tom fixed law-enforcement men.

It was said that the new man was after the big shot, after Tom himself.

And there was something else. The mountain man who talked to Kit spoke shyly and carefully. He was being canny. She saw there a side to Tom’s operations she had not heard about or thought about. There were great quantities of mountain-made moon... pretty raw stuff it was... being made in the mountain country of the upper South and more and more Tom and his crowd had begun to dominate the industry.

It was the story of every big American industry. Tom had grown more and more greedy. The little makers in the hills, the old type of mountain moonshiner of romance, was being wiped out. In the patter of the communists he was being “liquidated.” In many of the mountain counties Tom had made an arrangement with the local officials. He and his men helped catch the smaller offenders, they “turned them up.” There was a small maker, turning out his twenty to thirty gallons a day, back somewhere in the thick laurel in the hills, and a sheriff got a phone call. “A man will meet you at the red bridge on the Clare Ford road at ten tonight. Bring about three deputies.”

The little makers were thrown into jail. They were serving time in road gangs. The number of arrests made in this way helped some local sheriff to make a good record of arrests.

And when such a man, usually some young mountain man, had served his time in jail or on the road and was again free he was approached by one of Tom’s men.

“You are broke, eh? You think perhaps you will try another little run?

“You will get caught. It is no good.”

It was suggested... the man was given a hint.... “Why not get in with the big one?”

The man could go to work for Tom at some big still. There were two or three thousand-gallon stills at work constantly, all through the prohibition times, in some of the mountain counties, stills quite safe from capture... there was an immense market for the moon among workingmen in all of the industrial towns of the Middle West... the great coal mining regions of West Virginia, Kentucky, Southern Ohio, Indiana and Illinois.... North Carolina moon, Tennessee moon, North Georgia moon... train loads of sugar and containers were being shipped into Tom’s territory... the old slow method of making the moon from grain was out... the raw alcohol could be extracted from sugar quickly... just enough grain was used to give the raw stuff some slight flavor. It was fighting liquor, man-stabbing liquor, gal-gitting liquor.

It went out of the mountain country in great convoys. It was good business. A man could be quite safe working for Tom but more and more Tom had cut down the earnings. There were men working about stills, hauling in sugar and containers... after all they did face the possibility of arrest, of going to jail... it was known and felt that, if the pinch came, it would be the little man who would be thrown to the dogs... there were men doing such work for a dollar and a half, for two dollars a day.

The mountain man who spoke to Kit was some such fellow. He had been an independent maker. Now he was one of Tom’s men, working at one of Tom’s stills. He had been cautious. “I am not speaking for myself. Although I have a wife and five kids, I’m not kicking.”

There was the suggestion... the new federal man, leader of the new crowd of federal men come into the mountain country, was said to be foxy. He was a small man, sharp and shrewd, and the mountain man, talking with Kit, had heard he couldn’t be fixed.

The man kept assuring her of his own loyalty to Tom’s gang... he was being shrewd and cagey but, he said, he liked the chance to talk about it all to some one he knew was also loyal and as he talked Kit had the feeling that he might himself be a federal man or that he had made an arrangement with them, had agreed to work with them.

She was however a little torn, a little puzzled. In the beginning during the organization of Tom’s crowd there had been a generous distribution of the swag taken. Men of Tom’s crowd always went about with money in their pockets. Cars were bought, mountain women got new store clothes, children of mountain men got shoes.

But there had been this change. Tom was taking always a bigger and bigger cut. More and more he was ruling by terror. It might be, Kit thought, as the mountain man talked, always declaring his own loyalty, that he had been sent to her by the new leader of the federals...

Or he might have been sent by Tom himself. “He’d like to get something on me,” she thought.

There were these thoughts, questions in her mind, that night when she went to Kate’s. Could she question Kate, would Kate talk? She had felt a liking for herself in Kate. When the mountain man had talked to her he had spoken guardedly of a certain man. “I am not sure about this. I’ve only heard.”

It was the man Steve Wyagle, known as Shorty, the city gun-man, the one Kit had seen sitting with other men in Kate’s house that time she first came to Kate’s with Gordon.

There was a whisper going about that he was planning to try at least to elbow his way into Tom’s place in the organization and might even be playing in with the new federal men. If they got Tom, broke up his crowd, Steve could organize a new crowd.

If the new federal man got Tom and a few of his followers he would perhaps be satisfied. He would have made a reputation for himself with the government, would have pulled off a big stroke. He would be sent away to work in some other section of the country. It would be time then for a new man to step into Tom’s shoes, build up a new organization. Promises no doubt made. “You see what Tom’s doing. He’s keeping it all.

“If we get rid of him we can all make money again.”

Kit at that time had never seen the new federal man who had evidently created a new force within Tom’s crowd, the force of fear, of suspicion. He had got men within the organization into a new mood. They had begun to look at each other with eyes into which had crept suspicion. “Is he one of us, or is he a federal man, working inside the organization, getting evidence that may send me to prison for years? Or is he in with Steve Wyagle?”

Steve Wyagle was a tough one, a killer. Kit had never seen the new federal man when she went to Kate that night but later he did speak to her.

There was one time when she had returned to the town and the hotel where she had lived with Gordon. She had spent the night there and in the morning was getting into her car, in the street before the hotel, when the man stepped over to her car and spoke to her.

For some reason she was at once on her guard, knew who the man was. He spoke to her softly, smiling up at her, a rather small, slender, neatly dressed man, he was with a diamond pin in his tie. She noticed that he wore rings on the fingers of both hands.

“Mrs. Halsey,” he said, raising his hat and smiling and — 

“Well,” she replied. “If I am Mrs. Halsey what do you want of me?”

He leaned over toward her and spoke quickly, a little stream of words flowing through thin lips, she staring at him. “I think you know who I am.” He smiled.

“You had better be very very careful. You had better come to see me, or you could phone.” He took a card from his pocket and laid it beside her on the seat of the car. “There’s my name and my telephone number.

“You had better see me soon. The game’s up,” he said, still smiling, still speaking softly. He had curious gray eyes, very pale, and there were little brown spots on the eye balls. “You go to hell,” Kit said to him as she drove away, speaking boldly enough but in her also he had created fear. There had been three or four men lounging about the front of the hotel. They might have been some of Tom’s crowd. The federal man might have got them, frightened them into working with him, helping him gather evidence... promise of immunity when the big break came. He might have said to them, “See. You watch this.” The whole conversation with herself, to men standing even a few feet away, might have seemed friendly.

As though he were giving her instruction.

He could have stepped back to them. There were so many men in Tom’s crowd Kit had never seen. He could have addressed them... “You see. She also is working in with us.”

Kit was furious after the incident. It hadn’t happened that night when she went to Kate, but already she had had the conversation with the mountain man.

Did she want to warn Kate, warn Tom through Kate? Her relationship with the older woman was a curious one. The two women had never talked to each other. It is likely that the same loneliness, the persistent hunger for some kind of real companionship in life that had driven Kit into the absurd embrace with the clerk she had found in the movie theatre had also driven her to Kate. She had never had a real woman friend or a man friend. There had been too many nights spent alone, on lonely roads, in lonely hotel rooms, always lying low... secrecy had become more and more necessary as she had become better known, since her name had been played up in newspapers. Once she had the beginning of a kind of friendship with Tom Halsey. He had, at least partially, taken her into his confidence. It might be that if she warned Kate and Tom through Kate, the friendship could be re-established. There was a kind of persistent admiration for Tom. She thought afterwards it might have been rather romantic. “Perhaps I only wanted a man I could feel was a man.”

“Hell. What the hell, Tom? Come out of it.” Kit had got, naturally had to get, being in the work she was, having to deal with sheriffs and deputy sheriffs, with the men of Tom’s crowd she did meet, a new and bolder front. She felt that she would not be afraid to face Tom, have it out with him...

“I’m a woman and you’re a man. Let’s forget it. Sure I ran out on you in the matter of having a kid by your lousy son. I lied to you about that but I’ve sure been a good workman for you.

“If you’re so crazy about having a grandson, to carry on the Halsey name, on the money we are all making for you in this racket, you know, Tom, respectable Halseys, associating with the best people, the very kind of people who buy the stuff we run out to them...

“Why not tell Gordon to get a divorce? I won’t put a straw in his way. Tell him to get some other skirt. Tell him to get a gentle soft one, not another like me.”

It might be that the trouble with Tom was that he had it in his head that in the end she would try to hold him up. He was getting more and more crazy about money, constantly getting more greedy. It was also an old American story, the man who by being bold, daring or crafty had got a million and who, having got it, wanted two and having two wanted five, ten, twenty million.

Kit went softly over to the kitchen door of Kate’s house and knocked. She had got herself into an exalted mood, hoping that Tom might be at the house, that she could have it out with him. When she had knocked... the car in which she had arrived was parked out of sight from the house... she stepped away from the door and stood in a spot where in the moonlight she could be clearly seen from a window.

It was for her one of those times... all people have them... a resolution made... you are prepared to assert yourself, have your say... it is all thought out.

And then — whiff — it doesn’t work out.

Kit stood in the yard at the back of Kate’s house until Kate came to the kitchen door and the two women went into the kitchen. It was time for a settlement between them... so and so much money to come to Kit and she got it. There had been a light turned on for a moment and then it was again turned off. Kit stepped out of the house and Kate stood in the doorway. She was a curiously stern looking figure standing there, Kit quite close, so that she could see the heavy hard-seeming lines of the older woman’s face. Kate was a tall gaunt woman. How hard her eyes seemed. Kit hesitated.

Again she spoke. What had gone wrong with her? She had suddenly the feeling that her voice had gone wrong. She had intended to ask a question, quite casually, but being suddenly uncertain, her voice became sharp and demanding.

“Is Tom Halsey in there?” She pointed. She could see the tall form of the woman Kate stiffen.

“I want to see him. I’ve got to see him. I think he’s in there. You tell him to come out here. I’ve got something to say to him.”

It was all wrong, wrong. Kit had intended to take Kate into her confidence, tell her about the conversation with the mountain man, about the new leader of the federal men who had come into Tom’s territory determined to get Tom.

She had intended to take advantage of the opportunity to get closer to Kate and through her perhaps to re-establish her old relationship with Tom, and her own stupidity had spoiled everything.

She had made a demand. There had been, in the tones in which she had addressed Kate, something like a threat. Kate did not answer for a moment and then she spoke softly.

“When Tom Halsey wants to see you I guess he’ll send you word,” she said in her low even voice, and without more words stepped back into her kitchen and closed the door.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

[image: img44.jpg]

TOM HALSEY DID send Kit word. At that time Kit had been taking with her a certain young man... sometimes when running single loads of expensive liquor into some Middle Western industrial town or city, sometimes when acting as pilot for convoys of cars, taking perhaps a big shipment of moon out of the mountain country and into the coal mining districts of West Virginia or southern Ohio. The young man was in reality just a boy.

He was a college boy, from one of the older Virginia colleges... it was during the college vacation time that he came to work, as a driver, for Tom’s crowd and he was sent to Kit.

She was to teach him, put him through his paces, teach him the trick of acting as pilot for convoys of cars, the roads, stations, almost always in a barn on some lonely farm, where liquor was stored. He was a gray-eyed, slender, eager young fellow, not physically very strong and at once, after he came to her, Kit took a fancy to him.

It was a curious feeling, having the boyish young fellow with her... he was with her on almost every trip she took for two months... something like a mother feeling coming to her... really it was a little absurd, her having the feeling... she was not much older than the boy... she thought of him as a boy, not as a young man. He was a Weathersmythe from one of the eastern, the tidewater counties, of Virginia.

He talked. There was a shy eager outburst of speech. They went, running a car of expensive stuff through the night, over the mountains, say out of North Carolina and into Ohio. It might be a load of imported stuff, smuggled in somewhere along the North or South Carolina coast... Tom having contracted to get it through. Kit let the boy drive. He was like herself, instinctively a fine driver. His presence broke her loneliness.

They had delivered a load, in some Ohio industrial town... it might be going into the cellar of some rich manufacturer, such a man as would be strong for law and order... down on all lawlessness in others... and then Kit and the boy lit out, disappeared into the morning blue.

No load now, no immediate danger of arrest.

Kit kept wondering about the young boy, her companion. But he wasn’t so young. He might have been a year younger than herself.

He wanted to talk. He belonged to a family, known, understood to be one of the F. F. V’s.

Kit got it all out of his talk. He had in him something she herself understood. The danger of the trade into which he had got... his getting in with Tom had come about through an acquaintance with some boot-legger, some man in the college town who sold stuff to the college boys...

The man passing the word on to Tom. “Yes, we’ll give him a try.” The boy excited by the constant danger of arrest. There were other young fellows of the sort who had worked for Tom but none of them had been sent to Kit.

She was at first a little suspicious. “Well, we’ll see.” She had that feeling, very strong in her now, growing in her, that Tom wanted to get something on her. She and the young Weathersmythe would be, perhaps for some weeks, constantly together. It might be that Tom was being foxy, trying to get something on Kit as he had on his son’s first wife.

Making that one hot-foot it off to Reno, a little money pitched to her.... “So that’s that. Good-bye, Miss Skirt.”

Kit and the boy were alone together night after night. When they had delivered a load they went to some little town, stopping on the way at another town. They had breakfast together at some small town restaurant and Kit sent off a wire, not to Kate but to a business man of the town near which Kate lived.

The wire would be handed by the business man to a second man who would see that it got to Kate. If you knew how to read it, it would tell you where to find and get word to Kit...

Another load to be got or a convoy of cars to be piloted.

Kit was suspicious, not of the boy... he at once won her confidence, even her affection... but of Tom. When they were approaching some little town, where they were to hide out and wait, she dropped the boy at the town’s edge and went on to the hotel. He had his bag and walked in, registering after she had been assigned a room. They were both tired and sleepy and Kit slept until late afternoon.

She awoke, dressed, had her room put in order and then... this after they had been together for some days... he came to her.

She had warned him but he came along the hotel corridor and tapped softly on her door. “Come on,” he whispered, “there don’t any one know us here.” He wanted her to go with him to the hotel dining-room or to a restaurant, stood in the doorway to her room, whispering, an eager smile on his young face. He had begun at once to call her Kit and, as his name was Alfred, she called him Alf.

“Ah, come on, Kit. What the hell? Let’s take a chance. It’s so nice out.” She had explained to him carefully, time and again, that it was better that they not be seen together but he was so eager, standing there in the hallway of the shabby little hotel. His lips trembled with eagerness. “We’ll have something to eat and take a walk. It’ll be dark soon.” She sent him downstairs and went down to join him.

They walked together in the streets of towns, in quiet residence streets, Kit for the most part silent and curious, while the boy talked. She had told him of the danger of the game into which he had got. “With me, Alf, you see, it doesn’t much matter.” She was trying to make him see his own situation as something different from her own.

“I haven’t any people, don’t even know where my people are.

“If I am arrested, thrown into jail... my name getting into the newspapers, you see, it won’t matter.”

She kept urging him to get out of the game at once, but he protested.

“You don’t know how it is at home.”

There was his father, such a stodgy self-important one. An aunt kept house for his father. He described her, a short fat very red-faced woman of fifty-five, a manager, he said. She had inherited some money... really paid the expenses of the house and had paid the boy’s expenses at the Virginia college.

The boy described the life in his father’s house. His own position there was a curious one, the father, Kit gathered, rather overawed by the aunt, his sister. There had been some money in the family, money coming down from young Alfred’s grandfather but the grandfather had not trusted his son and had left the money to his daughter.

It was all something new to Kit, a peep into a kind of life of which she knew nothing.

And so, the Weathersmythes were of the Virginia aristocracy of which she had often heard. For two or three years she had been living her own kind of solitary life, often enough staying in some Virginia town, sometimes at night walking alone in the streets of some such town.

Houses of the rich and well-to-do among Virginia families passed during some such walk. She might even have stopped some man or woman on a sidewalk. “Can you tell me, please, who lives in that house?” There might be a big old frame house with a wide lawn in front, perhaps girls, young women, no older than herself sitting on a porch in front or coming down a gravel walk to the street.

Her own fancy keenly alive. The notion, firmly fixed in the minds of so many who like herself had come out of a poorer class, that there was peace and happiness to be found... happiness in a way inevitable, assured in the houses of the rich and the well-to-do.

A kind of envy, hunger for something of the sort in her own life. She listened to the talk of young Weathersmythe, a little shocked, but with rapt absorbing attention.

He began telling her the story of his grandfather, who was a Civil War veteran.

He was one of Mosby’s men and young Weathersmythe thought of him always as a heroic figure.

He, the grandfather, had gone into the Mosby organization during the Civil War... that strange band, largely young Southern bloods, raiding all during the war back of the Northern armies. They were half guerillas, half warriors. They were horse stealers. When Lee’s army was in rags and on half rations they were dressed in the best of gray broadcloth, had money in their pockets.... Once a band of them robbed a Northern army paymaster of some hundred and fifty thousand dollars.

It was split up among them and they bought more and more gaudy clothes, better and better horses. They sent North, by way of some army sutler, for the best of clothes, boots, hats. They fought desperately, killed and were killed with cruel abandon. Once they went, a little band of them, on a dark night, into the very heart of a large camp of Northern troops, their own horses tied to trees, somewhere back in a dark wood, and brought out as captive the commander of the camp.

It was a strange, very exciting and exhilarating kind of warfare, often degenerating into plain robbery, the bands forming, raiding, then dispersing, and young Weathersmythe spoke of it all with fervor. There was a life... fun, danger, fine clothes, good horses, women, admirers. He had been a boy when his grandfather was an old man and other very old men, also Virginians, who had also been Mosby men, sometimes came to his grandfather’s house. The boy lived there with his father and his aunt, his own mother being dead. The old men came and sat on the porch before the house. It was at the edge of a town in the Shenandoah Valley and there were rich and fertile fields, belonging to his grandfather, stretching away behind the house. The old men came and sat with the grandfather and they talked of their young lives and young adventures.

They were in the streets of some town, Kit and young Weathersmythe, Kit going along in silence listening while her new companion talked and it grew late. “It is better not to stay out too late,” she said. “We will attract attention when we go in.” She was thinking of the hotel lobby, some lounger, perhaps also in with Tom’s crowd, who might be about. Since she had become a character, a half-celebrity, her name in newspapers, she had grown more and more cautious. She made the young man wait until she had gone alone into the hotel and to her room but she could not escape him.

He came again to the door of her room, wanted to be admitted and with a smile she let him in and sat with him for hours, a chair drawn up to a window that looked into a sleeping small town main street, the boy on the floor at her feet.

He talked. He was dissatisfied with his own life, angry about something. His story came out.

It was an old story, the son of a well-to-do, respected and respectable man... boredom with respectability. There is something such young men want. As the boy talked to Kit at night, in some hotel room... often he stayed with her thus until two or three in the morning... he was telling her the story of his father, of his own birth... always she half expected when he was with her thus that there would be a knock at the door, some man or group of Tom’s men standing there.

“Now we have you where we want you.”

Tom laying down the law to her. “Now we will clean this up.” The fear in him that she, being still his son’s wife, would, if anything happened to him, be dangerous. A man in Tom’s position was always in danger of being bumped off, taken for a ride...

He was a gang leader but clung to the notion that through his son there would come into being a new generation of Halseys... respectable Halseys...

.. Even in time perhaps a claim set up... no one particularly interested in disputing it... the Halseys also numbered among the F. F. V’s.

An absurd enough notion. Kit had got it all from Tom’s former talk with her. She had a curious determination... not being particularly interested in the money Tom Halsey had accumulated, not wanting him to defeat her.

She thought it was that feeling kept her in the game so long, after she knew that it might cost even her life.

In a hotel room with her was a boy dispelling the F. F. V. myth. He told her the story of his father, as a young man, of the age perhaps that the boy was when he was with Kit.

So he, the father, had also gone forth on his adventures. There was a story... the boy had not known it when his grandfather was alive... he told Kit that it was thrown into his teeth when he was a lad and went to the Virginia town school. There was the suggestion thrown out that he was an illegitimate child.

He wasn’t. “My father and mother were married all right,” he told Kit. They were sitting in one of the hotel rooms at night. In all the relationship between the two there was, on the boy’s part, no move, no suggestion or attempt to draw close to her as young man to young woman. She thought afterwards that young Weathersmythe might have been quite sexless...

.. Or that he was so constantly excited by his own notion of the adventure of the life they were leading together, so anxious to draw close to her, have her as a friend on another plane, that the man and woman impulse was quite crowded out.

He sat on the floor, in the hotel room... it often a shabby enough room... talking. He talked first of the grandfather, the Mosby man... the man he had loved, for whom he had the boyish passionate admiration... making a hero of him. The grandfather had been, Kit gathered from the boy’s talk, one of the most daring of the Mosby men. He had come to Mosby as a private in the ranks but had been made, for his daring, first a lieutenant and then a captain. Such men were sent out, often alone, to get information, to locate the smaller bands of enemy cavalry, to burn bridges, steal horses.

There had been one such undertaking, notable enough in the life of Alfred’s grandfather. There were the Northern troops, in pursuit of Mosby and his men, camped, of all places, at the Weathersmythe house, in the very house before which Captain Weathersmythe, now an old man, sat talking of the adventure, the boy listening, wide-eyed.

Captain Weathersmythe setting out... “They are at your house, the bastards. You’re the man to get the lay of things”... Weathersmythe not now decked out in gray broadcloth, high boots of fine leather with spurs jingling... “Not another troop in the whole Confederate army rigged out as we are. No wonder all the young bloods want to join us,”... no pistol at side now, no swagger gray hat, turned up so saucily with a feather in it. He had let his beard grow, had got into a suit of ragged and dirty blue clothes, taken off a Union prisoner.

He went to the camp of the Union men, the men camped on his own good Shenandoah Valley farm, the officers living in his house, his eyes open, his brain busy enough. “In such and such a way we will come down upon them at night. We can hide our horses in this hollow, beside this little stream where the Balm of Gilead trees grow. They have got a picket here, where the path comes down out of the wood, but we’ll get him. I’ll go ahead and get him with my own naked hands. I’ll choke him into silence.”

There was a troop of Northern cavalry and among them, of all people who do you think?

“An Adams... ha!... one of the New England Adamses. He is an officer among them.”

Dream of taking, as captive, or of killing, an Adams. Memory of old John Quincy Adams, after being President, coming back to Washington as simple congressman and sitting in the Congress, that waspish stern old man, goading the slave owners of the South also sitting in the Congress... an Adams, Lincoln’s Ambassador to England.

The young Charles Francis, Jr., commanding a detachment of cavalry bivouacking at the Weathersmythe house in the Valley.

Mosby a dramatist, wanting the publicity that would come with the capture or death of the young Adams... the North given another shock.

“Ha! This will be something to curl their hair. Don’t fail me now, Weathersmythe.” Young Alfred’s grandfather had gone there, to his own house, to find out how many men young Adams had, passing himself off as a Union soldier from Ohio escaped from a Confederate prison.

Taking the risk of being recognized by some of his own former slaves, still about the place.

The Adams there, in that house, sitting in one of the rooms.... It was the dining-room of the house... writing letters. He might be writing to his father. Ambassador to England. “Damn the English. They’ve done us dirt enough... not giving us the recognition that would have made our success sure... a dirty commercial-minded lot, the damn English... they are really also Yanks.”

An Adams writing letters. That lot always writing, writing, writing. Weathersmythe shown in to him, to be questioned. “Ha! I’ll throw you off the track.”

“Did you hear anything of Mosby’s men as you came through to us?”

“Yes, sir.” There is an old Negro man, former house servant in the house, standing by the door. He is being servant to an Adams now but he knows his Captain Weathersmythe. The Negro frightened by the presence of a Weathersmythe. “If I make a sign he’ll kill me before they can kill him.”

The gorgeous risk of it... death if there is a flutter of suspicion. He had trusted the fear of the ex-slave. A story told, that he, the Union prisoner, had picked up as he crept toward the Union lines... of Mosby and his men gone off on a raid. “They left two nights ago. I was lying beside the road and saw them go. I heard their talk.”

“No, sir. I don’t know. I heard them say....” He named a town, a hundred miles inside the Union lines.... It was a place where stores for the Union army were kept.

That and the young Weathersmythe, with Kit... such a gentle seeming boy with his rather slight body and sensitive face... this in the night, the little hotel in which they were staying very quiet...

She had to caution him. “Don’t talk so loud, will you, boy, please, boy,” she pled. He made her feel very gentle, very motherly. He told the story of the night raid of the Mosby men, his grandfather among them, he knowing every little country road, every cowpath in that section of the valley.

The sudden descent out of darkness, the alarm, the killing of many. It was odd, a bit uncanny, the enthusiasm of the young Weathersmythe... talking, talking, in the half darkness of the room, a young boy’s romanticization of war, of killing. Kit had a woman’s half revulsion. Sometimes after such a talk she had the notion that the boy also wanted to kill...

There was a hunger for revenge in him. Kit got his story in fragments. His mother had been a mountain girl, from a county south of the valley county in Virginia that was the home of the Weathersmythes. The grandfather had come back to the farm after the war and had gone to work.

The Weathersmythe slaves were gone. The place was in ruins but the Weathersmythe who had been a Mosby man put his own hand to the plow. He sold off some of the Weathersmythe land, worked day and night. The former wealth of the Weathersmythes was gone but the young Civil War Weathersmythe had re-established the family.

He had got down, from the hill country to the South, a mountain man, also a Civil War man, one of Lee’s men who had surrendered with Lee at Appomatox, and it was this man’s daughter who became young Alfred’s mother.

It had happened. There was the son of the Mosby man... he was at the age young Alfred was when he came to Kit. Young Alfred himself going in secretly for a kind of adventure, Kit thought he had romanticized as perhaps long before his grandfather had romanticized the work of Mosby. After all, the Mosby might have been a kind of Tom Halsey, the same kind of force in him... ability in him to make men do what he wanted them to do.

It developed that young Alfred, before coming to Kit, had seen and talked to Tom, and Kit thought that Tom had perhaps been pleased and flattered to have such a one in his band. He might later be useful to Tom. The Weathersmythes were more or less prominent in the state and the boy’s father was in state politics.

The boy had been born to the mountain girl, daughter of a poor white farmhand on the Weathersmythe place, and Kit understood that the marriage had not taken place until a few weeks before young Alfred was born and that there had been a struggle, the mountain girl’s father coming at night to the Weathersmythe house, a scene between him and the Mosby Weathersmythe, young Alfred’s father called out of his bed... confronted by the girl’s father... “is this story true?”

Alfred’s father denying, protesting, accusing. A hint thrown out that the child, so soon to be born, might well be the son of some other man at work on the place, the father of the girl angry... he having come to the house with a shotgun over his arm....

How much of the story had been born later in Kit’s imagination and how much in the imagination of the boy, she didn’t afterwards know. She was herself the daughter of a Poor White. She said... “He told me such a lot of things. He was a born story teller. He made everything seem so vivid. It was like reading an exciting story in a book.”

Young Alfred did tell her of how once, in the vacation time after his first year in college... it was after his second college year that he came to her... he went off secretly, trying to find some of his mother’s people.

He had found them although his mother was dead, but Kit gathered that he had not made himself known. They were very poor and ignorant people in the hills and young Alfred, although on his mother’s side he was a Poor White, was also a Weathersmythe.

Such a queer mixture of pride, arrogance, gentleness. The young man was torn by many conflicting emotions. Kit, in speaking of him... he remained for some reason a very vital figure in her own adventure in living... admitted that she did not understand the boy who for a time was her companion. She said... “He never asked me about my own people.” She thought that a part at least of the story that remained in her mind might have been formed out of other stories she had heard.

There was, in any event, the scene in the Weathersmythe house. There would have been another Weathersmythe, Alfred’s father, confronted by Alfred’s mother’s father, the shotgun hung over his arm, this in the night, the Mosby Weathersmythe standing there, Alfred’s father accusing, the Weathersmythe denying... he would have known he was lying.

A mountain man angry. After all the Weathersmythes, gay young dogs, Mosby men, feathers in their hats, gay broadcloth clothes, shining boots that went up to the knees... they a little like movie cowboys of another age in America... the real cowboy after all being in actuality little more than a hired man who all day long, month after month, must follow tame enough cows and steers through barren dry country...

.. it is to be borne in mind that although Alfred Weathersmythe’s grandfather had been a Mosby man... gay dog, F. F. V. with feather in hat, doing daringly enough, the grandfather, on Alfred’s mother’s side, had been one of Lee’s men.

He would have been with Jackson at Chancellors ville... in the long secret march with Stonewall Jackson that time... odd that there had been so little talk of Stonewall being an F. F. V.... that strange religious, murderous genius... praying and killing, then again praying... man of such fine abandon.

Young Alfred Weathersmythe’s grandfather, on the mother’s side, marching with him...

Then again at Gettysburg, standing to it there.

And again when Grant came down with his ever-increasing hordes to pen Lee in at Richmond and Petersburg... the crater... the persistent grim thrusts of that other genius of grim war, Grant... curiously gentle man, called “Butcher Grant.”

Alfred Weathersmythe’s commoner grandfather standing before Alfred Weathersmythe’s grandfather, once F. F. V. young blood, gun in hand, Alfred’s father going a little cheap... Kit Brandon had the impression that the father of her friend, young Alfred, always had been a cheap man and that the son knew it.

.. Gun of mountain man brought down to firing position.

“You are the father of the child my daughter is going to have. What are you going to do about it?”

F. F. V. young blood meeting the commoner. It may well be that a commoner who has been four years with a Lee is no longer a commoner.

Alfred Weathersmythe’s other grandfather, the Mosby one, speaking up.

“Put the gun down, Jim.”

Kit understood, got it from fragmentary things young Alfred said that there had been an offer of money. He had got the story from some of his mother’s people, that time he went to them... an offer of money made and refused.

Then a mountain man getting proud. He spoke to Alfred’s father, ignoring the grandfather. “All right. You marry her. Let her have the child. You can keep it and I’ll take her away.”

As it happened the mother died soon after Alfred was born and he grew up in his grandfather’s home knowing nothing of all this.

And then the story came to him, not from his father, his grandfather or his aunt, but from other boys, in a Virginia town where he went to grade school and then to high school.

So he wasn’t then a pure Weathersmythe, an F. F. V. There was the bad blood, so called, his father just a common soldier with Lee’s army... certainly not a dashing cavalry man. Mosby man with feather in hat, every man in the little band trying to out-jeb the Jeb Stuart. A kind of shame and self-consciousness in the boy. This in secret. His father, grandfather, and that so executive aunt, always marching him off to church and Sunday School when he was a small boy... he had always been slender and not strong... the aunt, he told Kit, was a determined religionist.

There had come a kind of hatred of his father... this mingled with a curious reverence for the grandfather, the Mosby man. When Kit urged him to get out of Tom’s gang, have nothing to do with it... she pointed out what Tom was probably up to, taking the boy on to learn her own trade. The boy’s father was in state politics — later in the state legislature. At that time, as every one must know, who knows later Virginia history, the legislature of Virginia was dominated, almost absolutely, by the Anti-Saloon League, in the person of Bishop Cannon, Methodist churchman... he even sitting day after day in the doorway to the hall where the legislature met, United States senators, governors, members of Congress as well as state legislators, fearing him, kow-towing to him. This in proud Virginia.

And at home the boy’s father... a lawyer in a Virginia town. While the boy was in college he served a term as county prosecuting attorney.

The boy described him to Kit. He was a small fat man and a constant hard drinker, although he did not drink in public. The boy said he was always having what he called “illnesses,” staying at home sometimes in his room for days. He drank and talked aloud to himself, the aunt protecting him from the outside world. She fought with him, tried to take his liquor from him but he lied to her, said it was all gone, that he hadn’t any... he had become very canny about hiding it. The household in this mood, sometimes for days... people of the town knowing and not knowing...

He was after all a Weathersmythe.

The aunt sometimes giving way to tears and sometimes to anger. There were bitter quarrels. The aunt owned the house in which they lived. What money the elder Weathersmythe had left had been left to her. He recovered from one of his bad times, the boy said, and went abroad. He was in court, prosecuting mountain men for making perhaps the very liquor he had been consuming the week before. He was strutting before other men, speaking of his family.

“I am a Weathersmythe.”

The boy Alfred told Kit that he didn’t care if he was caught, running liquor for Tom Halsey. He told Kit that he had himself tried drinking for a time but that he didn’t like it. It gave him only a silly sick feeling. It seemed to Kit that, in coming with Tom’s crowd, he half convinced himself that he was being an adventurer like his grandfather, and that half he had done it hoping to be caught, and the family disgraced.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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AND SO TOM Halsey had sent for Kit. It was after the boy Alfred Weathersmythe had left her and she was a little uncertain about what he was doing and it was after the time when the new federal man had spoken to her in the street and when she knew vaguely that there was trouble for Tom ahead.

She was waiting, she hardly knew what for. She was told that the boy, Alfred, was now attached to Tom’s person. There was a story that Tom, like a city gangster or a Huey Long, had begun going about accompanied by a guard.

Had the boy Alfred been made one of his guards? The idea amused and startled Kit. She was told to go to Kate and went on a night in the fall.

It was a clear night and Kit was nervous. Her relations with Kate had also changed and there was that story, told her by the mountain man, member of Tom’s crowd, about the attempt of the ex-city rough, Steve Wyagle, to elbow in on Tom’s game.

Kit went to Kate’s somewhat grimly. She was in a curious position. For two or three years she had been making what had seemed to her a good deal of money. For perhaps a year there had been the secret longing to get out, begin a new life, but there was also the question to be settled... if she began a new life what sort of life was it to be? Like the boy Alfred Weathersmythe and others of Tom’s crowd she had known it was the excitement of the life of the rumrunner that had held her. Young Weathersmythe was not the only young fellow, of some so-called “good family” who had dipped into rum-running or some other form of boot-legging. Kit for example-had heard from young Weathersmythe a story... it had been told to the young man’s father by a Chicago man who had come to his house on some matter of business... the boy in an adjoining room listening while the two men talked... the amused cynicism of the Chicago man...

.. The boy’s father, at that time ambitious to become a member of the legislature of his state, political follower at the moment of Bishop Cannon...

.. He also cynical enough.

.. The father had begun the conversation with the Chicago man... they sat in the Weathersmythe house, the two men with a bottle between them...

.. The Chicago man... “You are, as I understand it, strong, that is to say politically, for prohibition?”

.. “Yes.” Laughter... the boy unknown to the two men sitting in a near-by room, the door open, reading a book. If he had got a kind of hatred of his father, a hatred based partly on a growing feeling that the father had been cheap and unfair with his mother, partly on boyish hatred of hypocrisy... if he had this feeling he had at the same time the feeling that his father was clever.

He was a man who enjoyed drinking, even getting drunk. Young Alfred told Kit that more than once, when the father was on one of his secret sprees, he had seen him coming out of his room, his hair disheveled, staggering along a hallway to the bathroom...

.. and then, perhaps a week later, the same man up before the voters. He would be making a prohibition speech...

.. In some way making the people like it, the church in his legislative district endorsing him, preachers working for his election...

.. When he had been prosecuting attorney, his perhaps prosecuting, getting sent off to jail, some man from the mountain district of the county from whom he had himself bought liquor...

.. In some way making the man stand up to the deception, making him accept it. “If you say a word I’ll simply call you a liar... I’m after all a Weathersmythe.”

.. “Damn the Weathersmythes,” the boy had once said indignantly to Kit.

.. “It will be your word against mine. If you lay low I’ll get the judge to go light on you.”

.. He wouldn’t have bragged about being a Weathersmythe, would have been too smart for that. He would have made the force of the fact that he was a Weathersmythe operate on the mind of the mountain man. The mountain man would have been a poor and no doubt illiterate man from the hills, not, after all, unlike young Alfred’s mother’s father or unlike Kit’s own people.

The two men talking in the Weathersmythe house.

“Yes, of course, politically, I am for prohibition. I’d like to see any man get elected to office in this state just now who wasn’t.

“What, with all the moralists for it, the church people all strong for it?

“That old fraud of a Bishop holding the whip over us.”

Young Weathersmythe’s father telling the Chicago man, also a lawyer... in the Virginia county of some legal matter connected with the settling up of a Virginia estate...

“I was in Washington. I was in Senator Blaon’s office.” Laughter. “You know what a strong prohibitionist he is.

“He is one of our great fighters for the principle of prohibition.

“Of course we had a drink.” More laughter.

“Do you know what the old cuss uses as his racket? He has, you see, this bottle he keeps in his desk.... He is a great tippler. So it is perfectly legal stuff, issued you see for purely medicinal purposes, prescription of a doctor, etc., etc., etc.

“So he must keep refilling the bottle. You see I took him some myself. He is a man raised on our corn. He likes it. He keeps refilling the bottle. You see he feels that, if by some accident they catch him, he will be quite secure. He buys nothing from the Senate boot-leggers. We fellows down here keep him supplied.”

Laughter of the two men, such respectable citizens, in a Virginia house. The Chicago man told a story of a young man graduated with honors from the University of Chicago. He had come into the office of the Chicago lawyer. “He had a sample case with him, wanted to establish a trade with me, had a good sales talk.

“So he let me sample his goods and we got into talk.

“He had been educated to business, told me that he had after graduation looked over the field. He decided quite calmly that the liquor business was the best business going at the moment.

“There would be a risk of course but in what business is there not a risk and as for legality...”

The bright young college graduate, in the office of the Chicago lawyer had held forth on the subject of legality. What great business was there in America that had been built on legality? The college boy had studied the history of the great oil companies, steel companies, railroads, mining, power, public utility companies. “There are more immediate profits, quick returns, in the liquor racket for the man who has no stake.” The fellow was like Tom Halsey — shrewd mountain man and shrewd college boy... “When I have got a stake I’ll look elsewhere. This racket won’t last. I’m in to get what I can while the getting is good.”

It was like the stories, always being whispered about college campuses all over America, of young women, also anxious to get on, caught up by the American cry of “progress, advancement... get on in the world... put it across”... young women making their way through college by working nights at the oldest of all women’s trades.

Kit felt that she had been spoiled for returning to the life of a working woman. Business was a mystery to her. She had got a kind of prejudice against all buying and selling. She had herself never bought or sold any liquor. If there was in her a hunger for marriage with some man she was in the position of innumerable other American women... she had not found the man she wanted.

She arrived at Kate’s house at night and Kate came out and got into her car. She did not tell Kit where they were going. “Tom wants to see you.” Kate fell into silence, speaking only to direct Kit along roads.

Tom Halsey had arranged a meeting with the man Steve Wyagle. Kit thought... during this period of her experience as one of Tom’s crowd... after all a minor member of the crowd, unknown to most of the others... leading as she did such a solitary life. She was, it is true, known to them, a figure the newspapers had picked up, made into a half celebrity... she thought that but for the fact that she was the wife of Tom’s son she would have gone through the whole experience unnoticed by him...

The power of the man Wyagle had, she concluded, been growing. He had been going about among Tom’s crowd, talking of Tom’s growing greediness. It was even possible that Steve had made some arrangements with the federal man. There were such arrangements made all through the prohibition times, officers of the law making deals with the lawbreakers. “You turn such and such a one up, help us get the evidence we need.

“We’ll take care of you.”

With Tom Halsey gone, perhaps serving time in some federal prison, there would be a chance for the new man. Kit and Kate drove along a road, getting some fifteen or twenty miles from Kate’s house... it was a bright clear fall evening... and turned into a little wood road. They parked the car, leaving it in a little opening among trees, Kit growing constantly more and more nervous. She kept looking at Kate but Kate’s face told her nothing. The conviction was growing in her that she was being taken to some out of the way place. It might be the end of her.

“But would the woman Kate give herself to a thing of that sort?”

The two women walked in silence along a wood path coming at last to a fence at the wood’s edge and once, while they were still in the wood, Kit put her hand on Kate’s arm. Her own hand trembled. She had grown pale. Her voice trembled.

“Where are we going, Kate? What’s up?” she asked, but Kate did not answer and, as on another occasion when Kit had become frightened by the possibilities of what might happen to herself through Tom, she grew a little angry.

Kit had never carried a gun but now she wished she had one. There was a small flashlight in the pocket of her coat and she took it out and held it gripped in her right hand. There was no need for it. The night was clear and there was a moon.

“Be quiet,” Kate had said to Kit, her voice suddenly harsh, and the two women approached the fence at the edge of the wood in silence. There were some bushes growing at just that spot and they got behind them.

They stood thus, Kit didn’t know for how long. There was a clearing in the wood and in the clearing an old barn and in the bright moonlight Kit could see the remains of the foundation of what had once been a house. It was one of Tom’s liquor storing places but Kit had never been there. She stood, half angry, half afraid, beside Kate, occasionally looking at her. Thoughts were racing in her head. Formerly, all through the first year and a half of her employment by Tom she had felt Kate as her friend. Now she was doubtful. She was frightened.

Had the woman Kate brought her to that place on Tom’s orders to put her “on the spot”? She kept looking furtively about but there was only the silence of a wood at night, a silence broken only by the little steady sound of insect life. Once an owl hooted. The sound came from far off, somewhere in the distance.

There was the long silence and then it was broken. Kit saw that Tom Halsey had out-smarted the ex-city rough, Steve Wyagle. The man had been induced to come to the spot, to the old barn in the clearing in the wood, accompanied by three of what he thought to be his own men, men pledged to him in the effort that was to be made to unseat Tom. There had been some kind of assurance given the man Steve. “You come with three of your own men and I will come with but one of mine.

“We will have a talk. We will talk things over.” Steve Wyagle came along the woodland path, the three men with him, and went into the clearing and Kit saw that one of the men was a fellow who had been with Steve, one of his companions on that first Sunday evening when she had gone with Gordon to Kate’s house. She remembered the impression got at that time, an impression of cruelty in the man’s eyes. With his three companions Wyagle crossed the open space before Kit and went into the barn.

There was another time of silence and again Kate trembled. If it were true that Kate had brought her to the place to put her on the spot, to be killed, these were the men to do it. She looked about prepared for flight through the wood, and her hand gripped the flashlight. She thought vaguely of Kate, anger sweeping over her. “If I start to run and she tries to hold me I’ll hit her,” she thought. Kate stood close to her. Kate’s eyes were watching her.

And then Tom Halsey came and he was accompanied only by the boy Alfred Weathersmythe. They came along the woodland path passing close to the bush back of which Kate and Kit stood and went into the clearing. They did not enter the barn but stood silently in the clearing.

It was a tense moment. Kit had a sudden and intense return of an old admiration for Tom. He stood, silently, in the clear place, to all appearances unarmed and then Kit saw him lean over and whisper to young Alfred Weathersmythe. It was not until afterwards that she thought her way through what was happening that night, what was about to happen.

Tom, having taken the boy Alfred to be ostensibly one of his bodyguards, having him about day after day, had evidently, from the first, had something definite in mind.

He had intended making a killer of the boy. That had been his purpose. Kit did not know how he did it — but she knew that there was always something almost hypnotic about Tom’s quiet power over others.

And he had got the boy and certainly the fact would be an advantage. There was murder to be done. It was to be done by a Weathersmythe. Kit thought that he might have worked on the romantic folly of the boy. “Are you a brave man? Do you dare to be brave?”

 

The boy foolishly thinking of himself as another like that grandfather, the Mosby man. Once when he was a small boy he had asked the grandfather— “but could you kill a man if you met him, say when you were riding in the road — if there was just you two?”

“Yes. If he was a Yank.” The grandfather had been stern.

What a foolish question to have asked!

In the clearing the two, Tom and the boy, stood... Kit sure afterwards that the boy, like herself, must have been trembling with fright. She said she got a sudden conviction of what was going to happen. “I wanted to run to them, to cry out to him— ‘Stop it, stop it!’” She wanted to cry. She did start forward but Kate, putting out her hand, gripped her arm.

They stood in silence and then Steve Wyagle, the city rough, professional killer, walked out of the shadows of the barn and toward Tom. He was accompanied by the three roughs, lieutenants of his own as he thought but, even at that moment, Kit knew he had been out-smarted. Tom had got to his three companions, he had bought them off.

“Hello, Tom,” Steve said, cheerfully enough, stepping forward. What a fool he was! He said no more. It was evident that both Tom and the young Weathersmythe were armed and as Steve stepped toward them, the boy shot and at that moment Steve’s three companions grabbed his arms.

They had got his arms and held him, and while he struggled Tom put his hand on young Weathersmythe’s shoulder and led him forward until he was within a few feet of the struggling man. The boy seemed paralyzed and Kit thought that even from where she stood with Kate she could see his body tremble.

He stood thus and Tom spoke to him, his voice still quiet, commanding, and Kit said that he even seemed to help the boy raise his arm... “Shoot,” he said sharply, and the boy did.

He shot again and again in a kind of hysteria of shooting. He stood over the fallen man and poured bullets into him, keeping it up until the gun he held was empty and then turning he bolted past Kit and into the wood and Kit, also half hysterical and forgetting Kate, ran after him.

Kit got into her car and driving out of the wood got into a country road and sitting there in her car saw, in the bright moonlight, young Alfred Weathersmythe’s figure running in the distance. There was a long dip in the road and she saw the figure come up the crest of a distant hill and disappear.... She threw the car into gear and followed and presently overtook him.

The running figure was Weathersmythe and when she had run the car alongside him he stopped.

He had become dumb. How white he was! He stood in the road trembling and Kit got out of the car and helped him into the seat. “No. No,” he kept protesting. She drove slowly along the road until she came to a little wooden bridge and then stopped the car beside the road. He had begun to cry like a small child, and she took him into her arms and held him, caressing his face with her hand. She tried to talk to him but he would not answer. “Why did you do it, boy, why did you?” The feeling that had been growing in her as regards Tom, a feeling of distrust and suspicion, had become an intense hatred and she sat with the boy in the car, her arms about him, swearing violently. Words she had heard, remembered, intense bitter words, filthy words rose to her lips. She herself trembled.

She got out of the car and taking the boy by the hand, led him into a field. There was a rail fence but she did not climb over. She took the rails, one at a time, and threw them aside, being suddenly very strong, the boy standing dumbly to one side. The rails of the fence were something on which she could lay her hands. She gripped each rail, raised it over her head and hurled it from her, still cursing.

They got into the field and walked a short distance along the bank of a little creek and something inside Kit began to get more quiet. She had hold of young Weathersmythe’s hand, leading him and he still kept muttering. “No. No,” he continued saying. As Kit grew quieter she noticed that there was a cut place on his head. In running through the wood, after the shooting, he had struck his head against a tree. She stopped and made him sit at the edge of the stream.

There was, for Kit, one of those odd moments that come into all lives. She had been terribly excited and was filled with a feeling new to her. For the first time in her life she hated sincerely, wholly.

“He has done this to this boy. He has worked on him, in some way induced him to do this thing.” She had no feeling of regret for the death of Wyagle. A useless brute had been snuffed out. She imagined Tom’s working, as he would have worked, on the mind of the boy, making him think the deed he was to do was something heroic. The boy was to prove himself to Tom as perhaps his grandfather, the Mosby man, had in his time proved his courage and the coldbloodedness that is also a part of war to himself and others.

There was in fact a war on, a curious civil war, brought on by prohibition, Kit herself having joined up, the officers of the law, in spite of the fact that many of them were crooked, had sold out, were, after all, on the right side. Kit, sitting beside the boy in the field, at the stream’s edge that night... he had become ill and was lying on the ground beside her, very white now, his lips still muttering the words, “no, no”... she kept leaning forward and wetting a handkerchief in the stream... it seemed to her that her mind wandered... she recalled a story the boy beside her had told her... it concerned his grandfather and the Civil War...

It was a story of Sheridan and the struggle in the valley of the Shenandoah. There had been some of Mosby’s men taken in a fight and they were pronounced outlaws by Sheridan. Some five or six of them were led out and shot and later, it was decided by Mosby that he would treat some of Sheridan’s men in the same way.

“It is war. They have shot in cold blood five of our men. We will shoot five of theirs.” Young Weathersmythe had heard his grandfather tell the story... some forty or fifty of the Mosby men, with five prisoners getting off their horses at the edge of a wood. It was in the evening. The grandfather had told of the scene, the Mosby men having come out of a wood road. There was a falling field before them and in the distance, across the valley to the West from where the Mosby men stood beside their horses... the men had dismounted and stood at their horses’ heads.... In the distance the sun was going down. “The sky was as red as blood,” the grandfather had said.

“You have to remember that the Mosby men were not regular troops,” young Weathersmythe had said to Kit that time he was telling her the story. He explained that they were irregular troops. They met. Word was sent to them to meet at some point, usually at night. They went on a raid and then, when they had returned from some such raids... they were in a surprising number of cases successful... their leader Mosby was a shrewd quiet man... as young Alfred had spoken to Kit of him she found herself confusing his figure, as described by the boy, with that of Tom Halsey... the same quiet ability to command men, to inspire fear in men, obedience in them.

The Mosby men, on the particular evening with the prisoners. “We are going to kill them, shoot the bastards.” The grandfather had described the sun going down across the valley on that evening. Their leader Mosby was not with them and another man, with a major’s commission, was in command. He spoke to the men who had charge of the prisoners, pointing..., “March them out there,” and the prisoners were led out before the dismounted troops. “Well, who wants to do this job?” Silence among the Mosby men. Alfred Weathersmythe’s telling Kit the story long afterwards, his determination to make of his grandfather a hero.... “Not one of them wanted to do it.

“It was a duty to be done. Would you have done it?”

It was the boy asking Kit the question, in a hotel room at night, he looking up at her with troubled eyes. His grandfather had done the job. He had shouted to the men holding the prisoners to turn them loose and, as they ran down the falling field, had followed them on his horse, shooting them one by one. The boy, imaginative, questioning, making the scene as he told it very vivid in his own mind and in Kit’s mind. “He was doing his duty. He had the guts to do his duty.

“They had shot some of Mosby’s men.

“Would you have done it, Kit; could you have done it?” The boy in the hotel room, excited by his own tale, putting his head to his hands and muttering, “no, no.”

He kept muttering the same words as he now lay beside Kit, her own mind confused, jumping back to another scene when a certain tubercular cotton-mill lad had lain beside her in another field, by another stream. She had sat, that time, holding the boy’s head while the blood flowed from him, coloring a stream. The boy now beside her was also bloody. The blood kept running from the cut place in his head. He was very ill. Suddenly he sat up and leaning forward vomited, and as suddenly, he arose.

He stood for a moment looking down at Kit and then as though the sight of her was something terrible to him, he dashed away from her through the stream and ran away across fields and she sat quietly and let him run. On that night she had some vague notion that he would go to the law officers of some near-by town. He would tell what had happened. Kit sat on the grass in the field watching him run. She watched until he had disappeared. There was a wood beyond the field and she saw him run into that. She did not know afterwards how long she sat in the same place. “I saw him run,” she said. “He didn’t, as I thought he would, go to the officers. I don’t know where he went.

“I never heard or saw any more of him,” she said.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
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GORDON HALSEY LAME to Kit in the hotel suite where she had once lived with him as his wife. He had two revolvers. He knocked and when she admitted him he came in and sank into a chair. He took an automatic revolver from his coat pocket and laid it on a little writing desk in a corner of the room. Then he took another from his trouser pocket and Kit broke into laughter.

Why, how pale he was. Gordon had grown fat and he was much agitated. He began to scold about his father. “He wants me to bring you to him,” he said. What a funk he was in! He was angry. “What have I to do with all this?” He leaned forward in his chair and Kit noticed that his lips were trembling. He had been speaking in a whisper and had asked her to go lock the door and when she had done so... smiling... the terror that had so evidently taken possession of him affected her in two ways. She came and stood near him. When he had appeared at the door her first inclination had been to deny him admittance, tell him to get out, to stay out, but something, the curious look of terror in his eyes, had aroused her pity and that had been followed by amusement. For a moment he had been to her as he was, a little at least, before she had married him, a helpless child. He spoke in a loud whisper.

He was telling her a tale. “And so they have also got to you?” she thought, standing and looking at him. He had been approached by a federal man, it might be by the same one who had, some weeks before, spoken to her. There had been hints thrown at him, questions asked. He told Kit that two men had come that very afternoon to his hotel room. There had been threats made, possibility of a term in prison hinted at.

“For what? What do I know? What have I done?”

“Why, you have done nothing. You never did anything,” Kit said.

He began to beg Kit to go away with him. “I have it all fixed,” he said. He had got a car... not the big sports model car he had driven when he courted her but an old Ford. He had even left off his so sporty-looking English-cut clothes and was almost shabbily dressed in a worn suit. She wondered where he had got it. “He has had one of the bell boys here in the hotel get it for him,” she thought. The suit was old and worn and it had a curious shininess. It was one of the kind of second-hand suits sold to workingmen in little stores on side streets of industrial towns. “They mend them. They clean and press them,” she thought.

What a fool he was! He had got also a shabby-looking car and had it parked somewhere in a side street. “And so, you have got money hidden away.” She knew her man. For years he had been getting money from Tom. He would have hidden much of it away, no doubt in safety deposit boxes in banks... not all in one town... she knew because in a small way she had done the same. He had put the idea into her head when they were first married, when there was at least something of a relationship between them. She stood before him as he talked... it was late in the day, a fall day and growing dark... and he was pleading with her. He wanted her to cut out with him, leave the country.

“You really be my wife, Kit,” he pled. He began a long story, leaning forward in his chair, his face in his hands, looking not at her but at the floor, talking in a whisper, the two revolvers lying on the writing desk near her. It was true, he said, that he had done her wrong, had played around with other women, had lied to her. He began speaking of his boyhood, in the house with the woman Kate. What chance had he ever had?

“I never had a mother,” he said. He was filled with self-pity. Kit went to sit in a chair by a window, saying nothing, letting him talk. She was both amused and hurt. “What a pitiful figure for any woman to call husband,” she thought. He said he had thought it all out. As to the business his father was in, he had had nothing to do with it.

“You know that, Kit. You know it as well as I do.” There was something, to Kit, almost comical in the situation, his sitting here in the room with her, telling of the wrongs done him. He appealed to her, looking up from the floor. She had moved silently to the chair by the window and he turned his own chair to face her again but did not look directly at her. He had got suddenly lonely and afraid. It was the federal men and their talk with him that had started it all and now he had turned to Kit. “I’ll cut it all out, honest I will, Kit.” He meant his running about, sleeping with other women, paying them with money got from his father. He wanted her to go with him, at once, somewhere out into the West. They would buy a farm, a cattle ranch, he said. Kit gathered that the federal men, in their talk with him, had suggested an idea that had frightened him more than all the rest. The government had got a new technique. When it was difficult to get evidence against the leader or his better fixed lieutenants of one of the gangs that infested America all through the prohibition times, the government tried getting them on income tax evasion. They had already got several big shots on that charge.

And what of Gordon Halsey? He had never made any income tax returns and all the time he had been getting large sums from his father. As he talked to Kit that evening, saying they would creep out of the hotel, one at a time... he told her where he had parked the shabby looking Ford... as for his other car... he owned and had been driving a Lincoln... the government, he said, could have it.

The government men might be watching it. He had been very canny, had told them nothing. How were they to find out how much money he had and where he had it hidden? He and Kit would go away in the Ford. They would drive all night. He had cash enough with him to last them for weeks. When they got out West they could take new names. Although he had not treated Kit as he should have done he had really always loved her.

“I thought you didn’t really have any respect for me,” he said, looking up at her, and instantly she had, for a passing moment, the thought that she would like to go to him, perhaps take him into her arms. He was after all nothing but a stupid boy. “I wonder,” she thought, as the impulse passed, “how many men are like him.”

Could it be that all men were such silly children? Kit was in a curiously serious mood, had been in the same mood ever since the night when young Weathersmythe, under the influence of Tom, had killed Steve Wyagle. She had come back to her suite in the hotel in the Southern industrial town on the night after that had happened and had not left the suite since.

She had had her meals brought to her room and twice... she was a little vague as to how long she had been there... she thought it might have been for a week but then immediately afterwards concluded it couldn’t have been for so long.

There had been notes sent to her, two of them. They were brought by the waiter, a Negro man, who also brought her meals. They were on the tray under a dish. They told her to go at once to Kate but she had not gone. She had torn up the notes and smiled. Was Tom Halsey also becoming afraid?

He had done that thing to her and to the boy, young Weathersmythe, had got her to come to that place, to watch him as he made the boy kill that man. Perhaps he had wanted to show her his power.

He had been getting himself into what he thought a safe place. If there was too much inquiry made as to the death of Wyagle there was the boy, the actual killer, son of a prominent family in Virginia, the state where family meant so much. The killing had taken place in the state, in one of the border mountain counties.

“They’d better not go too much into that.”

It was evident that they hadn’t. There had been but a short newspaper item about the finding of a man’s body. If the old barn, in the clearing in the wood, near which the body had been found, had been used formerly by Tom’s crowd as a place to store liquor during its passage across the state there had been no liquor found when county officers went to inspect the body. The man Wyagle was almost unknown. No one in that county had ever before seen him. There were no large towns in the mountain county.

A little item in the newspapers... a body found... evidently that of a stranger. The man had been shot to death but there were no guns found. It was presumed to be just another illicit liquor killing. The body was found by the man who owned the farm. “Yes, and he knew more than it would be comfortable for him to tell,” Kit thought as she read the item. She knew that Tom never stored liquor without first making arrangements. The farmer would have been paid to keep others off his place, keep an eye out. He wouldn’t be told too much. He would be paid for silence.

He would have been afraid not to tell the officers of the county about the dead body found on his land. He would have been afraid to express any suspicions as to the killers.

Kit had wondered, reading the notes telling her, commanding her, to report to Kate, if Tom had also grown afraid. It had been the purpose of the federal men, come into Tom’s territory, determined to break up his particular crowd... as long as prohibition lasted there would be such crowds... Kit knew that... if the federal men succeeded in breaking up Tom’s crowd, got Tom, another Tom and another crowd would take over the business.

There was money in it, plenty of money to be made in the game. There was no evidence that prohibition had lessened the demand for liquor.

Kit sat in her room, listening to the pleadings of Gordon, her husband... the thought that he was, at least legally, her husband amused and in a queer way hurt... not thinking of him... he went on pleading... he had got the idea into his head that they would run away somewhere together... go out West.... He would become a Westerner... out in the place where gals are gals and men are men... he had been reading Western magazines, going to the movies... already perhaps he had begun thinking of himself as a man made into a new man by getting on to a horse... she wondered if he had ever been on one... riding across open plains... talking with a Western drawl...

She smiled, these thoughts flitting across her mind as Gordon talked on and on, pleading with her. Now he was boasting of his hidden wealth... now declaring his own innocence of any wrongdoing. “This income tax thing, Kit... it’s for earning, now ain’t it, it’s for what you earn, Kit. I haven’t ever earned anything. You know I haven’t.” She wanted to tell him to go out of the room, not to bother her, but didn’t. He was too much the pitiful figure sitting there, pleading with her.

Her mind ran away from him to his father and he kept on talking, his words sometimes not heard, sometimes mingled with her own thoughts.

It was evening of the fall day and the lights in the room had not been turned on. She was in a grim mood. When the first of the notes, telling her to report to Kate, had been delivered... the Negro waiter saying nothing... the note left on a tray under a dish... she had been inclined to obey. After the shooting of Wyagle by the young Weathersmythe she had wanted to do something to Tom. She thought of going to the federal men, finding the man who had spoken to her, the leader of the federals, the man who had managed to stir up fear and uncertainty in Tom’s domain, of talking to him, at least of telling him about the killing. She couldn’t. How could she do that without involving Weathersmythe? There was no doubt that Tom was not only a capable leader of men, he was also smart. He had outsmarted her.

And there was something else. She hated being disloyal. There still remained in her the feeling... the gang... Tom’s crowd... men she did not know... an organization... men like her own people, mountain men, poor whites like herself, had been enabled to buy clothes, live a bit more freely, make money. The privilege of making money, by almost any method, did mean something...

Kit had no religion, no real friends, had never had a real lover. It was as though she had said to herself, “I have to be loyal to something.” This vague thing called “the crowd,”

“the gang,” in newspapers sometimes called “the mob”... Tom Halsey’s “mob”...

“God knows I haven’t got anything else.”

“I could go to Tom, watch my chance... he might not expect it of me... he knows I have never carried a gun... I could shoot him, kill him. It would only mean some other man to take his place. They’d get me but I would have got him. I could shoot him, stand over him with a gun in my hand and watch him die.”

She had got the first note from Tom on just such another evening as the one on which Gordon came to her and after reading it and after the waiter who had brought her dinner had left she had decided to go out and to a store to buy a gun. She dressed for that purpose, not in any of the better clothes she still had... her rather expensive wardrobe having been renewed from time to time, but in a special dress she had bought.

It was a little black dress, loose and coming down to her shoe tops and there were a black sunbonnet and cheap black stockings and shoes. She had got the outfit once in a town in Ohio. She had been driving through the town, returning from one of her trips, no liquor in her car and she had gone into a little shabby store.

It wasn’t a store. It was a place where some church women of the town were holding what they called a “rummage sale.” She had been curious and had stopped her car and going into the place had bought the outfit. “It might come in handy,” she had told herself and had been amused at the thought of making herself up in the outfit... something like the fiction women detectives about which she sometimes read in detective magazines... a beautiful young woman, very daring, so rigged out, going into some den of vice, etc., etc.... when she had lived with Gordon, as his wife, he was always keeping magazines about that were filled with such stories.

She had put the outfit on, that evening after she got Tom’s first note, a little amused at herself. “I won’t take the hotel elevator down to the street. I’ll walk down the stairs and so out.”

She had got ready to creep out of the hotel, thinking to go buy a revolver with which to shoot Tom but hadn’t gone.

The hotel was being watched. Her own suite was being watched. No one had told her so. She had the conviction that it was so. There was something in the air that told her.

“There is a trap being set. They are going to try to get all of us, me too. I don’t care much.”

If it were true, what of it? She had thought about that. “Suppose I do have to serve a term in prison? I am in a prison now.”

Even in a prison there might be something. There might be some women in there who would become her friends. She had a terrible need... it growing in her... of something... a relationship... some man or some woman, to whom she could feel close. Just at that time she had... it was she felt the strongest thing in her... the hunger to give.

What?

Herself in some way.

There had been the months and months of loneliness. If she succeeded in shooting, in killing Tom Halsey, it would also be her own end. American gangs were organized in that way, each leader, big-shot or little-big-shot, like Tom, having, inside the gang... the gang organization was not unlike political organizations... there would be some man or group of men in the organization who would revenge the killing of the leader... the killing, if accomplished would be, for her, a kind of giving of herself.

 

Loneliness.

The loneliness, so pronounced in Kit at that time, was not so unlike the loneliness of many Americans.

Loneliness of the radical in a capitalistic society, of the man who wants to fight it, who does feel in himself a kind of social call...

Immediately the thing called “respectability” gone. Such a one, a Eugene Debs for example, may be the most gentle of men. He becomes in the public mind something dangerous, is pictured as Kit had been pictured, as a dangerous one.

.. The life of the artist in any society.

.. Life of the labor leader and for that matter loneliness also of the lives of successful Americans, even the very rich, the leaders of a capitalistic society:

“Man cannot live by bread alone:

.. The leader, the successful one, in any competitive society having, as an essential to his success, to climb up over the shoulders of others. This or that man, standing in the way, to be swept aside, if need be ruined:

.. His trying to justify it all. “It is a law of nature. The strong must survive. The weak must perish.”

Kit had got herself into a state, had been in a state ever since the killing of Wyagle by Alfred Weathersmythe. It was dark in the room where she sat with Gordon. He had become silent. Already he had told her why he had come to her on that particular evening. His father had sent word to him. “You bring that wife of yours here to me. You do it tonight.” Gordon was afraid to obey. He was afraid not to obey.

He was in a jam, sunk, so he had come to her. His childish mind had built up a new childish idea... that the relationship between them... that never had any reality... could be re-established, made real. They would run away together, go out West. They would get a ranch, raise cattle. He would become something he had seen depicted in the movies, a cowboy... one who knew nothing of cows, had perhaps never been on a horse. He would wear spurs and a ten-gallon hat, have a rope hanging on the pommel of his saddle. He would lasso steers, ride proudly into western towns while she...

She would be a meek and faithful wife to him.

Kit had got out of her chair by the window and was walking up and down the room. She had not slept for several nights. How American her husband was. Her thoughts may not have been so definite. Oh, what have American women not had to stand from American men! She began to laugh and her laughter startled Gordon so that he jumped to his feet. He was half angry. “What are you laughing about?” he asked angrily.

She did not answer. “Sit still,” she said to him. Although there were no lights in the room a little light did come in from the hall through an open transom. “Yes, I guess we’ll get out of here,” she said, and when he did not answer but sat staring at her, an old look, she had long since grown accustomed to seeing on his face, came back. She could see his face dimly in the soft light. It was a look, half fear, half desire to assert something. She went into her bedroom and began packing a small bag, putting into the bag the little cheap black dress and then, coming back into the room where Gordon still sat in silence, she picked up one of the two revolvers he had brought with him. “I guess I’ll take one of these,” she said. He had become very meek. “You hold this and stand where you are,” she said, handing him the little bag. He was like a frightened child. “What are you going to do?” he asked. She did not answer but went out into the hallway leaving him standing in the half darkness in the room. He had put the second revolver in his pocket. “He is the kind of man who will shoot some one if he isn’t watched,” she thought.

She had no definite plan but one was forming in her mind. Tom Halsey wanted her to come to him. All right, she would go. She had a hunch, a feeling. There was something definite about to happen. There would be, in some way, an end to the life she was in. There was in her also a determination, a kind of cold desire. She wanted to face Tom Halsey, in some way pay him out for what he had done to young Weathersmythe and through the boy to herself. She went along a hallway and presently saw a boy in uniform, one of the hotel bellboys. He was one she knew, a boy who had been often to her room, had done many errands for her. He was a slender young fellow with sharp crafty eyes.

She spoke to him sharply. Already she knew what was the situation in the hotel. At least she thought she knew. The manager of the hotel had been making money out of Tom and his crowd. Now he would know that his own situation... if it were true, as she suspected, that there was to be an effort, on the part of the federal men, to close in on them... he would have become frightened. She made a motion with her hand to the bellboy and led him back into her room. “Is the hotel here being watched?” she asked when she had closed the door. Gordon still stood where she had left him. There was still the frightened look on his face.

The bellboy said it was. Speaking hurriedly he told her that he had been told that both she and Gordon were to be ordered to leave. He had got that straight, he said. They would have been ordered out before but that the leader of the federal men had told the hotel manager that if either Gordon or herself left the hotel secretly he, the manager, would be held responsible.

There had been threats made. The bellboy grinned. The manager of the hotel, one of a chain of hotels, was, he said, frightened. If anything happened to bring the hotel into prominence, as harboring Tom Halsey’s crowd, he would lose his job. The bellboy had got hold of the story. It had been whispered about among the boys. The manager was a man of thirty-five, a tall man with shiny black hair, always kept plastered down tightly on his head, and with a little black mustache. He had always been excessively polite to Kit, fawning on her. “Are you finding everything all right, Mrs. Halsey? Is there anything we can do for you?” A hundred times he had stopped her as she came in at the door of the hotel. He bowed to her. He had long arms and long hands. He was one of the kind of men who are inclined, when speaking to a woman, to caress. He caressed her with his voice, put a hand on her shoulder. “We have but one desire, Mrs. Halsey, to make you feel at home here. We want all of our guests to feel at home.”

With a kind of delight in the situation of his employer the sharp-faced little bellboy was grinning and stowing the ten-dollar bill into his pocket. “All right,” Kit said, smiling at him. “I guess we’ll relieve your boss.”

She made a proposal to the boy. Was there a way for him to get herself and husband out of the place without their being seen? The boy scratching his head. “There is a fifty-dollar bill in it for you.”

“Ouch!” he said, still grinning. For a moment he stood uncertain and then telling her to come and, first opening the door and looking out, led the way down the hall. “You understand we have to take a chance,” he had said and she nodded in approval.

They got safely out of the hotel although Kit thought that their departure was known shortly after they left. The boy led them down back stairs, through hallways... once when they heard the hotel elevator stop at a floor they were on, the boy led them into an unoccupied room, where they stayed concealed for some minutes.

Again they were in what Kit thought was a room where hotel laundry was kept. This on the ground floor. Her husband stood near her in that place and she could feel his body trembling. “What a man!” she thought again. She herself was cool. A kind of coldness and determination had taken possession of her. When they were in the laundry room the boy disappeared and Kit understood that he had gone to make necessary arrangements. He had explained the matter to Kit, ignoring Gordon. “The kid has got Gordon’s number,” she thought... and had suggested that the necessary arrangements would cost some more money. “So he is going to get all he can. The little devil has thought this out as we have been creeping down these stairs.”

“All right,” she had said, smiling at him.

“There will be another fifty when we are in the clear,” she said.

“It is after all Tom’s money. It came from him.”

The boy brought uniforms for them to slip on over their clothes, the white uniform of a cook for Gordon and a blue waitress uniform for Kit and thus arrayed they were led by a back door into an alleyway and, having given the boy his money, they were left there. The uniforms were taken off in the shadow of a brick building that was the hotel garage, Gordon still silent. He trembled so that Kit had to kneel down and pull off the legs of the cook’s trousers. It was the uniform of a fat man. Had Gordon not been so frightened he could have walked out of the trousers.

Kit had a continual inclination to begin laughing. She took Gordon by the hand and led him along the alleyway and into a street and they went along streets Kit had never been in before. There was a street of darkened stores and presently they got into one of factories and before a small house, inside of which she could hear the voices of Negro women, talking and laughing; they found the car Gordon had bought.

There was some difficulty in finding the key, Gordon fumbling nervously in his pocket. He spoke for the first time. “Do you think we will get away? Do you think so?” Kit thought he spoke with the voice of a frightened child and when at last he had found the car key he dropped it in the road and she had to get down and fumble about, running her fingers through the dust of the unpaved street to find it again.

They were in the car and moving. She drove to the edge of town and, then circling the town, made for the road that led to Kate’s house. She thought that Gordon did not know what she was doing. Again he had grown silent. He had taken the gun out of his pocket and it lay in his lap. He sat in silence until she had turned the car into the yard by a roadway that led to the back of Kate’s house... the house as usual was, as seen from the outside, dark and silent... and then, when she had got out of the car, he began to plead with her.

“No. No,” he said... he was still sitting in the car seat... the car was an old one, without side curtains, and he sat in the front seat... he had picked up the gun and held it in his hand... “no, no,” he said, pleading with her... “I did not mean this. I did not mean here.”

Kit did not answer but, reaching up and grasping his coat collar, jerked him out of the seat.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
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KIT HAD GOT her limp and frightened husband into Kate’s house. They were in the same room to which they had been shown that first time Kit had come there with Gordon, when she was being inspected by Tom... to see whether or not she would make a fit wife for his son. In spite of a kind of a tenseness in her, that grew after she had half dragged Gordon into the house, he all the time protesting, she had to smile, thinking of herself as such a candidate for wifehood. She kept smiling, the same grim little smile that had been on her lips all evening. Kate had admitted them into the house, Gordon holding the revolver openly in his hand... she thought he was unconscious of it... and she with a hand on the one she had stowed in the pocket of her coat.

They were both armed and that thought also amused Kit. As Kate had shown them into the room Kit had noted that she looked sharply at Gordon, checking his frightened appearance and seeing the gun that hung half limply in his hand. This was in the kitchen, they having entered the house through the kitchen door, and seeing Kate thus sizing up Gordon, Kit had smiled at her but there had been no smile in response and the fact had a little irritated her. She wanted to say something... “Oh, for God’s sake, Kate, have a heart. At least, if you are going to bump me off in this place have a laugh with me.” She said nothing and, led by Kate, they went into the same room in which she had sat with Gordon the first time she came to the house. Kate went back to the kitchen leaving the two sitting on the little couch in the room. “Well, you can go to hell then,” Kit thought.

She did not think afterwards that she was particularly afraid. There are times in life when you accept. She accepted the fact that she might not leave the house alive but within her, like a little spark glowing, there was a hope that she would get a chance at Tom, pay him out, not for what he had done to her... she felt that if she was in a bad spot it was her own doing... but rather for what he had done to the young Weathersmythe.

She didn’t know why that had hit her so hard. It had. It had stayed with her, changed something in her. Now there was in her no illusion about Tom and his occupation.

It wasn’t, she thought, because his occupation was illegal. She thought that had little to do with it. “I guess most any way there is to make a lot of money would be illegal if there were any real laws,” she thought. That night she simply sat and waited, her husband Gordon beside her on the couch. He had slumped down, was white and silent. The gun still hung in his limp hand.

There was a little light in the room, the curtains, as always in that house, tightly drawn, the light coming from a tiny electric light on the wall...

Little green house in Washington, in which, during the Harding administration, men met to divide spoils... they also in the illicit liquor business...

No doubt little houses in Chicago, rooms in hotels where men like Al Capone met their followers.

Kit could hear voices in the next room. They would be coming from the bedroom next to Kate’s kitchen, Tom in there with some of his gang. He would be having his killers about him now...

“There is this woman, this-Kit... she’s out there... she is with that fool son of mine...

“She knows too much. I have told her three or four times to come out here but she hasn’t come.

“Now she is here. We had better clean this up.”

“If it is true that these government men are going to close in on us they will have a hard time convicting us if none of our own crowd squeals on us.”

“But do you think she will squeal?”

“Yes, I think she will.”

It would be simple enough. Tom would have one or two of the killers take care of her. When she was dead, her body thrown into a car, left somewhere far off, along some country road.

“As for that son of mine, I’ll get him out of the country.

“He is a fool, but, after all, he is my son.”

Perhaps the other men in the room looking a little doubtfully at Tom, thinking... “It is that son of his will get us stuck. He is the one who will squeal.” They would say nothing.

Kit was sitting beside Gordon in the dimly lighted room and thinking hard. She thought of the woman Kate, wondering a little. There had been a time when she and Kate had been something near friends. It was an odd thing in women, that faithfulness, willingness utterly to give up self, she felt was in Kate. She was quite sure that Kate would, of her own wish, never hurt any one. “It’s strange... she is at bottom a good woman.

“Will I ever feel as she does, such an utter attachment to some man?”

Kit sat up straight on the couch and looked at her husband. He sat, or rather half lay, on the couch, one arm hanging over the side, the other in his lap, holding to the gun, his face now very pale. In that light it seemed not white but yellowish green. His eyes were closed.

And at that moment the door that led to Tom’s room opened and, accompanied by three other men, Tom came into the room. They came silently, the three men going to stand by the wall near the door and Tom standing in the doorway. Kit had a thought. She always afterwards remembered it. As Tom had come out of the bedroom, accompanied by his killers, so a man named Wyagle had come out of a barn, in an open place in a wood. “Wyagle’s dead now,” Kit thought. She had a sudden sharp feeling, a hunch. Not herself but Tom Halsey was going to die. She did not think of herself now as the killer.

An absurd thing happened. There was Gordon, sitting like that on the couch and he sprang to his feet. He sat down and again sprang up. “Oh, Papa. Hello, Papa,” he said. His voice was high and shrill. He said it three or four times and then again slumped into the chair and sat as before with eyes closed.

It was absurd, ridiculous. It was to Kit something almost wonderful. She laughed aloud and got to her feet. If she had had a desire, a determination to kill Tom it had left her. To her, at the moment, it seemed a final, a kind of absolute humiliation of the man Halsey. “And so... you are the leader of a gang... you have bad men, killers about you...

“You are Tom Halsey, the strong quiet one.”

Her thoughts were broken by the voice of Tom, speaking to her. He spoke sharply. “And so he will now take it out on me because his son is like that,” she thought.

“If there were any chance that he would not have wanted me killed he will now. He will want killed every one who is now in this room.”

“Come here, Kit,” Tom said sharply, a new note of exasperation in his voice. She walked toward him and when she had got to where the men were standing by the wall, they stepped forward and pinned her arms to her side. One of them reached into her coat pocket and took the gun she had brought from the hotel, the gun she was to have used to shoot Tom. “And so,” she thought, “his Kate has sharp eyes.”

Kate would have noticed the bulge in her short coat when she had let her into the house. She stood, held thus, before Tom who half turned, as though to lead the way into the bedroom. She would be led out that way through Tom’s room and Kate’s kitchen. She would be taken outside, killed out there, her body thrown into a car. “I guess maybe they’ll choke me.” She stood silently and there were the absurd words uttered by Tom’s son running through her head.

“Oh, Papa. Hello, Papa.” Kit had to control herself to keep from throwing the words into Tom’s face. She stood before him smiling.


CHAPTER NINETEEN
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THERE WAS A diversion. It was all really very simple. Kit was there in that place, facing Tom, the men holding her. There was no violence. They held her and she didn’t resist. She stood, still smiling at Tom, really wanting to laugh...

“Oho, big man, bad man, with your gang of other bad men, killers!”

The fellows holding Kit were certainly ugly enough looking brutes.

“Can a man be a brute and a killer and have a sense of humor?”

Kit’s husband back there, was now sunk helplessly back on the couch. He was still holding the gun in his hand. “Papa! Papa!”

Kit wanted to shout the words at Tom, throw them into his teeth. She looked hard at him and smiled. Perhaps he didn’t see the smile in that light. He would be annoyed, humiliated.

“So this, Tom Halsey, is the son, at whose hands you are to establish a family, get the Halseys up into the ranks of respectables, establish an American family?”

Perhaps.

“Oho, oho!”

Men all over America struggling. “You wait. First I’ll get rich and then I’ll do something.”

“I am a business man. I will work and scheme, pay workers who work for me as little as possible. I’ll get rich. Then I’ll become a man of leisure, travel, see the world, get culture.

“I will establish a family.”

“I am an artist, a painter. I’ll show you how to do it. The game is to paint portraits of rich men or their wives. Flatter them, if they are business men make them look strong-jawed, steady-eyed...

“Fix up their daughters or their wives. Boy, you know how to make them look.

“Buckle on to the dough. Get it. Put it away. Then become a real painter, eh.”

“I am a writer. Hurra! The thing is to go in for the pulps, or go out to Hollywood. You can get a thousand a week out there.

“Look. It is like this with me. I am really, you see, a man of the people. I love the working classes. At heart I am a communist.

“I will go out there, get some of this dough.

“Then I will devote myself and my talents to the cause of the down-trodden.

“The Workers! The Workers! Oh, in my heart, how I love the workers.”

It is of course absurd to think of the woman Kit, at that time not yet thirty, very slender, very straight-standing... not in the popular American Hollywood sense beautiful, but in her own way beautiful enough, with, at the moment, certainly, a fine dignity, quite convinced that, perhaps within a few minutes, she would be wiped out, disposed of, possibly in some rather brutal manner... caring certainly... not certainly at the moment afraid.

Certainly in her, at the moment, rich contempt. Is it in many, many American women, making out of modern America something like a matriarchy... so many men success-ridden, touch lost with the real sources of manhood?

The thought of Gordon’s cry to his father taken up, spread through his gang. If you are a general commanding armies, leader of an American gang, a Hitler, a Mussolini, you must not let yourself be put in a ridiculous position.

In the room there was this moment, Kit’s great moment, and then Kate, who during all this had been in her kitchen, came rapidly into the room and crossing to Tom spoke to him, saying some words Kit did not hear.

It may be that Tom was confused. He started quickly across the room and then turned and spoke to the men who were holding Kit. “Come here,” he said and led the way into the kitchen, leaving Kit standing... her gun had been taken... alone again in the room with Gordon.

She did not look back at Gordon but went through the door and into Tom’s bedroom. There was another dim light in there and on the bed she saw a rope. “So they had intended to bind her.” She was to have been thrown thus into a car, taken somewhere by two or three of Tom’s roughs... no doubt insulted, perhaps violated, killed, her body thrown into some thicket. She had brought the little handbag from the hotel and it was in the room where Gordon sat, on the couch in there, and she went in and got it.

Gordon still sat dumbly on the couch but spoke to her in a loud whisper. “What are they going to do?” he asked but she did not answer.

She returned to Tom’s room, having no plan. There was a window in the room and she went to it, ran up the shade and tried to open it but it was apparently nailed shut. She pushed with all her strength and then gave up. There was the sound of low voices coming from Kate’s kitchen and she went and stood near the door, having some vague idea of a struggle. If Tom and his men came in through the door she would, the moment the door was opened, rush at them. She would scratch and bite, would fight them. “I might as well get done with it,” she thought. They might kill her at once.

There was no more sound of the voices coming from the kitchen and she went quietly through the door and through the kitchen and got outside.

It was all a miracle to her. There she was. In one moment she had been quite sure she was to die and now there she was, out of that house, the hands of those men no longer holding her. It was quite dark and she slid carefully along the side of the house to a corner and stood waiting.

The moments passed. As often happens with people in sudden danger she had been quite cool but now her body began to tremble and her legs were so weak that she sat for a moment, her back against the wall of the building. It was a dark night with rain threatening and she could see nothing. A wind, such a sudden wind as often precedes a rain, came up and she could hear it in the branches of the trees in the apple orchard back of the house.

She did not know afterwards how long she waited thus. It may have been but for a minute. There was only the sound of the sudden wind in the trees and then, from the orchard and from the road in front of the house, there came the sound of shots and she could see the little sputter of light made by the discharge of guns.

It was at that moment that Gordon Halsey came rushing out of the house, coming as she had through the kitchen door.

He was shouting but this time he did not address his father as “Papa.”

“Father, father,” he cried, and plunged into the darkness toward the orchard and the shots.

Kit did not stay. She ran. Dodging across a little strip of lawn beside the house, she forced her way through a low hedge, and got into a field. She ran along, keeping parallel to the road and came presently to where there was a wood, also near the road. There had been a raid planned by federal men, Kate’s house no doubt watched for days... Kit didn’t know how many of Tom’s men had been at or near the house when she came there with Gordon.

There were many things she didn’t know. In the wood near the road were several cars parked... the cars that had brought the federal men from town... and there was a man standing near one of the cars, the lights out but the engine running. She could hear the soft steady purr of the motor, a sound that had always thrilled her, that had always made her feel strong, as though a motor might be, well, say something of what a husband might be to her, and as she stood, unseen, unheard, watching the man intently, his form but dimly seen, her mind racing, he turned on the lights of the car and walked away from it, down along a short woodland path and into the road. It was the road that ran down to Kate’s house and he stood there listening. He had heard the sound of the shots.

Kit didn’t hesitate. She ran to the car and jumped into the driver’s seat. “The luck’s with me tonight,” she thought.

The car went with a roar into the road and turned away from the direction of Kate’s house. It was a good car. Kit felt that. She almost struck the federal man standing there in the road. “Look out — you fool.” She didn’t say it. “Hey! Hey!” he cried. As she flashed past him she saw him pull a gun out of its holster but he didn’t shoot. He had been taken off guard. He might have thought she was one of the federal men, going into town, say for a doctor or an ambulance. There had been the sound of the shooting.

Kit didn’t know what the man thought. She was at the wheel of a good, a powerful car. She drove furiously. She did not know until later that several of Tom’s men were taken that night and that Tom was killed.

He was killed by his own son. Gordon had been overcome with fright, finding himself alone in the house. Some one of Tom’s men, a watcher, had crept to the kitchen door and had warned Kate of the coming of the federal men. It had been a case of all the men in the house and others, who had evidently been waiting outside, trying each to save himself. They had tried to creep away in the darkness and some of them had succeeded but Tom Halsey had found himself facing two of the federal men.

This had happened in the apple orchard back of the house and he had turned to run, the federal men shooting at him. He had thought to do as Kit did, get through the hedge that ran alongside the house and into the fields but, as he ran, two or three of the federal men at his heels, he had met his son, now more and more frightened, gone half insane with fright and Gordon had fired.

He had shot his own father and having done so plunged into the arms of the men pursuing and with his father, who died in a hospital in town the next day, was taken a prisoner to town.

There were several cars loaded with prisoners and among them Kate. She had been found, seen by the light of a flashlight, standing, as Kit had stood earlier, with her back to the wall of the house. She had no gun. As she had been, so habitually silent for so long during her life with Tom Halsey, so, after her arrest and during the trial of other members of Tom’s crowd and herself, she remained. She said nothing. “I know nothing,” she said. Like Gordon Halsey she was sent off for a term in prison. The fact that the bullet that killed Tom Halsey entered his body from the front as he ran from the federal men made it quite certain that it was the son who had killed Tom Halsey.


CHAPTER TWENTY
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KIT WAS IN a little wood. As the mountain men said, she was “in the laurel.” The wood was in a hill country, north of the town where Kate had lived and from which Kit had escaped. She took it for granted that Kate and perhaps, for all she knew, all the rest of Tom’s crowd were in jail. It was not until some time later that she learned of Tom’s death. She hadn’t gone very far in the police car, driving it some thirty or forty miles and then leaving it beside a country road. She had struck out afoot.

She had some money, some three hundred dollars... she counted it at daybreak sitting in the wood. Fortunately she had clung to the little bag and had with her the black dress and the black sunbonnet and she put these on. It was the sort of garb you sometimes see on poor country women. Such a woman buys such a dress... it may be she has lost a child... it is a convention; it is also necessary to dress in black at a funeral. Afterwards it becomes her “best” dress. She wears it when she goes to town, when she goes to church. Kit put the suit and short coat she had worn when she went to Kate’s house in the little bag and hid it in the wood. All of this was on the morning of her escape.

She felt free and was happy. For weeks she had been wanting to give up the life she had been in. She had held on wanting, in her own curiously tenacious way, to get even with Tom Halsey, do something to him, to pay him out for what he had done to young Weathersmythe. She had tried to think and talk herself out of that feeling but hadn’t succeeded. “What is it to me? What have I to do with it?”

There had been something that held her and she had even gone to the length of wanting to kill Tom with her own hands, to shoot him, stand and watch him die and now the feeling was all gone. It had been unpleasant enough.

She did not know that he was dead... did not find that out until, in a restaurant in a small near-by town, she picked up a newspaper and read the story of Tom’s death. The son, her husband, was in jail.

There was, in the same morning newspaper, a reference to herself. She had escaped but the officers were on her track. There was nothing said about her having run off with the car belonging to the federal man. That story would have made them look too soft and easy, she thought. She had a feeling, common among habitual law-breakers, of contempt for all officers of the law. Even in the popular detective stories her husband had been fond of reading, the law officers were usually fools. It might well be that the federal man in the road when she had run out of the wood with the federal car had not recognized her. The newspaper story she read said nothing of her being at Kate’s house when the raid was made. “The notorious Kit Halsey was not taken but the police know of her whereabouts and it is expected she will be taken in a few days.”

Kit felt again a sudden sharp sting of bitter loneliness. “The notorious Kit Halsey... the police know of her whereabouts.” How men like to talk, bluff, say things that they think will make them seem wise and important.

Kit had come into the town after changing her clothes in the wood. “What shall I do now? Where shall I go?” She had come out of the wood and got into the road, this in the early morning. She had looked carefully about. There was no one in sight. What a clear sweet morning! The wood into which she had got on the evening before was on a high plateau. It was fall and the leaves on the trees in the wood and on other strips of woodland beyond were turning yellow and red but they had not begun to fall. She stood looking about. It was just such a country as that in which she had lived as a child, the same great hills going away, little farms stuck on hillsides. She was in the Appalachian hill country, her own country. On the night before, in the police car, she had driven blindly, not thinking, not caring where she went. There had been just the mad desire to get away from Tom, from Gordon... yes and from Kate. “I want something new now.” The feeling common to thousands of young men and women in a civilization dominated by commercialism. “I don’t want to buy and sell. I want to do some work that has some meaning.”

It was good to be abroad in the fresh morning air. Not during that day, nor the next, when her adventures in that particular place ended, did she have much fear of being found and taken by the officers of the law. She had a hunch, a feeling. “No, they won’t find me. I won’t be taken.” From where she stood, in the upland road, she could look down into a broad valley where there was a town. “I’ll go down and get something to eat.” She went along the road and got to a paved road that led into the town. Cars kept passing her. She had seen the chimney of a factory from the road above and as it was early morning she concluded that the cars, all rather shabby looking, must belong to country men, mountain men who were employed in the town’s factory. None of the drivers offered to pick her up and she went on into the town and stopped before a small hotel, near a railroad station.

There was a restaurant, very evil smelling, dead flies under the windows, and run by a fat man in a very dirty white coat. She went in. She thought, “I’ll get on a train and go somewhere.

“But where?”

A fat dirty-looking man with fat dirty hands was standing across a counter from her and she ordered some coffee and sat at a soiled table. “No, I won’t have anything to eat.” The morning newspaper was lying on a table. It was then she read of Tom’s death and the taking of the others.

There was a little adventure in the restaurant. Kit had no change and gave the man a twenty-dollar bill and he stood looking at her and whistling. “You get it changed for me. I want some change,” she said and he crossed to the railroad station but presently came back saying he could not get the change. Several times he had looked directly at her. The black dress she had bought at the rummage sale was really shabby. It was worn and faded and fitted her loosely. She wore the black sunbonnet but the restaurant man could look directly into her face. She met his gaze calmly. An idea came to her. “Is there a train going north from here this morning?” she asked, having some notion of going to some city, perhaps in Ohio... she had often taken liquor into the larger Ohio towns... Ohio, the home state of the antisaloon league, had always been one of the bigger consuming states.... “I want to go to Columbus, Ohio,” she said, but the man said the morning train had already gone and that there would not be another before evening. “You’ll have to take the six-eighteen tonight by Cincinnati.”

She ended by taking a room at the hotel... it was the sort of place used, as Kit later concluded, by sports of the town, a place of assignation really, where rooms could be had for fifty cents. She followed the fat man up a dirty stairway and into a room that looked down into the street, saying that she had walked a long way and that she had a sister ill at Columbus but was sure the man did not believe her story. He had concluded that she was a woman keeping an assignation and her man hadn’t appeared. Young women did not wear such clothes as she had on. “It’s all right,” he thought. “Her guy may show up.” At any rate she had money and could pay her way. He stood at the door of her room grinning at her, and then closed the door slowly and as though regretfully and went away.

Kit stayed in the shabby room during that day and spent the night there and in the afternoon had another adventure. She began thinking of the woman Agnes, known long before in the cotton mill town, Agnes the radical. “I’ll write to her and I’ll go there,” she thought. She had some vague notion... “I have some money. I might get Agnes to go in with me.” She did not want to return, as a worker, to some cotton mill. “I’m through with the liquor business.” It wasn’t that she had any particular moral revulsion. It was the always hiding out, never knowing people. She might buy a farm. After all she had been a farm child. Why couldn’t she and some person like Agnes... Agnes was at least strong... “She’ll be wanting to change all the neighbors. She’ll be preaching to them about their rights... She’ll be always talking about politics,” Kit thought...

Why shouldn’t she and Agnes work together on the land? Kit had money stowed away in safety deposit boxes in several Ohio and West Virginia banks. She was a little vague as to how much money there was.

She went down into the street, this in the late afternoon, and, stopping in a drugstore, bought a writing tablet and some envelopes. She went to the post office. It was opposite a courthouse... the town was evidently a county seat... and there was a jail back of the courthouse.

There were two men who had evidently been arrested by the county officers. They were being taken out of a car and led across the courthouse lawn. They were young fellows. “They’ll be mountain boys,” Kit thought. They might well be young mountain men who had been making liquor for the Halsey crowd, caught now... there would be some of Tom’s crowd, taken in the raid, who would buy their way through by giving names. There would be a general roundup. Kit had the odd, really absurd feeling that it was all outside herself, as though she were in an audience and saw a play going on in a theatre. She went into the post office and wrote the letter to Agnes, standing at a little desk and using the dirty sputtering pen she found lying there.

It was late afternoon of the bright fall day. The clerk in the post office from whom Kit presently bought a stamp was a little old man with a small womanish face. He stood looking hard at her. Surely he also could see, looking directly at her thus, that she was not the little old farm woman her dress would indicate. There were two or three men standing in the post office and Kit looked quickly about. They had been talking together but the talk ceased and they also stared at her. A neatly dressed man... Kit had noticed that two of the fingers of one of his hands were gone... spoke to another man and passed out. She could see other men passing up and down the street outside. Now there were two men left in the place and in a moment they also went into the street.

Kit had mailed her letter to Agnes... she never knew whether or not it reached its destination. She had decided to leave that part of the country, perhaps that evening, and had told Agnes to address her care of general delivery at Dayton, Ohio... it was another city she had often visited; she had delivered loads of liquor there... she had started to walk out of the post office when she noticed a poster on the wall.

It was a poster concerning herself. It had been put up that day. There was a picture of herself, got no doubt from some newspaper, and a description. She was of such and such a height, always neatly and well dressed. Kit stood before the poster reading it. She had forgotten that she might be watched. A little shiver ran through her body as she read.

So they had cooked that up. She was wanted. She was a dangerous and desperate woman. She was wanted for the shooting of the man Steve Wyagle.

There had been some man, of Tom’s crowd... a quick thought came to her... it might have been her husband Gordon... he would be one to swear to anything to get himself out of trouble... they had thought that up... she was to be accused of the killing of Wyagle.

A thought came to her. Would the young Weathersmythe also be involved? She reached up and tearing the poster from the wall rolled it into a tight roll and held it in her hand.

She turned, stood a moment uncertainly, and there was the man, the post office clerk with a little old womanish face at his window and again staring at her. How long had he been there? Had he seen her tear down the poster?

She went out of the post office and into the street. It was a bad moment. There was the courthouse opposite the post office and back of the courthouse the jail and there in the street, before her, was that man, the one with the two fingers gone from his right hand, and he was talking to two men who sat in a car at the curb.

The two men were in uniform. They were highway police. Kit walked past them. She had in her hand the poster, rolled up, her hand gripping it. The man with the fingers missing was talking to the two men and one of them got out of the car and stood on the sidewalk. All of the men stopped talking together and stood looking at her. “So this is the way it happens,” she thought.

It was such a silly business... If she hadn’t gone into the post office... “I wonder why I have stayed about here? I should have lit out, kept that car, highballed it out of the state.”

The officers would have seen the poster in the post office. Perhaps one of them had just put it up. She walked past the men, her hand gripping tightly the roll of stiff paper.

Nothing happened. She went on along the street and got into other streets of houses where people lived. It was a bright clear fall afternoon, and women were abroad. Two women stood by a fence talking and there was a boy in a yard raking leaves.

Kit got out into the country and walked until she got into some low hills. The hunger in her had grown and she was in a sharp reaction from the fright in town so that for a time she was weak and trembling.

“Oh, why was I not born into a different way of life? Why do I not now live in some comfortable house in a town, perhaps with children of my own? Why are some people born, sons and daughters of the rich or well-to-do, while others must spend lives in factories or in coal mining towns?” Kit had for the moment lost all desire for the adventurous life. She wanted only to disappear into the mass of people, no longer to be notorious, an adventuress. She sat on dry grass in a wood and looking suddenly down saw, still gripped in her right hand, the poster that pronounced her not only a breaker of laws, but a desperate woman, a killer.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
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IT WAS LATE afternoon of the following day, and Kit was again in the wood where she had changed her clothes. She had begun smoking during her life as a rumrunner and had an occasional cigarette. All day vague projects concerned with the life she was now to lead kept coming and going in her mind. It was true that the so-called Halsey gang was now broken up. Tom Halsey had got his. So all his plans... to make his pile, get out of it, begin another kind of life, have grandchildren, perhaps go to some city of the East, get into some “respectable” business, establish a family... all had ended by a stupid shot in the dark, a shot fired by his own son.

The son was now in prison. He would be begging off. If the federal men, who had accomplished the breaking up of the Halsey crowd, wanted to go on... get Kit for example... there was no doubt they could get Gordon to swear to anything.

She hadn’t shot Steve Wyagle. Young Weathersmythe had done that. She thought of the Virginia boy. If still alive he would be trembling in his shoes now.

But after all, the only one who could bring him into it was Kate. Kit had told Gordon nothing. Kate would tell the federal men nothing. Kit began walking up and down a woodland path. She lit a cigarette, took a few puffs and threw it away. It was a dry time and once one of her cigarettes, half burned, started a little fire among dry leaves which she put out with her foot. She was blue and discouraged, not because of fear that she would be taken, but because of the uncertainty as to her own future, what she was to do. “I may have money enough to live for a year or two but I can’t just sit still.” The thought came that she might go to some other part of the country, get into some other crowd, like Tom’s... they would take her on... she knew the game.

“No!” She said the word aloud and was startled by the sound of her own voice in the quiet wood.

There was a little sound, far off. Some one was coming through the wood. She put out her cigarette and went and got behind some bushes and presently a young man and woman came along a path.

It was a pair of young lovers and Kit thought they might both be twenty-two or three. They were a young town couple and had driven a car out from town. It would be parked somewhere, at the other side of the wood. He was a neatly dressed young man... he might have been a clerk, and she a quite pretty young woman. They stopped near where Kit had concealed herself. She was behind a large tree where thick bushes grew.

The young man was pleading with his sweetheart. “I can’t, darling, I can’t wait any longer.”

He had her in his arms and was kissing her.

“But we couldn’t. Oh, I wouldn’t dare.”

“Yes, we could. It would be safe here.”

After the adventure of the day before, when she had torn the poster from the post-office wall, she had walked about for two or three hours and then, when night came, had returned to the hotel near the railroad station. She had not slept or eaten since she had left Kate’s house. She was not hungry. She was not sleepy. She had spent the night in the hotel room and it had been a not too disagreeable night.

The hotel proprietor had got that notion in his head. She was something fly. She had come there to meet some man.... Why else should any woman come to that particular hotel? He had been passing the word to men who came to to the place. They came to drink or to meet women. The hotel was the speak-easy of the town. The proprietor would be a man with a certain political pull.

“Say, I say Jim, there’s something pretty swell up there in room eleven. It’s the front room at the head of the stairs.” (Life has many pleasant little phases.) A wink. “She came here to meet some guy and the guy got scared out and didn’t show up.

“Gave me a line about going away on the evening train but I notice she didn’t go.

“Jim, she’s got dough too, plenty of it.”

Two or three men had come up the stairs during the night to try the door to Kit’s room, and there had been one, a drunken fellow, who had knocked loudly. “I say, kid, what about it? Are you in there? Say kid, what about opening up, having a drink with me, eh?”

To be sure Kit hadn’t answered. The man had gone away. He was drunk. He went downstairs and sat in a chair. He went to sleep. Kit wasn’t frightened. She was too busy thinking. She had got her twenty-dollar bill changed when she had bought the stationery and at dawn she left the hotel and returned to the wood where she had left the clothes she had worn on the evening before when she went with Gordon to Kate’s house. At the desk in the hotel the next morning there was a young girl of twelve or thirteen and Kit thought her quite pretty.

“And I owe also for a cup of coffee,” Kit said to her. How pretty and clean looking the child was. “Can she be the daughter of the man here?” Kit was asking herself. “God, what a break she’s going to get,” she thought.

Kit crept away through the wood, leaving the lovers, something inside her hurting. T don’t want to know what happens.” How strange it was. It was so Gordon Halsey had talked to her, when she was a clerk in the five and ten.

“I can’t wait. I can’t wait.”

“The hell you can’t.” She had anyway been too slick for Gordon.

She had got what she thought she wanted, a swell car to drive, clothes, money to spend. The young girl she had just seen in the wood with her lover... she had shiny black hair and a slender small body. “I wonder if she’ll have sense enough to stall him off, keep him hanging.

“Or will she fall for his talk and, in the end, perhaps get sold out?”

What a queer mixed-up thing life was, people always being driven here and there by forces they themselves couldn’t understand, some being hurt, sold-out by life, others apparently lifted up.

There was the fixed idea... you must try to make something of yourself. The obvious way was to get money, by some method, get the things you wanted.

“But what do I want?”

Kit still had definitely the belief that she was not going to be taken, that she would get away. When she had got clear of the lovers, who were so absorbed that they had heard or seen nothing of her, she began thinking of getting away from the absurd disguise she was wearing. She had concealed her bag in the wood. I wonder if I could find it. She had put it in a hollow log.

She began searching the wood, carefully, slowly, once almost walking directly into the pair of young lovers. The young man was walking along a path, apparently angry, and the young woman followed at his heels. She was crying. “So he’s trying that on her now, eh?”

After a long search Kit found her bag and put into it the black dress. There was a gray travelling suit with a lightfitting little gray coat and she put them on.

It was growing late in the afternoon and she walked down to where there was a young man at work in a field near the wood’s edge. Kit almost betrayed herself by walking into the man’s presence. She got down behind a fence.

The man was cutting corn in the field. He was a stronglooking big-shouldered young fellow and worked rapidly, using a long knife he held in his right hand and gathering the heavy stalks into the crook of his arm. He was in faded blue overalls and was shocking the corn.

Kit sat by the fence, out of sight, watching. Beyond the cornfield there was a small frame house, newly built, unpainted, and back of the house a tiny barn, also new, and presently, from the house... it had but one floor and could have but two or at the most three rooms... came a young woman.

She was the wife of the young farmer in the field and was pregnant. Kit saw her come through a gate, near the house, and could hear her making her way through the still standing corn. She walked down one of the corn rows, the broad dry corn leaves making a sharp rustling sound as she brushed through.

The young man in the field heard her approaching and stopped work. He stood waiting for her appearance. He had his back to Kit.

It was all terribly important to Kit. She was in a certain mood. It was as it had been in town on the day before when she had seen the young mountain man being taken to jail. She was again as she was then. She was like one of the audience in a theatre, sitting and watching the progress of a play.

The young woman had come into the open place near the wood’s edge where the corn had been cut and near where Kit was concealed.

“Come on now,” she said to the man, “it’s enough for today.

“It will be dark soon now. I’ve already started your supper.”

The young man laughed. “O K., Bess. I’ll just tie up this shock.” He tied the shock and went over to her and for a moment they stood together, facing Kit. She was concealed behind a rail fence looking through between two lower rails. He began playing with her, rather awkwardly, shyly, and presently she saw one of his large hands creep down until it touched her rounded, distended body. She laughed and drew away from him and giving her a hearty slap on the buttock he went off toward the house followed by his wife.

It was growing dark. Kit had stayed on in the wood. “I’m getting out of this country tonight,” she told herself. She continued smoking cigarettes, but as it grew darker, realized that the smoking was a mistake. She was walking up and down in an open place back of the fence and could see over the top of the uncut corn to the little farmhouse.

It stood on a little rise of land and beyond the house there was an old orchard. Kit could see what she took to be the foundation stones of another and larger house that must formerly have stood on the knoll. Although she did not know it the foundation stones were all that was left of a large house that had once been the home of a wealthy slave owner. It had been destroyed by a marching Northern army during the Civil War.

The young man had gone into his little house with his wife, but presently came out followed by the wife and opened a gate that led into an orchard. A cow came through. “So they have got a cow.” Kit was remembering her own childhood in another little mountain house. She stood smoking another cigarette, absorbed, watching, and presently realized that she had been seen. The woman stood pointing and the man got up from his milking and also looked.

Kit threw her cigarette away and went back into the wood but did not leave the place. She made her way by a circuitous route, night coming rapidly on, and approached the house.

When she got to the little hill on which the house stood it was quite dark. She got to the barn and then, getting suddenly bolder went around the barn and got near the back door of the house. The woman was cooking the evening meal at a stove near the door and the man sat at a table waiting. The table was spread with a cheap but clean cloth and there were an open door and an open window. Kit went to within ten feet of the door and stood watching. She was in deep shadows. “It’s a good thing they do not keep a dog,” she thought.

“But what am I doing here?” She did not know afterwards how long she stood thus, acting the part of a jack-the-peeper. There was a little hurt place in her throat. “What a fool I am,” she thought. There was a quick, rapid review of her own life, as factory and shop girl. Then as clerk in the five-and-ten; the coming of Gordon Halsey, her own cleverness in managing him, getting him into a marriage...

Her determination not to have a child by him...

Her hunger for expensive clothes, for fast cars to drive...

Her going into the work with Tom...

“What did I want? What have I always wanted?”

Inside the house, the woman stood by her stove. She was frying something in a pan and the young farm man was seated at the table watching. “They have just got a start. It may be he has worked hard and has got a little money. He has bought some land here.

“It may be she had a little money and could help him.” The scene was to Kit like some book she was reading, a story perhaps of simple lives, of simple people.

“Well, what about it, old woman?” the man said laughing. He got up and went over to his wife, also tall and strong-looking, and she began to threaten him with a long fork she held in her hand, but he paid no attention to the fork. Again, as in the cornfield, the man ran his big hand over the woman’s body until he came to the place where the unborn child lay and the woman suddenly turned and kissed him. He went back to his place at the table.

Kit went silently past the house and into the road. She had thrown away the little bag that had contained the clothes she now had on. She went along the road. It was not the same road she had followed on the day before when she had gone down in the town but like that road it led down and into a paved highway.

There was a filling-station on the highway and several cars stood parked before it. She approached. She had no definite plan. She could hear voices inside the filling-station and a thought came to her. She knew that many filling-stations along highways, in the time of prohibition, were also retail places for the sale of liquor. “This is one,” she thought. There was in her mind some idea of getting some one to drive her out of the country. “It would be absurd if now, after escaping from Kate’s house, after my foolish gesture in tearing that poster from the wall of the post office, I’d do something that would end in my being taken.”

She had a conviction she wouldn’t. She had got quite near the filling-station and stopped at the side of the road. There was a car standing near and in the dim light that came through the window of the filling-station she could see a man sitting in the car. He looked like a man of perhaps thirty, slight and well dressed. He was a young town man. “I must be quite near a town,” Kit thought. She was in an odd dreamlike state. She stood beside the road looking at the man who turned in the car seat and looked at her. The car was a light runabout with the top down.

As Kit stood thus, looking at the man who also looked at her, there was a loud roaring sound in the road and two motorcycles driven by men in officer’s uniforms came rapidly along the road and stopped at the filling-station. “There they are,” Kit thought. “They are after me. I am going to be taken.” The men had gone into the filling-station and Kit walked deliberately over to the car where the man sat.

“They are officers, aren’t they?” she said pointing and the man smiled and nodded his head.

“Why?” he asked.

Kit hesitated. “I might as well take a chance,” she thought. She knew that the taking of Tom Halsey’s crowd had created talk. It had been hailed as a great triumph for the prohibition forces. “Just the same such places as this filling-station go on,” she thought. There would be new men now supplying all such places. She was sure that the filling-station was in reality a speak-easy. She spoke rapidly to the man in the car, saying she had come to the filling-station to meet a man. “I don’t want to be recognized,” she said.

“If I could sit with you in your car until the officers go.”

“Get in,” he said, and Kit went quickly around the car and got into the seat beside the man. He would have the impression that she was some woman, perhaps from a nearby town, out to meet a lover, perhaps a married man of the town.

There had been a sudden real fright, seeing the officers at the place. “Is it a speak-easy?” she asked again pointing. “Yes,” he said.

He was very curious and sat facing her in the car seat.

“Will they raid the place?” she asked.

He said he didn’t think so. He laughed. “Let’s wait and see. They won’t disturb me. There’s a reason.”

There had been several cars parked before the filling-station and now men began coming out, getting into cars and driving away. One of the men called to the man with whom Kit sat. “Coming, Tom?” he asked and “No, not yet,” Kit’s newly acquired acquaintance answered.

Kit and the man sat there in the car and waited. “You were to meet a friend here, some man, eh?” the man asked. “What kind of looking car does he drive?”

“It’s a Packard,” Kit said, and the man laughed. “O, ho,” he said.

The officers had come out of the filling-station and had got their motorcycles that had been left leaning against the wall of the building. They were about to drive off and Kit was beginning to feel easy... there had been the sudden terror run through her after she got into the car. “They have made a bluff searching the place. They really wanted a drink,” Kit’s companion whispered and at that moment one of the officers put his motorcycle back against the building and walked over to the car. He had a flashlight in his hand and flashed it in her face and in the face of her new acquaintance. “Now I’m a goner,” Kit thought. She thought: “There isn’t an officer within two hundred miles that isn’t on the lookout for me.” It would be a real feather in the cap of some road cop to take her. She could in fancy see the headlines in newspapers... “Queen of the Rumrunners, taken by Officer Jones.” She suddenly began to swear softly and her companion looked at her in astonishment. “Well, what the hell?” he said.

There was the officer standing in the road before the car with the flashlight in his hand. “Oh, it’s you, Joel,” he said and turned away. The man of the filling-station came to his door. “Good night,” he called to the officer. He laughed. With a loud roar one of the officers, on his motorcycle went off along the road, but the other pushing his motorcycle came again toward the car in which Kit sat. “You oughtn’t to be hanging around places like this,” he said to the young man in the car.

“Oh, yeah,” Kit’s acquaintance said. He laughed. “You keep that flashlight out of my eyes.” He leaned out of the car. “Did you like your drink?” he asked, and “You go to hell, Tom,” the officer answered, preparing to mount his motorcycle.

“I hope you have a big evening. I wish you luck with her,” he called as he rode away.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
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KIT FELT THAT she had really got free. As the two officers rode away from the filling-station she thought... “that’s the last of it.” It couldn’t be possible that, after twice being almost in their clutches and they having missed, they would get her. “I won’t be around for them to get,” she told herself. It had been absurd, her hanging about. How amusing if the two who had just left were out looking for her. Her long experience with officers of the law, eluding them, out-thinking them, outrunning them on the road, had made her contemptuous. The man, in the car, who presently told her his name, spoke to her. “I don’t know why I think so but I’ve a hunch,” he said.... He seems a smiling alive man. The man of the filling-station stood but a few feet away.... Joel spoke in a low voice, quickly. “I’ve a hunch you’ve no liking for police.”

“No,” she said, and then added quickly, “Let’s get out of here.”

“O. K.,” he said and started the engine of his car. The man of the filling-station was coming toward them. He spoke... “That’s a hot pair,” he said, making a motion with his thumb. The sound of the two motorcycles could still be heard in the distance.

The filling-station man laughed.... “They’re after a woman.

“They couldn’t catch a cold,” he said. He stood beside the car and Joel shut off his motor. “What woman?” he asked.

The man explained. “It’s that woman... you know Joel, the good-looking dame, the one who ran the stuff for Tom Halsey.

“You know they got him, they shot him.” He was looking at Kit. “They say she’s hanging around. A farmer back here claims he saw her today. It’s probably a pipe. He says she was in the woods, back of young Hal Johnson’s place.” The light of the car was on his face and Kit thought... she was curiously cool... she smiled... she saw the man smile... “Oh, he’ll be all right,” she thought.

He was something She had been, and still was, one outside the law, beating the law, making his living by being outside the law. It would please him to see any officer of the law made into a fool. “Hello,” the man said, “I thought you came out here alone. I didn’t know you had a dame with you. Excuse me,” he added.

Kit’s new friend laughed. “She’s a friend of my sister’s. It’s Miss Hunter,” he said.

“Oh! Excuse me!” The man walked away, he was confused. He went into his little house and Kit was on the road with Joel. She had a new hunch. “I’m going to tell him,” she thought. “It was me they were after, at least I think it was. I was in the woods back there,” she said. There was a sudden outbreak of words. “I’ve got to get out of here. I want you to drive me!” Joel did not speak for a moment. He did not look at her.

“O. K.,” he said at last. They were driving along a paved road, going in the opposite direction from that taken by the officers. “This is rich,” he said. He became suddenly joyous. “God, this is good.” Kit thought he had been drinking. He spoke of that. “Look here, do you know who I am?” He drew the car to the side of the road and stopped. “I’m Judge Hanaford’s son. I’m his drunken son, no good,” he said.

Kit had never heard of Judge Hanaford, and Joel caught the puzzled look on her face. “You’ve never heard of him, eh?” he said; “well now, that would be a disappointment to him.”

For hours Kit drove Joel Hanaford’s car, stopping once at another filling-station into which he went to get a bottle of moon liquor, getting the money to pay for it from Kit. He had already told her that he had no money and that the car he was driving did not belong to him. It belonged to his sister, he explained and said that the sister was married to a doctor. He kept breaking into little spasms of laughter, wriggling in the car seat.

He broke into speech, telling Kit his story and stopping from time to time to drink from a bottle and Kit had a feeling that she might have known him for years, that he might have been some one to whom she had been close for a long time, “like an older brother,” she thought. She said something of the sort to him and he turned upon her. “Ouch!” he said and began explaining that he didn’t like the idea. “There are too many women take me that way,” he said. He sighed. “It’s my cross,” he said. Kit had got in with a queer one all right. Like young Weathersmythe, this one was a Virginian but he told Kit that he was not one of the first families. As they drove along in the night, Kit at the wheel, every turn of the car wheels taking her farther from the scene of her activities as “Queen of the Rumrunners,” herself feeling that she had seen the last of that life, trying to think a little into the future, Joel Hanaford sat beside her talking. Once she spoke to him about the drinking... he kept going back to the bottle... but he reassured her... “I know just how much to take,” he said, “how much will keep me comfortably stewed”... as they drove along thus he told his story.

Like Alfred Weathersmythe, Joel Hanaford was a Virginian, but he declared to Kit that they... the Hanafords... were not one of the so-called “proud Virginia families.”

“You don’t have to look up to us, woman,” he said. “No one has to look up to us.”

 

Kit got the story of the Hanaford family in little snatches as they drove, her own mind busy. It was to come back to her later, like something remembered out of a dream. She was obsessed for the time with a certain feeling — had been lonely and this new man, come upon so accidentally, seemed to break her loneliness. There was something about the man... she thought all of this out later... so friendly... he sitting there in the car beside her... as he drank he seemed to grow pale and he leaned back in the car seat, sometimes sitting with closed eyes. Once he was for a long time silent and his rather slight body leaned heavily against Kit’s and turning she saw his small head, covered with thick reddish brown hair, and his small tired-looking face.

She had a curious desire to run her fingers through his hair. She would have liked to take him into her arms and hold him. He was tired, something inside of him tired. She felt that.

He kept talking. His father was a judge. Like young Weathersmythe’s father, he had been a prosecuting attorney but, unlike the Weathersmythes the Hanafords had, Joel told Kit, no heroes in the family. There was a grandfather but he had not been a Mosby man.

He, the grandfather, had also been a soldier in the Civil War, but he had deserted. He had been a mountain man, poor and ignorant, and when, during the Civil War, he deserted from the Southern army he ran away and hid in the hills.

And then the war was over and he reappeared. He became a day laborer in the town in which his son was later to be first a prosecuting attorney and then a judge. Joel Hanaford seemed to Kit to tell the story of the Hanafords with a kind of bitter pleasure. It might well be, she thought afterwards, that he spent his life telling and retelling it.

It was a common enough story. The poor but worthy son of such a man as Joel described to Kit, determined to rise. He, Joel’s father, had worked his way through school and college. He had won the favor of the people of his community. “Look at him,” people said. Joel told Kit that he thought his father must have been the kind of boy and young man always being pointed out by mothers and fathers to other young men of his town, young men born into families that could offer their sons greater opportunities.

“Son, you look at John Hanaford. Look at what he has had to fight against and look at how he’s getting along.” John Hanaford, his son declared, had won all of the prizes, first at the town school, and then at college. He had done all the things such a young man should do, had peddled newspapers, to keep himself afloat while going through the town school, and later, at college, had waited on table in students’ boarding houses.

And he had got on, had become a successful lawyer, a successful politician, and had married into one of the so-called better families in his town.

“And so there he is,” Joel said to Kit. He talked quietly, continually smiling... Kit thought afterwards that it was a decidedly bitter smile... during the drive with him she was puzzled, and didn’t understand the man.... She did and she didn’t. She thought he did something rather fine to her.

There was the feeling of warm friendliness she got from him. There was no doubt he knew who she was. From the first moment with her she had the feeling that under no circumstances would he betray her.

He tried to explain why. Joel Hanaford had been brought up, had gone through boyhood, in the town where his father had made his struggle. “It wasn’t that Dad bragged about his rise in the world, not directly,” Joel said. When young Joel had got out of high school the World War had come on and he had gone into it. He had been wounded and gassed.

He had come home a wreck. “So there I was, in our house.” He had begun drinking. Kit gathered that things had gone all wrong between the father and son. He tried to tell her about that. While Joel had been in the army his father had become more and more successful. He had been prosecuting attorney in his Virginia county... always, as the son told Kit, sending men off to prison. Joel hated the notion. “I guess they think they have to do it. I wouldn’t. They get to like doing it.” There was a big cotton mill in the town and Joel’s father became attorney for that. He was made judge.

The son had come from the war a wreck and there was a political campaign on. There was a meeting being held in the town, speakers on the steps of the courthouse... this before the father became a judge.

The speaker had spoken of his own sacrifice, for his country, made by sending into the war his only son.

Joel’s father was making a speech. “I happened along,” Joel told Kit. There had been some reference on the part of the speaker... he was after the soldiers’ vote. “I gave my son to my country,” the father said.

Joel Hanaford sat up straight in the car seat. He trembled. He was trying to explain something to Kit. He was so excited that some of his excitement got into her and she stopped the car beside the road. He was trying to tell her of a sudden cold and deep disgust and wrath that had taken possession of him that day when he had stood in the crowd and listened to his father’s words. He had wanted to cry out but had kept silent and had walked away from the crowd and the speaker unnoticed.

He had gone home to his father’s house and had waited for his father’s coming. In all of the young man’s tale he did not mention his mother.

He had gone home and presently his father came and with him was another man. It was the owner of the cotton mill in the town. The mill man had got very rich during the war. The two men came to the door of the house and were met by the son. Kit understood that Joel’s one sister, the one who afterwards married the doctor and whose car she drove that night, was present. There had been a scene between the father and son.

“It is disgusting. It is revolting,” Joel had told his father, speaking of the speech on the courthouse steps and the father’s use of himself, now a half-physical wreck, for political purposes. Kit felt that she could see the scene at the door of the Virginia house. She imagined Joel as speaking quietly enough. “I’m a wreck. I can’t make my own living. I have to take your money.” The cotton-mill man was standing with his mouth open and listening. It was the influence of the mill man that later got Joel’s father his judgeship.

“If my name is ever mentioned again, in such a public way... in order that you... and this man here... may go on... putting other young men through what I have been in... for your ends... I’ll go out into the public streets and denounce you, or I’ll simply kill both of you.”

Joel Hanaford was delighted that he had been able to help Kit escape. After he had told his story he became silent and as it was almost morning Kit thought they had better find a place to sleep.

Joel had been sleeping, his slight body leaning against Kit’s, but when she stopped the car at a filling-station he awoke and as soon as they had left the filling-station took a long drink from his bottle. He seemed at once alert and awake and when Kit suggested going to a hotel he agreed. “You notice, young woman, how fresh I am, how alert, eh?” They had stopped in the street before a small hotel. “It is this does it. I keep stewed half the time.” He took another drink from his bottle and put it in his pocket. He kept smiling and his half laughing eyes awoke a kind of gladness and even gaiety in Kit. “I wish I could take him with me,” she thought. “I’d like to take care of him.”

They went into the hotel and registered and were assigned two adjoining rooms by a sleepy clerk. The hotel was another small, half shabby one. “The clerk thinks we are lovers, eh?” Joel said as they went up the stairs. He stood at the door before his own room speaking to Kit who was at her door and the clerk went away down a flight of steps. Joel kept smiling at her. “I guess you want to make a getaway,” he said. “You don’t want some man like my dad to get a crack at you.

“I don’t blame you,” he added, “but after you are gone... of course I know who you are... after you are gone I presume I’ll get good and drunk.

“I’ll be lonesome. Do you know what that means?”

He did not wait for Kit to answer but went into his room. Kit had barely got her door closed until he rapped and she reopened it. He stood there in the hallway, in the dim light, and looked at her. There was what Kit thought a kind of comical seriousness. “Look here,” he said... he was not smiling now... “you aren’t on it, are you?” he asked, and his face was so serious-looking that Kit broke into laughter in which he joined. He stood grinning at her. “I didn’t think you were,” he said, “but, you see... well, I thought I ought to offer.”

He took off his hat and bowed and still laughing Kit stepped over to him. She took his head in her two hands and kissed him on the cheek and as he stepped away from her he scowled. “Oh, I see. It’s like that.”

“Oh, Lord,” he said, “it’s always like that with me and women.” He was going toward his own door but stopped and again spoke to her. “I wish it wasn’t like that with you,” he said, “but you see I’m only half a man and you want a man.

“If I was a bit more a man I’d be asking you to marry me,” he said, and again bowing, went into his room.

Kit stood a long time at her open door that night thinking. She was exhilarated. It wasn’t, she told herself, that she was particularly attracted to the curious human being she had found and who had helped rescue her from the police. She thought it was something he stood for. There was a kind of bitter resistance to life in him that she liked. He had been defeated but he was mature. She stood at the door of her room, looking into the empty hallway. Beside Tom Halsey, that other man she had at one time admired, Tom with his childish determination to get money, to be a big shot, to set up a respectable family, beside this new man it seemed to her that night that Tom, even in his best days, before the growth of greediness in him, was no more than a child. There was an idea in Kit’s head... a kind of dawning of light. It did not get itself very definitely expressed in her. It was as though in her there was something trying to become definite.

Kit closed the door of her room but did not undress. She stood by the door thinking and occasionally smiling. She was thinking of the odd attractive figure of Joel Hanaford.

Then she thought of another figure, the young farmer, a worker with his young wife in the poor little house. The woman standing by her kitchen stove, cooking food for her man come from his day’s work. In fancy she saw again the man approach his wife, the rough worker’s hands on her pregnant body. Kit kept smiling. “I’ll not be here I guess when he awakes,” she thought. Her mind made a quick plan. She would presently go downstairs and leave money for him in an envelope. Then she would cut out. There was in her mind an almost definite notion of a new kind of adventure she might begin. She felt warm and alive. Young Hanaford had done that for her. She had been carried out of herself and her own problem and into the life of another puzzled human. There were people to be found. She would get into some sort of work that did not so separate her from others. There might be some one other puzzled and baffled young one with whom she could make a real partnership in living.


The Short Story Collections
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Wittenberg University, where Anderson was educated


Winesburg, Ohio
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A GROUP OF TALES OF OHIO SMALL TOWN LIFE

The short-story cycle that made Anderson’s name and secured his literary reputation, Winesburg, Ohio was first published in 1919. It is structured around the life of protagonist George Willard, from his childhood to his growing independence and ultimate abandonment of Winesburg as a young man. Set in the fictional town of Winesburg, Ohio (not to be confused with the real town of that name), the collection is based loosely on the author’s childhood memories of Clyde, Ohio. Although Willard is the central figure, the work presents a comprehensive portrait of life in the town, with over a hundred named characters.

Mostly written from late 1915 to early 1916, with a few stories completed closer to publication, they were “...conceived as complementary parts of a whole, centred in the background of a single community.” The collection consists of twenty-two stories, with the first story, “The Book of the Grotesque”, serving as an introduction. Each of the stories shares a specific character’s past and present struggle to overcome the loneliness and isolation that seems to permeate the town. Stylistically, because of its emphasis on the psychological insights of characters over plot and plain-spoken prose, Winesburg, Ohio is regarded as an early work of Modernist literature. 

The story collection was received well by critics, despite some reservations about its moral tone and unconventional storytelling. Though its reputation waned in the 1930’s, it has since rebounded and is now considered one of the most influential portraits of pre-industrial small-town life in the United States.

In 1998, the Modern Library ranked Winesburg, Ohio 24th on its list of the 100 best English-language novels of the twentieth century.
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INTRODUCTION
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BY IRVING HOWE

I must have been no more than fifteen or sixteen years old when I first chanced upon Winesburg, Ohio. Gripped by these stories and sketches of Sherwood Anderson’s small-town “grotesques,” I felt that he was opening for me new depths of experience, touching upon half-buried truths which nothing in my young life had prepared me for. A New York City boy who never saw the crops grow or spent time in the small towns that lay sprinkled across America, I found myself overwhelmed by the scenes of wasted life, wasted love — was this the “real” America? — that Anderson sketched in Winesburg. In those days only one other book seemed to offer so powerful a revelation, and that was Thomas Hardy’s Jude the Obscure.

Several years later, as I was about to go overseas as a soldier, I spent my last week-end pass on a somewhat quixotic journey to Clyde, Ohio, the town upon which Winesburg was partly modeled. Clyde looked, I suppose, not very different from most other American towns, and the few of its residents I tried to engage in talk about Anderson seemed quite uninterested. This indifference would not have surprised him; it certainly should not surprise anyone who reads his book.

Once freed from the army, I started to write literary criticism, and in 1951 I published a critical biography of Anderson. It came shortly after Lionel Trilling’s influential essay attacking Anderson, an attack from which Anderson’s reputation would never quite recover. Trilling charged Anderson with indulging a vaporous sentimentalism, a kind of vague emotional meandering in stories that lacked social or spiritual solidity. There was a certain cogency in Trilling’s attack, at least with regard to Anderson’s inferior work, most of which he wrote after Winesburg, Ohio. In my book I tried, somewhat awkwardly, to bring together the kinds of judgment Trilling had made with my still keen affection for the best of Anderson’s writings. By then, I had read writers more complex, perhaps more distinguished than Anderson, but his muted stories kept a firm place in my memories, and the book I wrote might be seen as a gesture of thanks for the light — a glow of darkness, you might say — that he had brought to me.

Decades passed. I no longer read Anderson, perhaps fearing I might have to surrender an admiration of youth. (There are some writers one should never return to.) But now, in the fullness of age, when asked to say a few introductory words about Anderson and his work, I have again fallen under the spell of Winesburg, Ohio, again responded to the half-spoken desires, the flickers of longing that spot its pages. Naturally, I now have some changes of response: a few of the stories no longer haunt me as once they did, but the long story “Godliness,” which years ago I considered a failure, I now see as a quaintly effective account of the way religious fanaticism and material acquisitiveness can become intertwined in American experience.

* * *

Sherwood Anderson was born in Ohio in 1876. His childhood and youth in Clyde, a town with perhaps three thousand souls, were scarred by bouts of poverty, but he also knew some of the pleasures of pre-industrial American society. The country was then experiencing what he would later call “a sudden and almost universal turning of men from the old handicrafts towards our modern life of machines.” There were still people in Clyde who remembered the frontier, and like America itself, the town lived by a mixture of diluted Calvinism and a strong belief in “progress,” Young Sherwood, known as “Jobby” — the boy always ready to work — showed the kind of entrepreneurial spirit that Clyde respected: folks expected him to become a “go-getter,” And for a time he did. Moving to Chicago in his early twenties, he worked in an advertising agency where he proved adept at turning out copy. “I create nothing, I boost, I boost,” he said about himself, even as, on the side, he was trying to write short stories.

In 1904 Anderson married and three years later moved to Elyria, a town forty miles west of Cleveland, where he established a firm that sold paint. “I was going to be a rich man…. Next year a bigger house; and after that, presumably, a country estate.” Later he would say about his years in Elyria, “I was a good deal of a Babbitt, but never completely one.” Something drove him to write, perhaps one of those shapeless hungers — a need for self-expression? a wish to find a more authentic kind of experience? — that would become a recurrent motif in his fiction.

And then, in 1912, occurred the great turning point in Anderson’s life. Plainly put, he suffered a nervous breakdown, though in his memoirs he would elevate this into a moment of liberation in which he abandoned the sterility of commerce and turned to the rewards of literature. Nor was this, I believe, merely a deception on Anderson’s part, since the breakdown painful as it surely was, did help precipitate a basic change in his life. At the age of 36, he left behind his business and moved to Chicago, becoming one of the rebellious writers and cultural bohemians in the group that has since come to be called the “Chicago Renaissance.” Anderson soon adopted the posture of a free, liberated spirit, and like many writers of the time, he presented himself as a sardonic critic of American provincialism and materialism. It was in the freedom of the city, in its readiness to put up with deviant styles of life, that Anderson found the strength to settle accounts with — but also to release his affection for — the world of small-town America. The dream of an unconditional personal freedom, that hazy American version of utopia, would remain central throughout Anderson’s life and work. It was an inspiration; it was a delusion.

In 1916 and 1917 Anderson published two novels mostly written in Elyria, Windy McPherson’s Son and Marching Men, both by now largely forgotten. They show patches of talent but also a crudity of thought and unsteadiness of language. No one reading these novels was likely to suppose that its author could soon produce anything as remarkable as Winesburg, Ohio. Occasionally there occurs in a writer’s career a sudden, almost mysterious leap of talent, beyond explanation, perhaps beyond any need for explanation.

In 1915-16 Anderson had begun to write and in 1919 he published the stories that comprise Winesburg, Ohio, stories that form, in sum, a sort of loosely-strung episodic novel. The book was an immediate critical success, and soon Anderson was being ranked as a significant literary figure. In 1921 the distinguished literary magazine The Dial awarded him its first annual literary prize of $2,000, the significance of which is perhaps best understood if one also knows that the second recipient was T. S. Eliot. But Anderson’s moment of glory was brief, no more than a decade, and sadly, the remaining years until his death in 1940 were marked by a sharp decline in his literary standing. Somehow, except for an occasional story like the haunting “Death in the Woods,” he was unable to repeat or surpass his early success. Still, about Winesburg, Ohio and a small number of stories like “The Egg” and “The Man Who Became a Woman” there has rarely been any critical doubt.

* * *

No sooner did Winesburg, Ohio make its appearance than a number of critical labels were fixed on it: the revolt against the village, the espousal of sexual freedom, the deepening of American realism. Such tags may once have had their point, but by now they seem dated and stale. The revolt against the village (about which Anderson was always ambivalent) has faded into history. The espousal of sexual freedom would soon be exceeded in boldness by other writers. And as for the effort to place Winesburg, Ohio in a tradition of American realism, that now seems dubious. Only rarely is the object of Anderson’s stories social verisimilitude, or the “photographing” of familiar appearances, in the sense, say, that one might use to describe a novel by Theodore Dreiser or Sinclair Lewis. Only occasionally, and then with a very light touch, does Anderson try to fill out the social arrangements of his imaginary town — although the fact that his stories are set in a mid-American place like Winesburg does constitute an important formative condition. You might even say, with only slight overstatement, that what Anderson is doing in Winesburg, Ohio could be described as “antirealistic,” fictions notable less for precise locale and social detail than for a highly personal, even strange vision of American life. Narrow, intense, almost claustrophobic, the result is a book about extreme states of being, the collapse of men and women who have lost their psychic bearings and now hover, at best tolerated, at the edge of the little community in which they live. It would be a gross mistake, though not one likely to occur by now, if we were to take Winesburg, Ohio as a social photograph of “the typical small town” (whatever that might be.) Anderson evokes a depressed landscape in which lost souls wander about; they make their flitting appearances mostly in the darkness of night, these stumps and shades of humanity. This vision has its truth, and at its best it is a terrible if narrow truth — but it is itself also grotesque, with the tone of the authorial voice and the mode of composition forming muted signals of the book’s content. Figures like Dr. Parcival, Kate Swift, and Wash Williams are not, nor are they meant to be, “fully-rounded” characters such as we can expect in realistic fiction; they are the shards of life, glimpsed for a moment, the debris of suffering and defeat. In each story one of them emerges, shyly or with a false assertiveness, trying to reach out to companionship and love, driven almost mad by the search for human connection. In the economy of Winesburg these grotesques matter less in their own right than as agents or symptoms of that “indefinable hunger” for meaning which is Anderson’s preoccupation.

Brushing against one another, passing one another in the streets or the fields, they see bodies and hear voices, but it does not really matter — they are disconnected, psychically lost. Is this due to the particular circumstances of small-town America as Anderson saw it at the turn of the century? Or does he feel that he is sketching an inescapable human condition which makes all of us bear the burden of loneliness? Alice Hindman in the story “Adventure” turns her face to the wall and tries “to force herself to face the fact that many people must live and die alone, even in Winesburg.” Or especially in Winesburg? Such impressions have been put in more general terms in Anderson’s only successful novel, Poor White:

All men lead their lives behind a wall of misunderstanding they have themselves built, and most men die in silence and unnoticed behind the walls. Now and then a man, cut off from his fellows by the peculiarities of his nature, becomes absorbed in doing something that is personal, useful and beautiful. Word of his activities is carried over the walls.

These “walls” of misunderstanding are only seldom due to physical deformities (Wing Biddlebaum in “Hands”) or oppressive social arrangements (Kate Swift in “The Teacher.”) Misunderstanding, loneliness, the inability to articulate, are all seen by Anderson as virtually a root condition, something deeply set in our natures. Nor are these people, the grotesques, simply to be pitied and dismissed; at some point in their lives they have known desire, have dreamt of ambition, have hoped for friendship. In all of them there was once something sweet, “like the twisted little apples that grow in the orchards in Winesburg.” Now, broken and adrift, they clutch at some rigid notion or idea, a “truth” which turns out to bear the stamp of monomania, leaving them helplessly sputtering, desperate to speak out but unable to. Winesburg, Ohio registers the losses inescapable to life, and it does so with a deep fraternal sadness, a sympathy casting a mild glow over the entire book. “Words,” as the American writer Paula Fox has said, “are nets through which all truth escapes.” Yet what do we have but words?

They want, these Winesburg grotesques, to unpack their hearts, to release emotions buried and festering. Wash Williams tries to explain his eccentricity but hardly can; Louise Bentley “tried to talk but could say nothing”; Enoch Robinson retreats to a fantasy world, inventing “his own people to whom he could really talk and to whom he explained the things he had been unable to explain to living people.”

In his own somber way, Anderson has here touched upon one of the great themes of American literature, especially Midwestern literature, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries: the struggle for speech as it entails a search for the self. Perhaps the central Winesburg story, tracing the basic movements of the book, is “Paper Pills,” in which the old Doctor Reefy sits “in his empty office close by a window that was covered with cobwebs,” writes down some thoughts on slips of paper (“pyramids of truth,” he calls them) and then stuffs them into his pockets where they “become round hard balls” soon to be discarded. What Dr. Reefy’s “truths” may be we never know; Anderson simply persuades us that to this lonely old man they are utterly precious and thereby incommunicable, forming a kind of blurred moral signature.

After a time the attentive reader will notice in these stories a recurrent pattern of theme and incident: the grotesques, gathering up a little courage, venture out into the streets of Winesburg, often in the dark, there to establish some initiatory relationship with George Willard, the young reporter who hasn’t yet lived long enough to become a grotesque. Hesitantly, fearfully, or with a sputtering incoherent rage, they approach him, pleading that he listen to their stories in the hope that perhaps they can find some sort of renewal in his youthful voice. Upon this sensitive and fragile boy they pour out their desires and frustrations. Dr. Parcival hopes that George Willard “will write the book I may never get written,” and for Enoch Robinson, the boy represents “the youthful sadness, young man’s sadness, the sadness of a growing boy in a village at the year’s end [which may open] the lips of the old man.”

What the grotesques really need is each other, but their estrangement is so extreme they cannot establish direct ties — they can only hope for connection through George Willard. The burden this places on the boy is more than he can bear. He listens to them attentively, he is sympathetic to their complaints, but finally he is too absorbed in his own dreams. The grotesques turn to him because he seems “different” — younger, more open, not yet hardened — but it is precisely this “difference” that keeps him from responding as warmly as they want. It is hardly the boy’s fault; it is simply in the nature of things. For George Willard, the grotesques form a moment in his education; for the grotesques, their encounters with George Willard come to seem like a stamp of hopelessness.

The prose Anderson employs in telling these stories may seem at first glance to be simple: short sentences, a sparse vocabulary, uncomplicated syntax. In actuality, Anderson developed an artful style in which, following Mark Twain and preceding Ernest Hemingway, he tried to use American speech as the base of a tensed rhythmic prose that has an economy and a shapeliness seldom found in ordinary speech or even oral narration. What Anderson employs here is a stylized version of the American language, sometimes rising to quite formal rhetorical patterns and sometimes sinking to a self-conscious mannerism. But at its best, Anderson’s prose style in Winesburg, Ohio is a supple instrument, yielding that “low fine music” which he admired so much in the stories of Turgenev.

One of the worst fates that can befall a writer is that of self-imitation: the effort later in life, often desperate, to recapture the tones and themes of youthful beginnings. Something of the sort happened with Anderson’s later writings. Most critics and readers grew impatient with the work he did after, say, 1927 or 1928; they felt he was constantly repeating his gestures of emotional “groping” — what he had called in Winesburg, Ohio the “indefinable hunger” that prods and torments people. It became the critical fashion to see Anderson’s “gropings” as a sign of delayed adolescence, a failure to develop as a writer. Once he wrote a chilling reply to those who dismissed him in this way: “I don’t think it matters much, all this calling a man a muddler, a groper, etc…. The very man who throws such words as these knows in his heart that he is also facing a wall.” This remark seems to me both dignified and strong, yet it must be admitted that there was some justice in the negative responses to his later work. For what characterized it was not so much “groping” as the imitation of “groping,” the self-caricature of a writer who feels driven back upon an earlier self that is, alas, no longer available.

But Winesburg, Ohio remains a vital work, fresh and authentic. Most of its stories are composed in a minor key, a tone of subdued pathos — pathos marking both the nature and limit of Anderson’s talent. (He spoke of himself as a “minor writer.”) In a few stories, however, he was able to reach beyond pathos and to strike a tragic note. The single best story in Winesburg, Ohio is, I think, “The Untold Lie,” in which the urgency of choice becomes an outer sign of a tragic element in the human condition. And in Anderson’s single greatest story, “The Egg,” which appeared a few years after Winesburg, Ohio, he succeeded in bringing together a surface of farce with an undertone of tragedy. “The Egg” is an American masterpiece.

Anderson’s influence upon later American writers, especially those who wrote short stories, has been enormous. Ernest Hemingway and William Faulkner both praised him as a writer who brought a new tremor of feeling, a new sense of introspectiveness to the American short story. As Faulkner put it, Anderson’s “was the fumbling for exactitude, the exact word and phrase within the limited scope of a vocabulary controlled and even repressed by what was in him almost a fetish of simplicity … to seek always to penetrate to thought’s uttermost end.” And in many younger writers who may not even be aware of the Anderson influence, you can see touches of his approach, echoes of his voice.

Writing about the Elizabethan playwright John Ford, the poet Algernon Swinburne once said: “If he touches you once he takes you, and what he takes he keeps hold of; his work becomes part of your thought and parcel of your spiritual furniture forever.” So it is, for me and many others, with Sherwood Anderson.

To the memory of my mother,


EMMA SMITH ANDERSON,
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WHOSE KEEN OBSERVATIONS on the life about her first awoke in me the hunger to see beneath the surface of lives, this book is dedicated.


THE TALES AND THE PERSONS


THE BOOK OF THE GROTESQUE
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THE WRITER, AN old man with a white mustache, had some difficulty in getting into bed. The windows of the house in which he lived were high and he wanted to look at the trees when he awoke in the morning. A carpenter came to fix the bed so that it would be on a level with the window.

Quite a fuss was made about the matter. The carpenter, who had been a soldier in the Civil War, came into the writer’s room and sat down to talk of building a platform for the purpose of raising the bed. The writer had cigars lying about and the carpenter smoked.

For a time the two men talked of the raising of the bed and then they talked of other things. The soldier got on the subject of the war. The writer, in fact, led him to that subject. The carpenter had once been a prisoner in Andersonville prison and had lost a brother. The brother had died of starvation, and whenever the carpenter got upon that subject he cried. He, like the old writer, had a white mustache, and when he cried he puckered up his lips and the mustache bobbed up and down. The weeping old man with the cigar in his mouth was ludicrous. The plan the writer had for the raising of his bed was forgotten and later the carpenter did it in his own way and the writer, who was past sixty, had to help himself with a chair when he went to bed at night.

In his bed the writer rolled over on his side and lay quite still. For years he had been beset with notions concerning his heart. He was a hard smoker and his heart fluttered. The idea had got into his mind that he would some time die unexpectedly and always when he got into bed he thought of that. It did not alarm him. The effect in fact was quite a special thing and not easily explained. It made him more alive, there in bed, than at any other time. Perfectly still he lay and his body was old and not of much use any more, but something inside him was altogether young. He was like a pregnant woman, only that the thing inside him was not a baby but a youth. No, it wasn’t a youth, it was a woman, young, and wearing a coat of mail like a knight. It is absurd, you see, to try to tell what was inside the old writer as he lay on his high bed and listened to the fluttering of his heart. The thing to get at is what the writer, or the young thing within the writer, was thinking about.

The old writer, like all of the people in the world, had got, during his long life, a great many notions in his head. He had once been quite handsome and a number of women had been in love with him. And then, of course, he had known people, many people, known them in a peculiarly intimate way that was different from the way in which you and I know people. At least that is what the writer thought and the thought pleased him. Why quarrel with an old man concerning his thoughts?

In the bed the writer had a dream that was not a dream. As he grew somewhat sleepy but was still conscious, figures began to appear before his eyes. He imagined the young indescribable thing within himself was driving a long procession of figures before his eyes.

You see the interest in all this lies in the figures that went before the eyes of the writer. They were all grotesques. All of the men and women the writer had ever known had become grotesques.

The grotesques were not all horrible. Some were amusing, some almost beautiful, and one, a woman all drawn out of shape, hurt the old man by her grotesqueness. When she passed he made a noise like a small dog whimpering. Had you come into the room you might have supposed the old man had unpleasant dreams or perhaps indigestion.

For an hour the procession of grotesques passed before the eyes of the old man, and then, although it was a painful thing to do, he crept out of bed and began to write. Some one of the grotesques had made a deep impression on his mind and he wanted to describe it.

At his desk the writer worked for an hour. In the end he wrote a book which he called “The Book of the Grotesque.” It was never published, but I saw it once and it made an indelible impression on my mind. The book had one central thought that is very strange and has always remained with me. By remembering it I have been able to understand many people and things that I was never able to understand before. The thought was involved but a simple statement of it would be something like this:

That in the beginning when the world was young there were a great many thoughts but no such thing as a truth. Man made the truths himself and each truth was a composite of a great many vague thoughts. All about in the world were the truths and they were all beautiful.

The old man had listed hundreds of the truths in his book. I will not try to tell you of all of them. There was the truth of virginity and the truth of passion, the truth of wealth and of poverty, of thrift and of profligacy, of carelessness and abandon. Hundreds and hundreds were the truths and they were all beautiful.

And then the people came along. Each as he appeared snatched up one of the truths and some who were quite strong snatched up a dozen of them.

It was the truths that made the people grotesques. The old man had quite an elaborate theory concerning the matter. It was his notion that the moment one of the people took one of the truths to himself, called it his truth, and tried to live his life by it, he became a grotesque and the truth he embraced became a falsehood.

You can see for yourself how the old man, who had spent all of his life writing and was filled with words, would write hundreds of pages concerning this matter. The subject would become so big in his mind that he himself would be in danger of becoming a grotesque. He didn’t, I suppose, for the same reason that he never published the book. It was the young thing inside him that saved the old man.

Concerning the old carpenter who fixed the bed for the writer, I only mentioned him because he, like many of what are called very common people, became the nearest thing to what is understandable and lovable of all the grotesques in the writer’s book.


HANDS
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UPON THE HALF decayed veranda of a small frame house that stood near the edge of a ravine near the town of Winesburg, Ohio, a fat little old man walked nervously up and down. Across a long field that had been seeded for clover but that had produced only a dense crop of yellow mustard weeds, he could see the public highway along which went a wagon filled with berry pickers returning from the fields. The berry pickers, youths and maidens, laughed and shouted boisterously. A boy clad in a blue shirt leaped from the wagon and attempted to drag after him one of the maidens, who screamed and protested shrilly. The feet of the boy in the road kicked up a cloud of dust that floated across the face of the departing sun. Over the long field came a thin girlish voice. “Oh, you Wing Biddlebaum, comb your hair, it’s falling into your eyes,” commanded the voice to the man, who was bald and whose nervous little hands fiddled about the bare white forehead as though arranging a mass of tangled locks.

Wing Biddlebaum, forever frightened and beset by a ghostly band of doubts, did not think of himself as in any way a part of the life of the town where he had lived for twenty years. Among all the people of Winesburg but one had come close to him. With George Willard, son of Tom Willard, the proprietor of the New Willard House, he had formed something like a friendship. George Willard was the reporter on the Winesburg Eagle and sometimes in the evenings he walked out along the highway to Wing Biddlebaum’s house. Now as the old man walked up and down on the veranda, his hands moving nervously about, he was hoping that George Willard would come and spend the evening with him. After the wagon containing the berry pickers had passed, he went across the field through the tall mustard weeds and climbing a rail fence peered anxiously along the road to the town. For a moment he stood thus, rubbing his hands together and looking up and down the road, and then, fear overcoming him, ran back to walk again upon the porch on his own house.

In the presence of George Willard, Wing Biddlebaum, who for twenty years had been the town mystery, lost something of his timidity, and his shadowy personality, submerged in a sea of doubts, came forth to look at the world. With the young reporter at his side, he ventured in the light of day into Main Street or strode up and down on the rickety front porch of his own house, talking excitedly. The voice that had been low and trembling became shrill and loud. The bent figure straightened. With a kind of wriggle, like a fish returned to the brook by the fisherman, Biddlebaum the silent began to talk, striving to put into words the ideas that had been accumulated by his mind during long years of silence.

Wing Biddlebaum talked much with his hands. The slender expressive fingers, forever active, forever striving to conceal themselves in his pockets or behind his back, came forth and became the piston rods of his machinery of expression.

The story of Wing Biddlebaum is a story of hands. Their restless activity, like unto the beating of the wings of an imprisoned bird, had given him his name. Some obscure poet of the town had thought of it. The hands alarmed their owner. He wanted to keep them hidden away and looked with amazement at the quiet inexpressive hands of other men who worked beside him in the fields, or passed, driving sleepy teams on country roads.

When he talked to George Willard, Wing Biddlebaum closed his fists and beat with them upon a table or on the walls of his house. The action made him more comfortable. If the desire to talk came to him when the two were walking in the fields, he sought out a stump or the top board of a fence and with his hands pounding busily talked with renewed ease.

The story of Wing Biddlebaum’s hands is worth a book in itself. Sympathetically set forth it would tap many strange, beautiful qualities in obscure men. It is a job for a poet. In Winesburg the hands had attracted attention merely because of their activity. With them Wing Biddlebaum had picked as high as a hundred and forty quarts of strawberries in a day. They became his distinguishing feature, the source of his fame. Also they made more grotesque an already grotesque and elusive individuality. Winesburg was proud of the hands of Wing Biddlebaum in the same spirit in which it was proud of Banker White’s new stone house and Wesley Moyer’s bay stallion, Tony Tip, that had won the two-fifteen trot at the fall races in Cleveland.

As for George Willard, he had many times wanted to ask about the hands. At times an almost overwhelming curiosity had taken hold of him. He felt that there must be a reason for their strange activity and their inclination to keep hidden away and only a growing respect for Wing Biddlebaum kept him from blurting out the questions that were often in his mind.

Once he had been on the point of asking. The two were walking in the fields on a summer afternoon and had stopped to sit upon a grassy bank. All afternoon Wing Biddlebaum had talked as one inspired. By a fence he had stopped and beating like a giant woodpecker upon the top board had shouted at George Willard, condemning his tendency to be too much influenced by the people about him, “You are destroying yourself,” he cried. “You have the inclination to be alone and to dream and you are afraid of dreams. You want to be like others in town here. You hear them talk and you try to imitate them.”

On the grassy bank Wing Biddlebaum had tried again to drive his point home. His voice became soft and reminiscent, and with a sigh of contentment he launched into a long rambling talk, speaking as one lost in a dream.

Out of the dream Wing Biddlebaum made a picture for George Willard. In the picture men lived again in a kind of pastoral golden age. Across a green open country came clean-limbed young men, some afoot, some mounted upon horses. In crowds the young men came to gather about the feet of an old man who sat beneath a tree in a tiny garden and who talked to them.

Wing Biddlebaum became wholly inspired. For once he forgot the hands. Slowly they stole forth and lay upon George Willard’s shoulders. Something new and bold came into the voice that talked. “You must try to forget all you have learned,” said the old man. “You must begin to dream. From this time on you must shut your ears to the roaring of the voices.”

Pausing in his speech, Wing Biddlebaum looked long and earnestly at George Willard. His eyes glowed. Again he raised the hands to caress the boy and then a look of horror swept over his face.

With a convulsive movement of his body, Wing Biddlebaum sprang to his feet and thrust his hands deep into his trousers pockets. Tears came to his eyes. “I must be getting along home. I can talk no more with you,” he said nervously.

Without looking back, the old man had hurried down the hillside and across a meadow, leaving George Willard perplexed and frightened upon the grassy slope. With a shiver of dread the boy arose and went along the road toward town. “I’ll not ask him about his hands,” he thought, touched by the memory of the terror he had seen in the man’s eyes. “There’s something wrong, but I don’t want to know what it is. His hands have something to do with his fear of me and of everyone.”

And George Willard was right. Let us look briefly into the story of the hands. Perhaps our talking of them will arouse the poet who will tell the hidden wonder story of the influence for which the hands were but fluttering pennants of promise.

In his youth Wing Biddlebaum had been a school teacher in a town in Pennsylvania. He was not then known as Wing Biddlebaum, but went by the less euphonic name of Adolph Myers. As Adolph Myers he was much loved by the boys of his school.

Adolph Myers was meant by nature to be a teacher of youth. He was one of those rare, little-understood men who rule by a power so gentle that it passes as a lovable weakness. In their feeling for the boys under their charge such men are not unlike the finer sort of women in their love of men.

And yet that is but crudely stated. It needs the poet there. With the boys of his school, Adolph Myers had walked in the evening or had sat talking until dusk upon the schoolhouse steps lost in a kind of dream. Here and there went his hands, caressing the shoulders of the boys, playing about the tousled heads. As he talked his voice became soft and musical. There was a caress in that also. In a way the voice and the hands, the stroking of the shoulders and the touching of the hair were a part of the schoolmaster’s effort to carry a dream into the young minds. By the caress that was in his fingers he expressed himself. He was one of those men in whom the force that creates life is diffused, not centralized. Under the caress of his hands doubt and disbelief went out of the minds of the boys and they began also to dream.

And then the tragedy. A half-witted boy of the school became enamored of the young master. In his bed at night he imagined unspeakable things and in the morning went forth to tell his dreams as facts. Strange, hideous accusations fell from his loosehung lips. Through the Pennsylvania town went a shiver. Hidden, shadowy doubts that had been in men’s minds concerning Adolph Myers were galvanized into beliefs.

The tragedy did not linger. Trembling lads were jerked out of bed and questioned. “He put his arms about me,” said one. “His fingers were always playing in my hair,” said another.

One afternoon a man of the town, Henry Bradford, who kept a saloon, came to the schoolhouse door. Calling Adolph Myers into the school yard he began to beat him with his fists. As his hard knuckles beat down into the frightened face of the school-master, his wrath became more and more terrible. Screaming with dismay, the children ran here and there like disturbed insects. “I’ll teach you to put your hands on my boy, you beast,” roared the saloon keeper, who, tired of beating the master, had begun to kick him about the yard.

Adolph Myers was driven from the Pennsylvania town in the night. With lanterns in their hands a dozen men came to the door of the house where he lived alone and commanded that he dress and come forth. It was raining and one of the men had a rope in his hands. They had intended to hang the school-master, but something in his figure, so small, white, and pitiful, touched their hearts and they let him escape. As he ran away into the darkness they repented of their weakness and ran after him, swearing and throwing sticks and great balls of soft mud at the figure that screamed and ran faster and faster into the darkness.

For twenty years Adolph Myers had lived alone in Winesburg. He was but forty but looked sixty-five. The name of Biddlebaum he got from a box of goods seen at a freight station as he hurried through an eastern Ohio town. He had an aunt in Winesburg, a black-toothed old woman who raised chickens, and with her he lived until she died. He had been ill for a year after the experience in Pennsylvania, and after his recovery worked as a day laborer in the fields, going timidly about and striving to conceal his hands. Although he did not understand what had happened he felt that the hands must be to blame. Again and again the fathers of the boys had talked of the hands. “Keep your hands to yourself,” the saloon keeper had roared, dancing, with fury in the schoolhouse yard.

Upon the veranda of his house by the ravine, Wing Biddlebaum continued to walk up and down until the sun had disappeared and the road beyond the field was lost in the grey shadows. Going into his house he cut slices of bread and spread honey upon them. When the rumble of the evening train that took away the express cars loaded with the day’s harvest of berries had passed and restored the silence of the summer night, he went again to walk upon the veranda. In the darkness he could not see the hands and they became quiet. Although he still hungered for the presence of the boy, who was the medium through which he expressed his love of man, the hunger became again a part of his loneliness and his waiting. Lighting a lamp, Wing Biddlebaum washed the few dishes soiled by his simple meal and, setting up a folding cot by the screen door that led to the porch, prepared to undress for the night. A few stray white bread crumbs lay on the cleanly washed floor by the table; putting the lamp upon a low stool he began to pick up the crumbs, carrying them to his mouth one by one with unbelievable rapidity. In the dense blotch of light beneath the table, the kneeling figure looked like a priest engaged in some service of his church. The nervous expressive fingers, flashing in and out of the light, might well have been mistaken for the fingers of the devotee going swiftly through decade after decade of his rosary.


PAPER PILLS
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HE WAS AN old man with a white beard and huge nose and hands. Long before the time during which we will know him, he was a doctor and drove a jaded white horse from house to house through the streets of Winesburg. Later he married a girl who had money. She had been left a large fertile farm when her father died. The girl was quiet, tall, and dark, and to many people she seemed very beautiful. Everyone in Winesburg wondered why she married the doctor. Within a year after the marriage she died.

The knuckles of the doctor’s hands were extraordinarily large. When the hands were closed they looked like clusters of unpainted wooden balls as large as walnuts fastened together by steel rods. He smoked a cob pipe and after his wife’s death sat all day in his empty office close by a window that was covered with cobwebs. He never opened the window. Once on a hot day in August he tried but found it stuck fast and after that he forgot all about it.

Winesburg had forgotten the old man, but in Doctor Reefy there were the seeds of something very fine. Alone in his musty office in the Heffner Block above the Paris Dry Goods Company’s store, he worked ceaselessly, building up something that he himself destroyed. Little pyramids of truth he erected and after erecting knocked them down again that he might have the truths to erect other pyramids.

Doctor Reefy was a tall man who had worn one suit of clothes for ten years. It was frayed at the sleeves and little holes had appeared at the knees and elbows. In the office he wore also a linen duster with huge pockets into which he continually stuffed scraps of paper. After some weeks the scraps of paper became little hard round balls, and when the pockets were filled he dumped them out upon the floor. For ten years he had but one friend, another old man named John Spaniard who owned a tree nursery. Sometimes, in a playful mood, old Doctor Reefy took from his pockets a handful of the paper balls and threw them at the nursery man. “That is to confound you, you blathering old sentimentalist,” he cried, shaking with laughter.

The story of Doctor Reefy and his courtship of the tall dark girl who became his wife and left her money to him is a very curious story. It is delicious, like the twisted little apples that grow in the orchards of Winesburg. In the fall one walks in the orchards and the ground is hard with frost underfoot. The apples have been taken from the trees by the pickers. They have been put in barrels and shipped to the cities where they will be eaten in apartments that are filled with books, magazines, furniture, and people. On the trees are only a few gnarled apples that the pickers have rejected. They look like the knuckles of Doctor Reefy’s hands. One nibbles at them and they are delicious. Into a little round place at the side of the apple has been gathered all of its sweetness. One runs from tree to tree over the frosted ground picking the gnarled, twisted apples and filling his pockets with them. Only the few know the sweetness of the twisted apples.

The girl and Doctor Reefy began their courtship on a summer afternoon. He was forty-five then and already he had begun the practice of filling his pockets with the scraps of paper that became hard balls and were thrown away. The habit had been formed as he sat in his buggy behind the jaded white horse and went slowly along country roads. On the papers were written thoughts, ends of thoughts, beginnings of thoughts.

One by one the mind of Doctor Reefy had made the thoughts. Out of many of them he formed a truth that arose gigantic in his mind. The truth clouded the world. It became terrible and then faded away and the little thoughts began again.

The tall dark girl came to see Doctor Reefy because she was in the family way and had become frightened. She was in that condition because of a series of circumstances also curious.

The death of her father and mother and the rich acres of land that had come down to her had set a train of suitors on her heels. For two years she saw suitors almost every evening. Except two they were all alike. They talked to her of passion and there was a strained eager quality in their voices and in their eyes when they looked at her. The two who were different were much unlike each other. One of them, a slender young man with white hands, the son of a jeweler in Winesburg, talked continually of virginity. When he was with her he was never off the subject. The other, a black-haired boy with large ears, said nothing at all but always managed to get her into the darkness, where he began to kiss her.

For a time the tall dark girl thought she would marry the jeweler’s son. For hours she sat in silence listening as he talked to her and then she began to be afraid of something. Beneath his talk of virginity she began to think there was a lust greater than in all the others. At times it seemed to her that as he talked he was holding her body in his hands. She imagined him turning it slowly about in the white hands and staring at it. At night she dreamed that he had bitten into her body and that his jaws were dripping. She had the dream three times, then she became in the family way to the one who said nothing at all but who in the moment of his passion actually did bite her shoulder so that for days the marks of his teeth showed.

After the tall dark girl came to know Doctor Reefy it seemed to her that she never wanted to leave him again. She went into his office one morning and without her saying anything he seemed to know what had happened to her.

In the office of the doctor there was a woman, the wife of the man who kept the bookstore in Winesburg. Like all old-fashioned country practitioners, Doctor Reefy pulled teeth, and the woman who waited held a handkerchief to her teeth and groaned. Her husband was with her and when the tooth was taken out they both screamed and blood ran down on the woman’s white dress. The tall dark girl did not pay any attention. When the woman and the man had gone the doctor smiled. “I will take you driving into the country with me,” he said.

For several weeks the tall dark girl and the doctor were together almost every day. The condition that had brought her to him passed in an illness, but she was like one who has discovered the sweetness of the twisted apples, she could not get her mind fixed again upon the round perfect fruit that is eaten in the city apartments. In the fall after the beginning of her acquaintanceship with him she married Doctor Reefy and in the following spring she died. During the winter he read to her all of the odds and ends of thoughts he had scribbled on the bits of paper. After he had read them he laughed and stuffed them away in his pockets to become round hard balls.


MOTHER
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ELIZABETH WILLARD, THE mother of George Willard, was tall and gaunt and her face was marked with smallpox scars. Although she was but forty-five, some obscure disease had taken the fire out of her figure. Listlessly she went about the disorderly old hotel looking at the faded wall-paper and the ragged carpets and, when she was able to be about, doing the work of a chambermaid among beds soiled by the slumbers of fat traveling men. Her husband, Tom Willard, a slender, graceful man with square shoulders, a quick military step, and a black mustache trained to turn sharply up at the ends, tried to put the wife out of his mind. The presence of the tall ghostly figure, moving slowly through the halls, he took as a reproach to himself. When he thought of her he grew angry and swore. The hotel was unprofitable and forever on the edge of failure and he wished himself out of it. He thought of the old house and the woman who lived there with him as things defeated and done for. The hotel in which he had begun life so hopefully was now a mere ghost of what a hotel should be. As he went spruce and business-like through the streets of Winesburg, he sometimes stopped and turned quickly about as though fearing that the spirit of the hotel and of the woman would follow him even into the streets. “Damn such a life, damn it!” he sputtered aimlessly.

Tom Willard had a passion for village politics and for years had been the leading Democrat in a strongly Republican community. Some day, he told himself, the tide of things political will turn in my favor and the years of ineffectual service count big in the bestowal of rewards. He dreamed of going to Congress and even of becoming governor. Once when a younger member of the party arose at a political conference and began to boast of his faithful service, Tom Willard grew white with fury. “Shut up, you,” he roared, glaring about. “What do you know of service? What are you but a boy? Look at what I’ve done here! I was a Democrat here in Winesburg when it was a crime to be a Democrat. In the old days they fairly hunted us with guns.”

Between Elizabeth and her one son George there was a deep unexpressed bond of sympathy, based on a girlhood dream that had long ago died. In the son’s presence she was timid and reserved, but sometimes while he hurried about town intent upon his duties as a reporter, she went into his room and closing the door knelt by a little desk, made of a kitchen table, that sat near a window. In the room by the desk she went through a ceremony that was half a prayer, half a demand, addressed to the skies. In the boyish figure she yearned to see something half forgotten that had once been a part of herself recreated. The prayer concerned that. “Even though I die, I will in some way keep defeat from you,” she cried, and so deep was her determination that her whole body shook. Her eyes glowed and she clenched her fists. “If I am dead and see him becoming a meaningless drab figure like myself, I will come back,” she declared. “I ask God now to give me that privilege. I demand it. I will pay for it. God may beat me with his fists. I will take any blow that may befall if but this my boy be allowed to express something for us both.” Pausing uncertainly, the woman stared about the boy’s room. “And do not let him become smart and successful either,” she added vaguely.

The communion between George Willard and his mother was outwardly a formal thing without meaning. When she was ill and sat by the window in her room he sometimes went in the evening to make her a visit. They sat by a window that looked over the roof of a small frame building into Main Street. By turning their heads they could see through another window, along an alleyway that ran behind the Main Street stores and into the back door of Abner Groff’s bakery. Sometimes as they sat thus a picture of village life presented itself to them. At the back door of his shop appeared Abner Groff with a stick or an empty milk bottle in his hand. For a long time there was a feud between the baker and a grey cat that belonged to Sylvester West, the druggist. The boy and his mother saw the cat creep into the door of the bakery and presently emerge followed by the baker, who swore and waved his arms about. The baker’s eyes were small and red and his black hair and beard were filled with flour dust. Sometimes he was so angry that, although the cat had disappeared, he hurled sticks, bits of broken glass, and even some of the tools of his trade about. Once he broke a window at the back of Sinning’s Hardware Store. In the alley the grey cat crouched behind barrels filled with torn paper and broken bottles above which flew a black swarm of flies. Once when she was alone, and after watching a prolonged and ineffectual outburst on the part of the baker, Elizabeth Willard put her head down on her long white hands and wept. After that she did not look along the alleyway any more, but tried to forget the contest between the bearded man and the cat. It seemed like a rehearsal of her own life, terrible in its vividness.

In the evening when the son sat in the room with his mother, the silence made them both feel awkward. Darkness came on and the evening train came in at the station. In the street below feet tramped up and down upon a board sidewalk. In the station yard, after the evening train had gone, there was a heavy silence. Perhaps Skinner Leason, the express agent, moved a truck the length of the station platform. Over on Main Street sounded a man’s voice, laughing. The door of the express office banged. George Willard arose and crossing the room fumbled for the doorknob. Sometimes he knocked against a chair, making it scrape along the floor. By the window sat the sick woman, perfectly still, listless. Her long hands, white and bloodless, could be seen drooping over the ends of the arms of the chair. “I think you had better be out among the boys. You are too much indoors,” she said, striving to relieve the embarrassment of the departure. “I thought I would take a walk,” replied George Willard, who felt awkward and confused.

One evening in July, when the transient guests who made the New Willard House their temporary home had become scarce, and the hallways, lighted only by kerosene lamps turned low, were plunged in gloom, Elizabeth Willard had an adventure. She had been ill in bed for several days and her son had not come to visit her. She was alarmed. The feeble blaze of life that remained in her body was blown into a flame by her anxiety and she crept out of bed, dressed and hurried along the hallway toward her son’s room, shaking with exaggerated fears. As she went along she steadied herself with her hand, slipped along the papered walls of the hall and breathed with difficulty. The air whistled through her teeth. As she hurried forward she thought how foolish she was. “He is concerned with boyish affairs,” she told herself. “Perhaps he has now begun to walk about in the evening with girls.”

Elizabeth Willard had a dread of being seen by guests in the hotel that had once belonged to her father and the ownership of which still stood recorded in her name in the county courthouse. The hotel was continually losing patronage because of its shabbiness and she thought of herself as also shabby. Her own room was in an obscure corner and when she felt able to work she voluntarily worked among the beds, preferring the labor that could be done when the guests were abroad seeking trade among the merchants of Winesburg.

By the door of her son’s room the mother knelt upon the floor and listened for some sound from within. When she heard the boy moving about and talking in low tones a smile came to her lips. George Willard had a habit of talking aloud to himself and to hear him doing so had always given his mother a peculiar pleasure. The habit in him, she felt, strengthened the secret bond that existed between them. A thousand times she had whispered to herself of the matter. “He is groping about, trying to find himself,” she thought. “He is not a dull clod, all words and smartness. Within him there is a secret something that is striving to grow. It is the thing I let be killed in myself.”

In the darkness in the hallway by the door the sick woman arose and started again toward her own room. She was afraid that the door would open and the boy come upon her. When she had reached a safe distance and was about to turn a corner into a second hallway she stopped and bracing herself with her hands waited, thinking to shake off a trembling fit of weakness that had come upon her. The presence of the boy in the room had made her happy. In her bed, during the long hours alone, the little fears that had visited her had become giants. Now they were all gone. “When I get back to my room I shall sleep,” she murmured gratefully.

But Elizabeth Willard was not to return to her bed and to sleep. As she stood trembling in the darkness the door of her son’s room opened and the boy’s father, Tom Willard, stepped out. In the light that steamed out at the door he stood with the knob in his hand and talked. What he said infuriated the woman.

Tom Willard was ambitious for his son. He had always thought of himself as a successful man, although nothing he had ever done had turned out successfully. However, when he was out of sight of the New Willard House and had no fear of coming upon his wife, he swaggered and began to dramatize himself as one of the chief men of the town. He wanted his son to succeed. He it was who had secured for the boy the position on the Winesburg Eagle. Now, with a ring of earnestness in his voice, he was advising concerning some course of conduct. “I tell you what, George, you’ve got to wake up,” he said sharply. “Will Henderson has spoken to me three times concerning the matter. He says you go along for hours not hearing when you are spoken to and acting like a gawky girl. What ails you?” Tom Willard laughed good-naturedly. “Well, I guess you’ll get over it,” he said. “I told Will that. You’re not a fool and you’re not a woman. You’re Tom Willard’s son and you’ll wake up. I’m not afraid. What you say clears things up. If being a newspaper man had put the notion of becoming a writer into your mind that’s all right. Only I guess you’ll have to wake up to do that too, eh?”

Tom Willard went briskly along the hallway and down a flight of stairs to the office. The woman in the darkness could hear him laughing and talking with a guest who was striving to wear away a dull evening by dozing in a chair by the office door. She returned to the door of her son’s room. The weakness had passed from her body as by a miracle and she stepped boldly along. A thousand ideas raced through her head. When she heard the scraping of a chair and the sound of a pen scratching upon paper, she again turned and went back along the hallway to her own room.

A definite determination had come into the mind of the defeated wife of the Winesburg hotel keeper. The determination was the result of long years of quiet and rather ineffectual thinking. “Now,” she told herself, “I will act. There is something threatening my boy and I will ward it off.” The fact that the conversation between Tom Willard and his son had been rather quiet and natural, as though an understanding existed between them, maddened her. Although for years she had hated her husband, her hatred had always before been a quite impersonal thing. He had been merely a part of something else that she hated. Now, and by the few words at the door, he had become the thing personified. In the darkness of her own room she clenched her fists and glared about. Going to a cloth bag that hung on a nail by the wall she took out a long pair of sewing scissors and held them in her hand like a dagger. “I will stab him,” she said aloud. “He has chosen to be the voice of evil and I will kill him. When I have killed him something will snap within myself and I will die also. It will be a release for all of us.”

In her girlhood and before her marriage with Tom Willard, Elizabeth had borne a somewhat shaky reputation in Winesburg. For years she had been what is called “stage-struck” and had paraded through the streets with traveling men guests at her father’s hotel, wearing loud clothes and urging them to tell her of life in the cities out of which they had come. Once she startled the town by putting on men’s clothes and riding a bicycle down Main Street.

In her own mind the tall dark girl had been in those days much confused. A great restlessness was in her and it expressed itself in two ways. First there was an uneasy desire for change, for some big definite movement to her life. It was this feeling that had turned her mind to the stage. She dreamed of joining some company and wandering over the world, seeing always new faces and giving something out of herself to all people. Sometimes at night she was quite beside herself with the thought, but when she tried to talk of the matter to the members of the theatrical companies that came to Winesburg and stopped at her father’s hotel, she got nowhere. They did not seem to know what she meant, or if she did get something of her passion expressed, they only laughed. “It’s not like that,” they said. “It’s as dull and uninteresting as this here. Nothing comes of it.”

With the traveling men when she walked about with them, and later with Tom Willard, it was quite different. Always they seemed to understand and sympathize with her. On the side streets of the village, in the darkness under the trees, they took hold of her hand and she thought that something unexpressed in herself came forth and became a part of an unexpressed something in them.

And then there was the second expression of her restlessness. When that came she felt for a time released and happy. She did not blame the men who walked with her and later she did not blame Tom Willard. It was always the same, beginning with kisses and ending, after strange wild emotions, with peace and then sobbing repentance. When she sobbed she put her hand upon the face of the man and had always the same thought. Even though he were large and bearded she thought he had become suddenly a little boy. She wondered why he did not sob also.

In her room, tucked away in a corner of the old Willard House, Elizabeth Willard lighted a lamp and put it on a dressing table that stood by the door. A thought had come into her mind and she went to a closet and brought out a small square box and set it on the table. The box contained material for make-up and had been left with other things by a theatrical company that had once been stranded in Winesburg. Elizabeth Willard had decided that she would be beautiful. Her hair was still black and there was a great mass of it braided and coiled about her head. The scene that was to take place in the office below began to grow in her mind. No ghostly worn-out figure should confront Tom Willard, but something quite unexpected and startling. Tall and with dusky cheeks and hair that fell in a mass from her shoulders, a figure should come striding down the stairway before the startled loungers in the hotel office. The figure would be silent — it would be swift and terrible. As a tigress whose cub had been threatened would she appear, coming out of the shadows, stealing noiselessly along and holding the long wicked scissors in her hand.

With a little broken sob in her throat, Elizabeth Willard blew out the light that stood upon the table and stood weak and trembling in the darkness. The strength that had been as a miracle in her body left and she half reeled across the floor, clutching at the back of the chair in which she had spent so many long days staring out over the tin roofs into the main street of Winesburg. In the hallway there was the sound of footsteps and George Willard came in at the door. Sitting in a chair beside his mother he began to talk. “I’m going to get out of here,” he said. “I don’t know where I shall go or what I shall do but I am going away.”

The woman in the chair waited and trembled. An impulse came to her. “I suppose you had better wake up,” she said. “You think that? You will go to the city and make money, eh? It will be better for you, you think, to be a business man, to be brisk and smart and alive?” She waited and trembled.

The son shook his head. “I suppose I can’t make you understand, but oh, I wish I could,” he said earnestly. “I can’t even talk to father about it. I don’t try. There isn’t any use. I don’t know what I shall do. I just want to go away and look at people and think.”

Silence fell upon the room where the boy and woman sat together. Again, as on the other evenings, they were embarrassed. After a time the boy tried again to talk. “I suppose it won’t be for a year or two but I’ve been thinking about it,” he said, rising and going toward the door. “Something father said makes it sure that I shall have to go away.” He fumbled with the doorknob. In the room the silence became unbearable to the woman. She wanted to cry out with joy because of the words that had come from the lips of her son, but the expression of joy had become impossible to her. “I think you had better go out among the boys. You are too much indoors,” she said. “I thought I would go for a little walk,” replied the son stepping awkwardly out of the room and closing the door.


THE PHILOSOPHER
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DOCTOR PARCIVAL WAS a large man with a drooping mouth covered by a yellow mustache. He always wore a dirty white waistcoat out of the pockets of which protruded a number of the kind of black cigars known as stogies. His teeth were black and irregular and there was something strange about his eyes. The lid of the left eye twitched; it fell down and snapped up; it was exactly as though the lid of the eye were a window shade and someone stood inside the doctor’s head playing with the cord.

Doctor Parcival had a liking for the boy, George Willard. It began when George had been working for a year on the Winesburg Eagle and the acquaintanceship was entirely a matter of the doctor’s own making.

In the late afternoon Will Henderson, owner and editor of the Eagle, went over to Tom Willy’s saloon. Along an alleyway he went and slipping in at the back door of the saloon began drinking a drink made of a combination of sloe gin and soda water. Will Henderson was a sensualist and had reached the age of forty-five. He imagined the gin renewed the youth in him. Like most sensualists he enjoyed talking of women, and for an hour he lingered about gossiping with Tom Willy. The saloon keeper was a short, broad-shouldered man with peculiarly marked hands. That flaming kind of birthmark that sometimes paints with red the faces of men and women had touched with red Tom Willy’s fingers and the backs of his hands. As he stood by the bar talking to Will Henderson he rubbed the hands together. As he grew more and more excited the red of his fingers deepened. It was as though the hands had been dipped in blood that had dried and faded.

As Will Henderson stood at the bar looking at the red hands and talking of women, his assistant, George Willard, sat in the office of the Winesburg Eagle and listened to the talk of Doctor Parcival.

Doctor Parcival appeared immediately after Will Henderson had disappeared. One might have supposed that the doctor had been watching from his office window and had seen the editor going along the alleyway. Coming in at the front door and finding himself a chair, he lighted one of the stogies and crossing his legs began to talk. He seemed intent upon convincing the boy of the advisability of adopting a line of conduct that he was himself unable to define.

“If you have your eyes open you will see that although I call myself a doctor I have mighty few patients,” he began. “There is a reason for that. It is not an accident and it is not because I do not know as much of medicine as anyone here. I do not want patients. The reason, you see, does not appear on the surface. It lies in fact in my character, which has, if you think about it, many strange turns. Why I want to talk to you of the matter I don’t know. I might keep still and get more credit in your eyes. I have a desire to make you admire me, that’s a fact. I don’t know why. That’s why I talk. It’s very amusing, eh?”

Sometimes the doctor launched into long tales concerning himself. To the boy the tales were very real and full of meaning. He began to admire the fat unclean-looking man and, in the afternoon when Will Henderson had gone, looked forward with keen interest to the doctor’s coming.

Doctor Parcival had been in Winesburg about five years. He came from Chicago and when he arrived was drunk and got into a fight with Albert Longworth, the baggageman. The fight concerned a trunk and ended by the doctor’s being escorted to the village lockup. When he was released he rented a room above a shoe-repairing shop at the lower end of Main Street and put out the sign that announced himself as a doctor. Although he had but few patients and these of the poorer sort who were unable to pay, he seemed to have plenty of money for his needs. He slept in the office that was unspeakably dirty and dined at Biff Carter’s lunch room in a small frame building opposite the railroad station. In the summer the lunch room was filled with flies and Biff Carter’s white apron was more dirty than his floor. Doctor Parcival did not mind. Into the lunch room he stalked and deposited twenty cents upon the counter. “Feed me what you wish for that,” he said laughing. “Use up food that you wouldn’t otherwise sell. It makes no difference to me. I am a man of distinction, you see. Why should I concern myself with what I eat.”

The tales that Doctor Parcival told George Willard began nowhere and ended nowhere. Sometimes the boy thought they must all be inventions, a pack of lies. And then again he was convinced that they contained the very essence of truth.

“I was a reporter like you here,” Doctor Parcival began. “It was in a town in Iowa — or was it in Illinois? I don’t remember and anyway it makes no difference. Perhaps I am trying to conceal my identity and don’t want to be very definite. Have you ever thought it strange that I have money for my needs although I do nothing? I may have stolen a great sum of money or been involved in a murder before I came here. There is food for thought in that, eh? If you were a really smart newspaper reporter you would look me up. In Chicago there was a Doctor Cronin who was murdered. Have you heard of that? Some men murdered him and put him in a trunk. In the early morning they hauled the trunk across the city. It sat on the back of an express wagon and they were on the seat as unconcerned as anything. Along they went through quiet streets where everyone was asleep. The sun was just coming up over the lake. Funny, eh — just to think of them smoking pipes and chattering as they drove along as unconcerned as I am now. Perhaps I was one of those men. That would be a strange turn of things, now wouldn’t it, eh?” Again Doctor Parcival began his tale: “Well, anyway there I was, a reporter on a paper just as you are here, running about and getting little items to print. My mother was poor. She took in washing. Her dream was to make me a Presbyterian minister and I was studying with that end in view.

“My father had been insane for a number of years. He was in an asylum over at Dayton, Ohio. There you see I have let it slip out! All of this took place in Ohio, right here in Ohio. There is a clew if you ever get the notion of looking me up.

“I was going to tell you of my brother. That’s the object of all this. That’s what I’m getting at. My brother was a railroad painter and had a job on the Big Four. You know that road runs through Ohio here. With other men he lived in a box car and away they went from town to town painting the railroad property-switches, crossing gates, bridges, and stations.

“The Big Four paints its stations a nasty orange color. How I hated that color! My brother was always covered with it. On pay days he used to get drunk and come home wearing his paint-covered clothes and bringing his money with him. He did not give it to mother but laid it in a pile on our kitchen table.

“About the house he went in the clothes covered with the nasty orange colored paint. I can see the picture. My mother, who was small and had red, sad-looking eyes, would come into the house from a little shed at the back. That’s where she spent her time over the washtub scrubbing people’s dirty clothes. In she would come and stand by the table, rubbing her eyes with her apron that was covered with soap-suds.

“‘Don’t touch it! Don’t you dare touch that money,’ my brother roared, and then he himself took five or ten dollars and went tramping off to the saloons. When he had spent what he had taken he came back for more. He never gave my mother any money at all but stayed about until he had spent it all, a little at a time. Then he went back to his job with the painting crew on the railroad. After he had gone things began to arrive at our house, groceries and such things. Sometimes there would be a dress for mother or a pair of shoes for me.

“Strange, eh? My mother loved my brother much more than she did me, although he never said a kind word to either of us and always raved up and down threatening us if we dared so much as touch the money that sometimes lay on the table three days.

“We got along pretty well. I studied to be a minister and prayed. I was a regular ass about saying prayers. You should have heard me. When my father died I prayed all night, just as I did sometimes when my brother was in town drinking and going about buying the things for us. In the evening after supper I knelt by the table where the money lay and prayed for hours. When no one was looking I stole a dollar or two and put it in my pocket. That makes me laugh now but then it was terrible. It was on my mind all the time. I got six dollars a week from my job on the paper and always took it straight home to mother. The few dollars I stole from my brother’s pile I spent on myself, you know, for trifles, candy and cigarettes and such things.

“When my father died at the asylum over at Dayton, I went over there. I borrowed some money from the man for whom I worked and went on the train at night. It was raining. In the asylum they treated me as though I were a king.

“The men who had jobs in the asylum had found out I was a newspaper reporter. That made them afraid. There had been some negligence, some carelessness, you see, when father was ill. They thought perhaps I would write it up in the paper and make a fuss. I never intended to do anything of the kind.

“Anyway, in I went to the room where my father lay dead and blessed the dead body. I wonder what put that notion into my head. Wouldn’t my brother, the painter, have laughed, though. There I stood over the dead body and spread out my hands. The superintendent of the asylum and some of his helpers came in and stood about looking sheepish. It was very amusing. I spread out my hands and said, ‘Let peace brood over this carcass.’ That’s what I said.”

Jumping to his feet and breaking off the tale, Doctor Parcival began to walk up and down in the office of the Winesburg Eagle where George Willard sat listening. He was awkward and, as the office was small, continually knocked against things. “What a fool I am to be talking,” he said. “That is not my object in coming here and forcing my acquaintanceship upon you. I have something else in mind. You are a reporter just as I was once and you have attracted my attention. You may end by becoming just such another fool. I want to warn you and keep on warning you. That’s why I seek you out.”

Doctor Parcival began talking of George Willard’s attitude toward men. It seemed to the boy that the man had but one object in view, to make everyone seem despicable. “I want to fill you with hatred and contempt so that you will be a superior being,” he declared. “Look at my brother. There was a fellow, eh? He despised everyone, you see. You have no idea with what contempt he looked upon mother and me. And was he not our superior? You know he was. You have not seen him and yet I have made you feel that. I have given you a sense of it. He is dead. Once when he was drunk he lay down on the tracks and the car in which he lived with the other painters ran over him.”

* * *

One day in August Doctor Parcival had an adventure in Winesburg. For a month George Willard had been going each morning to spend an hour in the doctor’s office. The visits came about through a desire on the part of the doctor to read to the boy from the pages of a book he was in the process of writing. To write the book Doctor Parcival declared was the object of his coming to Winesburg to live.

On the morning in August before the coming of the boy, an incident had happened in the doctor’s office. There had been an accident on Main Street. A team of horses had been frightened by a train and had run away. A little girl, the daughter of a farmer, had been thrown from a buggy and killed.

On Main Street everyone had become excited and a cry for doctors had gone up. All three of the active practitioners of the town had come quickly but had found the child dead. From the crowd someone had run to the office of Doctor Parcival who had bluntly refused to go down out of his office to the dead child. The useless cruelty of his refusal had passed unnoticed. Indeed, the man who had come up the stairway to summon him had hurried away without hearing the refusal.

All of this, Doctor Parcival did not know and when George Willard came to his office he found the man shaking with terror. “What I have done will arouse the people of this town,” he declared excitedly. “Do I not know human nature? Do I not know what will happen? Word of my refusal will be whispered about. Presently men will get together in groups and talk of it. They will come here. We will quarrel and there will be talk of hanging. Then they will come again bearing a rope in their hands.”

Doctor Parcival shook with fright. “I have a presentiment,” he declared emphatically. “It may be that what I am talking about will not occur this morning. It may be put off until tonight but I will be hanged. Everyone will get excited. I will be hanged to a lamp-post on Main Street.”

Going to the door of his dirty office, Doctor Parcival looked timidly down the stairway leading to the street. When he returned the fright that had been in his eyes was beginning to be replaced by doubt. Coming on tiptoe across the room he tapped George Willard on the shoulder. “If not now, sometime,” he whispered, shaking his head. “In the end I will be crucified, uselessly crucified.”

Doctor Parcival began to plead with George Willard. “You must pay attention to me,” he urged. “If something happens perhaps you will be able to write the book that I may never get written. The idea is very simple, so simple that if you are not careful you will forget it. It is this — that everyone in the world is Christ and they are all crucified. That’s what I want to say. Don’t you forget that. Whatever happens, don’t you dare let yourself forget.”


NOBODY KNOWS
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LOOKING CAUTIOUSLY ABOUT, George Willard arose from his desk in the office of the Winesburg Eagle and went hurriedly out at the back door. The night was warm and cloudy and although it was not yet eight o’clock, the alleyway back of the Eagle office was pitch dark. A team of horses tied to a post somewhere in the darkness stamped on the hard-baked ground. A cat sprang from under George Willard’s feet and ran away into the night. The young man was nervous. All day he had gone about his work like one dazed by a blow. In the alleyway he trembled as though with fright.

In the darkness George Willard walked along the alleyway, going carefully and cautiously. The back doors of the Winesburg stores were open and he could see men sitting about under the store lamps. In Myerbaum’s Notion Store Mrs. Willy the saloon keeper’s wife stood by the counter with a basket on her arm. Sid Green the clerk was waiting on her. He leaned over the counter and talked earnestly.

George Willard crouched and then jumped through the path of light that came out at the door. He began to run forward in the darkness. Behind Ed Griffith’s saloon old Jerry Bird the town drunkard lay asleep on the ground. The runner stumbled over the sprawling legs. He laughed brokenly.

George Willard had set forth upon an adventure. All day he had been trying to make up his mind to go through with the adventure and now he was acting. In the office of the Winesburg Eagle he had been sitting since six o’clock trying to think.

There had been no decision. He had just jumped to his feet, hurried past Will Henderson who was reading proof in the printshop and started to run along the alleyway.

Through street after street went George Willard, avoiding the people who passed. He crossed and recrossed the road. When he passed a street lamp he pulled his hat down over his face. He did not dare think. In his mind there was a fear but it was a new kind of fear. He was afraid the adventure on which he had set out would be spoiled, that he would lose courage and turn back.

George Willard found Louise Trunnion in the kitchen of her father’s house. She was washing dishes by the light of a kerosene lamp. There she stood behind the screen door in the little shedlike kitchen at the back of the house. George Willard stopped by a picket fence and tried to control the shaking of his body. Only a narrow potato patch separated him from the adventure. Five minutes passed before he felt sure enough of himself to call to her. “Louise! Oh, Louise!” he called. The cry stuck in his throat. His voice became a hoarse whisper.

Louise Trunnion came out across the potato patch holding the dish cloth in her hand. “How do you know I want to go out with you,” she said sulkily. “What makes you so sure?”

George Willard did not answer. In silence the two stood in the darkness with the fence between them. “You go on along,” she said. “Pa’s in there. I’ll come along. You wait by Williams’ barn.”

The young newspaper reporter had received a letter from Louise Trunnion. It had come that morning to the office of the Winesburg Eagle. The letter was brief. “I’m yours if you want me,” it said. He thought it annoying that in the darkness by the fence she had pretended there was nothing between them. “She has a nerve! Well, gracious sakes, she has a nerve,” he muttered as he went along the street and passed a row of vacant lots where corn grew. The corn was shoulder high and had been planted right down to the sidewalk.

When Louise Trunnion came out of the front door of her house she still wore the gingham dress in which she had been washing dishes. There was no hat on her head. The boy could see her standing with the doorknob in her hand talking to someone within, no doubt to old Jake Trunnion, her father. Old Jake was half deaf and she shouted. The door closed and everything was dark and silent in the little side street. George Willard trembled more violently than ever.

In the shadows by Williams’ barn George and Louise stood, not daring to talk. She was not particularly comely and there was a black smudge on the side of her nose. George thought she must have rubbed her nose with her finger after she had been handling some of the kitchen pots.

The young man began to laugh nervously. “It’s warm,” he said. He wanted to touch her with his hand. “I’m not very bold,” he thought. Just to touch the folds of the soiled gingham dress would, he decided, be an exquisite pleasure. She began to quibble. “You think you’re better than I am. Don’t tell me, I guess I know,” she said drawing closer to him.

A flood of words burst from George Willard. He remembered the look that had lurked in the girl’s eyes when they had met on the streets and thought of the note she had written. Doubt left him. The whispered tales concerning her that had gone about town gave him confidence. He became wholly the male, bold and aggressive. In his heart there was no sympathy for her. “Ah, come on, it’ll be all right. There won’t be anyone know anything. How can they know?” he urged.

They began to walk along a narrow brick sidewalk between the cracks of which tall weeds grew. Some of the bricks were missing and the sidewalk was rough and irregular. He took hold of her hand that was also rough and thought it delightfully small. “I can’t go far,” she said and her voice was quiet, unperturbed.

They crossed a bridge that ran over a tiny stream and passed another vacant lot in which corn grew. The street ended. In the path at the side of the road they were compelled to walk one behind the other. Will Overton’s berry field lay beside the road and there was a pile of boards. “Will is going to build a shed to store berry crates here,” said George and they sat down upon the boards.

* * *

When George Willard got back into Main Street it was past ten o’clock and had begun to rain. Three times he walked up and down the length of Main Street. Sylvester West’s Drug Store was still open and he went in and bought a cigar. When Shorty Crandall the clerk came out at the door with him he was pleased. For five minutes the two stood in the shelter of the store awning and talked. George Willard felt satisfied. He had wanted more than anything else to talk to some man. Around a corner toward the New Willard House he went whistling softly.

On the sidewalk at the side of Winney’s Dry Goods Store where there was a high board fence covered with circus pictures, he stopped whistling and stood perfectly still in the darkness, attentive, listening as though for a voice calling his name. Then again he laughed nervously. “She hasn’t got anything on me. Nobody knows,” he muttered doggedly and went on his way.


GODLINESS
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A TALE IN Four Parts

There were always three or four old people sitting on the front porch of the house or puttering about the garden of the Bentley farm. Three of the old people were women and sisters to Jesse. They were a colorless, soft voiced lot. Then there was a silent old man with thin white hair who was Jesse’s uncle.

The farmhouse was built of wood, a board outer-covering over a framework of logs. It was in reality not one house but a cluster of houses joined together in a rather haphazard manner. Inside, the place was full of surprises. One went up steps from the living room into the dining room and there were always steps to be ascended or descended in passing from one room to another. At meal times the place was like a beehive. At one moment all was quiet, then doors began to open, feet clattered on stairs, a murmur of soft voices arose and people appeared from a dozen obscure corners.

Besides the old people, already mentioned, many others lived in the Bentley house. There were four hired men, a woman named Aunt Callie Beebe, who was in charge of the housekeeping, a dull-witted girl named Eliza Stoughton, who made beds and helped with the milking, a boy who worked in the stables, and Jesse Bentley himself, the owner and overlord of it all.

By the time the American Civil War had been over for twenty years, that part of Northern Ohio where the Bentley farms lay had begun to emerge from pioneer life. Jesse then owned machinery for harvesting grain. He had built modern barns and most of his land was drained with carefully laid tile drain, but in order to understand the man we will have to go back to an earlier day.

The Bentley family had been in Northern Ohio for several generations before Jesse’s time. They came from New York State and took up land when the country was new and land could be had at a low price. For a long time they, in common with all the other Middle Western people, were very poor. The land they had settled upon was heavily wooded and covered with fallen logs and underbrush. After the long hard labor of clearing these away and cutting the timber, there were still the stumps to be reckoned with. Plows run through the fields caught on hidden roots, stones lay all about, on the low places water gathered, and the young corn turned yellow, sickened and died.

When Jesse Bentley’s father and brothers had come into their ownership of the place, much of the harder part of the work of clearing had been done, but they clung to old traditions and worked like driven animals. They lived as practically all of the farming people of the time lived. In the spring and through most of the winter the highways leading into the town of Winesburg were a sea of mud. The four young men of the family worked hard all day in the fields, they ate heavily of coarse, greasy food, and at night slept like tired beasts on beds of straw. Into their lives came little that was not coarse and brutal and outwardly they were themselves coarse and brutal. On Saturday afternoons they hitched a team of horses to a three-seated wagon and went off to town. In town they stood about the stoves in the stores talking to other farmers or to the store keepers. They were dressed in overalls and in the winter wore heavy coats that were flecked with mud. Their hands as they stretched them out to the heat of the stoves were cracked and red. It was difficult for them to talk and so they for the most part kept silent. When they had bought meat, flour, sugar, and salt, they went into one of the Winesburg saloons and drank beer. Under the influence of drink the naturally strong lusts of their natures, kept suppressed by the heroic labor of breaking up new ground, were released. A kind of crude and animal-like poetic fervor took possession of them. On the road home they stood up on the wagon seats and shouted at the stars. Sometimes they fought long and bitterly and at other times they broke forth into songs. Once Enoch Bentley, the older one of the boys, struck his father, old Tom Bentley, with the butt of a teamster’s whip, and the old man seemed likely to die. For days Enoch lay hid in the straw in the loft of the stable ready to flee if the result of his momentary passion turned out to be murder. He was kept alive with food brought by his mother, who also kept him informed of the injured man’s condition. When all turned out well he emerged from his hiding place and went back to the work of clearing land as though nothing had happened.

* * *

The Civil War brought a sharp turn to the fortunes of the Bentleys and was responsible for the rise of the youngest son, Jesse. Enoch, Edward, Harry, and Will Bentley all enlisted and before the long war ended they were all killed. For a time after they went away to the South, old Tom tried to run the place, but he was not successful. When the last of the four had been killed he sent word to Jesse that he would have to come home.

Then the mother, who had not been well for a year, died suddenly, and the father became altogether discouraged. He talked of selling the farm and moving into town. All day he went about shaking his head and muttering. The work in the fields was neglected and weeds grew high in the corn. Old Tom hired men but he did not use them intelligently. When they had gone away to the fields in the morning he wandered into the woods and sat down on a log. Sometimes he forgot to come home at night and one of the daughters had to go in search of him.

When Jesse Bentley came home to the farm and began to take charge of things he was a slight, sensitive-looking man of twenty-two. At eighteen he had left home to go to school to become a scholar and eventually to become a minister of the Presbyterian Church. All through his boyhood he had been what in our country was called an “odd sheep” and had not got on with his brothers. Of all the family only his mother had understood him and she was now dead. When he came home to take charge of the farm, that had at that time grown to more than six hundred acres, everyone on the farms about and in the nearby town of Winesburg smiled at the idea of his trying to handle the work that had been done by his four strong brothers.

There was indeed good cause to smile. By the standards of his day Jesse did not look like a man at all. He was small and very slender and womanish of body and, true to the traditions of young ministers, wore a long black coat and a narrow black string tie. The neighbors were amused when they saw him, after the years away, and they were even more amused when they saw the woman he had married in the city.

As a matter of fact, Jesse’s wife did soon go under. That was perhaps Jesse’s fault. A farm in Northern Ohio in the hard years after the Civil War was no place for a delicate woman, and Katherine Bentley was delicate. Jesse was hard with her as he was with everybody about him in those days. She tried to do such work as all the neighbor women about her did and he let her go on without interference. She helped to do the milking and did part of the housework; she made the beds for the men and prepared their food. For a year she worked every day from sunrise until late at night and then after giving birth to a child she died.

As for Jesse Bentley — although he was a delicately built man there was something within him that could not easily be killed. He had brown curly hair and grey eyes that were at times hard and direct, at times wavering and uncertain. Not only was he slender but he was also short of stature. His mouth was like the mouth of a sensitive and very determined child. Jesse Bentley was a fanatic. He was a man born out of his time and place and for this he suffered and made others suffer. Never did he succeed in getting what he wanted out of life and he did not know what he wanted. Within a very short time after he came home to the Bentley farm he made everyone there a little afraid of him, and his wife, who should have been close to him as his mother had been, was afraid also. At the end of two weeks after his coming, old Tom Bentley made over to him the entire ownership of the place and retired into the background. Everyone retired into the background. In spite of his youth and inexperience, Jesse had the trick of mastering the souls of his people. He was so in earnest in everything he did and said that no one understood him. He made everyone on the farm work as they had never worked before and yet there was no joy in the work. If things went well they went well for Jesse and never for the people who were his dependents. Like a thousand other strong men who have come into the world here in America in these later times, Jesse was but half strong. He could master others but he could not master himself. The running of the farm as it had never been run before was easy for him. When he came home from Cleveland where he had been in school, he shut himself off from all of his people and began to make plans. He thought about the farm night and day and that made him successful. Other men on the farms about him worked too hard and were too fired to think, but to think of the farm and to be everlastingly making plans for its success was a relief to Jesse. It partially satisfied something in his passionate nature. Immediately after he came home he had a wing built on to the old house and in a large room facing the west he had windows that looked into the barnyard and other windows that looked off across the fields. By the window he sat down to think. Hour after hour and day after day he sat and looked over the land and thought out his new place in life. The passionate burning thing in his nature flamed up and his eyes became hard. He wanted to make the farm produce as no farm in his state had ever produced before and then he wanted something else. It was the indefinable hunger within that made his eyes waver and that kept him always more and more silent before people. He would have given much to achieve peace and in him was a fear that peace was the thing he could not achieve.

All over his body Jesse Bentley was alive. In his small frame was gathered the force of a long line of strong men. He had always been extraordinarily alive when he was a small boy on the farm and later when he was a young man in school. In the school he had studied and thought of God and the Bible with his whole mind and heart. As time passed and he grew to know people better, he began to think of himself as an extraordinary man, one set apart from his fellows. He wanted terribly to make his life a thing of great importance, and as he looked about at his fellow men and saw how like clods they lived it seemed to him that he could not bear to become also such a clod. Although in his absorption in himself and in his own destiny he was blind to the fact that his young wife was doing a strong woman’s work even after she had become large with child and that she was killing herself in his service, he did not intend to be unkind to her. When his father, who was old and twisted with toil, made over to him the ownership of the farm and seemed content to creep away to a corner and wait for death, he shrugged his shoulders and dismissed the old man from his mind.

In the room by the window overlooking the land that had come down to him sat Jesse thinking of his own affairs. In the stables he could hear the tramping of his horses and the restless movement of his cattle. Away in the fields he could see other cattle wandering over green hills. The voices of men, his men who worked for him, came in to him through the window. From the milkhouse there was the steady thump, thump of a churn being manipulated by the half-witted girl, Eliza Stoughton. Jesse’s mind went back to the men of Old Testament days who had also owned lands and herds. He remembered how God had come down out of the skies and talked to these men and he wanted God to notice and to talk to him also. A kind of feverish boyish eagerness to in some way achieve in his own life the flavor of significance that had hung over these men took possession of him. Being a prayerful man he spoke of the matter aloud to God and the sound of his own words strengthened and fed his eagerness.

“I am a new kind of man come into possession of these fields,” he declared. “Look upon me, O God, and look Thou also upon my neighbors and all the men who have gone before me here! O God, create in me another Jesse, like that one of old, to rule over men and to be the father of sons who shall be rulers!” Jesse grew excited as he talked aloud and jumping to his feet walked up and down in the room. In fancy he saw himself living in old times and among old peoples. The land that lay stretched out before him became of vast significance, a place peopled by his fancy with a new race of men sprung from himself. It seemed to him that in his day as in those other and older days, kingdoms might be created and new impulses given to the lives of men by the power of God speaking through a chosen servant. He longed to be such a servant. “It is God’s work I have come to the land to do,” he declared in a loud voice and his short figure straightened and he thought that something like a halo of Godly approval hung over him.

* * *

It will perhaps be somewhat difficult for the men and women of a later day to understand Jesse Bentley. In the last fifty years a vast change has taken place in the lives of our people. A revolution has in fact taken place. The coming of industrialism, attended by all the roar and rattle of affairs, the shrill cries of millions of new voices that have come among us from overseas, the going and coming of trains, the growth of cities, the building of the inter-urban car lines that weave in and out of towns and past farmhouses, and now in these later days the coming of the automobiles has worked a tremendous change in the lives and in the habits of thought of our people of Mid-America. Books, badly imagined and written though they may be in the hurry of our times, are in every household, magazines circulate by the millions of copies, newspapers are everywhere. In our day a farmer standing by the stove in the store in his village has his mind filled to overflowing with the words of other men. The newspapers and the magazines have pumped him full. Much of the old brutal ignorance that had in it also a kind of beautiful childlike innocence is gone forever. The farmer by the stove is brother to the men of the cities, and if you listen you will find him talking as glibly and as senselessly as the best city man of us all.

In Jesse Bentley’s time and in the country districts of the whole Middle West in the years after the Civil War it was not so. Men labored too hard and were too tired to read. In them was no desire for words printed upon paper. As they worked in the fields, vague, half-formed thoughts took possession of them. They believed in God and in God’s power to control their lives. In the little Protestant churches they gathered on Sunday to hear of God and his works. The churches were the center of the social and intellectual life of the times. The figure of God was big in the hearts of men.

And so, having been born an imaginative child and having within him a great intellectual eagerness, Jesse Bentley had turned wholeheartedly toward God. When the war took his brothers away, he saw the hand of God in that. When his father became ill and could no longer attend to the running of the farm, he took that also as a sign from God. In the city, when the word came to him, he walked about at night through the streets thinking of the matter and when he had come home and had got the work on the farm well under way, he went again at night to walk through the forests and over the low hills and to think of God.

As he walked the importance of his own figure in some divine plan grew in his mind. He grew avaricious and was impatient that the farm contained only six hundred acres. Kneeling in a fence corner at the edge of some meadow, he sent his voice abroad into the silence and looking up he saw the stars shining down at him.

One evening, some months after his father’s death, and when his wife Katherine was expecting at any moment to be laid abed of childbirth, Jesse left his house and went for a long walk. The Bentley farm was situated in a tiny valley watered by Wine Creek, and Jesse walked along the banks of the stream to the end of his own land and on through the fields of his neighbors. As he walked the valley broadened and then narrowed again. Great open stretches of field and wood lay before him. The moon came out from behind clouds, and, climbing a low hill, he sat down to think.

Jesse thought that as the true servant of God the entire stretch of country through which he had walked should have come into his possession. He thought of his dead brothers and blamed them that they had not worked harder and achieved more. Before him in the moonlight the tiny stream ran down over stones, and he began to think of the men of old times who like himself had owned flocks and lands.

A fantastic impulse, half fear, half greediness, took possession of Jesse Bentley. He remembered how in the old Bible story the Lord had appeared to that other Jesse and told him to send his son David to where Saul and the men of Israel were fighting the Philistines in the Valley of Elah. Into Jesse’s mind came the conviction that all of the Ohio farmers who owned land in the valley of Wine Creek were Philistines and enemies of God. “Suppose,” he whispered to himself, “there should come from among them one who, like Goliath the Philistine of Gath, could defeat me and take from me my possessions.” In fancy he felt the sickening dread that he thought must have lain heavy on the heart of Saul before the coming of David. Jumping to his feet, he began to run through the night. As he ran he called to God. His voice carried far over the low hills. “Jehovah of Hosts,” he cried, “send to me this night out of the womb of Katherine, a son. Let Thy grace alight upon me. Send me a son to be called David who shall help me to pluck at last all of these lands out of the hands of the Philistines and turn them to Thy service and to the building of Thy kingdom on earth.”

II

David Hardy of Winesburg, Ohio, was the grandson of Jesse Bentley, the owner of Bentley farms. When he was twelve years old he went to the old Bentley place to live. His mother, Louise Bentley, the girl who came into the world on that night when Jesse ran through the fields crying to God that he be given a son, had grown to womanhood on the farm and had married young John Hardy of Winesburg, who became a banker. Louise and her husband did not live happily together and everyone agreed that she was to blame. She was a small woman with sharp grey eyes and black hair. From childhood she had been inclined to fits of temper and when not angry she was often morose and silent. In Winesburg it was said that she drank. Her husband, the banker, who was a careful, shrewd man, tried hard to make her happy. When he began to make money he bought for her a large brick house on Elm Street in Winesburg and he was the first man in that town to keep a manservant to drive his wife’s carriage.

But Louise could not be made happy. She flew into half insane fits of temper during which she was sometimes silent, sometimes noisy and quarrelsome. She swore and cried out in her anger. She got a knife from the kitchen and threatened her husband’s life. Once she deliberately set fire to the house, and often she hid herself away for days in her own room and would see no one. Her life, lived as a half recluse, gave rise to all sorts of stories concerning her. It was said that she took drugs and that she hid herself away from people because she was often so under the influence of drink that her condition could not be concealed. Sometimes on summer afternoons she came out of the house and got into her carriage. Dismissing the driver she took the reins in her own hands and drove off at top speed through the streets. If a pedestrian got in her way she drove straight ahead and the frightened citizen had to escape as best he could. To the people of the town it seemed as though she wanted to run them down. When she had driven through several streets, tearing around corners and beating the horses with the whip, she drove off into the country. On the country roads after she had gotten out of sight of the houses she let the horses slow down to a walk and her wild, reckless mood passed. She became thoughtful and muttered words. Sometimes tears came into her eyes. And then when she came back into town she again drove furiously through the quiet streets. But for the influence of her husband and the respect he inspired in people’s minds she would have been arrested more than once by the town marshal.

Young David Hardy grew up in the house with this woman and as can well be imagined there was not much joy in his childhood. He was too young then to have opinions of his own about people, but at times it was difficult for him not to have very definite opinions about the woman who was his mother. David was always a quiet, orderly boy and for a long time was thought by the people of Winesburg to be something of a dullard. His eyes were brown and as a child he had a habit of looking at things and people a long time without appearing to see what he was looking at. When he heard his mother spoken of harshly or when he overheard her berating his father, he was frightened and ran away to hide. Sometimes he could not find a hiding place and that confused him. Turning his face toward a tree or if he was indoors toward the wall, he closed his eyes and tried not to think of anything. He had a habit of talking aloud to himself, and early in life a spirit of quiet sadness often took possession of him.

On the occasions when David went to visit his grandfather on the Bentley farm, he was altogether contented and happy. Often he wished that he would never have to go back to town and once when he had come home from the farm after a long visit, something happened that had a lasting effect on his mind.

David had come back into town with one of the hired men. The man was in a hurry to go about his own affairs and left the boy at the head of the street in which the Hardy house stood. It was early dusk of a fall evening and the sky was overcast with clouds. Something happened to David. He could not bear to go into the house where his mother and father lived, and on an impulse he decided to run away from home. He intended to go back to the farm and to his grandfather, but lost his way and for hours he wandered weeping and frightened on country roads. It started to rain and lightning flashed in the sky. The boy’s imagination was excited and he fancied that he could see and hear strange things in the darkness. Into his mind came the conviction that he was walking and running in some terrible void where no one had ever been before. The darkness about him seemed limitless. The sound of the wind blowing in trees was terrifying. When a team of horses approached along the road in which he walked he was frightened and climbed a fence. Through a field he ran until he came into another road and getting upon his knees felt of the soft ground with his fingers. But for the figure of his grandfather, whom he was afraid he would never find in the darkness, he thought the world must be altogether empty. When his cries were heard by a farmer who was walking home from town and he was brought back to his father’s house, he was so tired and excited that he did not know what was happening to him.

By chance David’s father knew that he had disappeared. On the street he had met the farm hand from the Bentley place and knew of his son’s return to town. When the boy did not come home an alarm was set up and John Hardy with several men of the town went to search the country. The report that David had been kidnapped ran about through the streets of Winesburg. When he came home there were no lights in the house, but his mother appeared and clutched him eagerly in her arms. David thought she had suddenly become another woman. He could not believe that so delightful a thing had happened. With her own hands Louise Hardy bathed his tired young body and cooked him food. She would not let him go to bed but, when he had put on his nightgown, blew out the lights and sat down in a chair to hold him in her arms. For an hour the woman sat in the darkness and held her boy. All the time she kept talking in a low voice. David could not understand what had so changed her. Her habitually dissatisfied face had become, he thought, the most peaceful and lovely thing he had ever seen. When he began to weep she held him more and more tightly. On and on went her voice. It was not harsh or shrill as when she talked to her husband, but was like rain falling on trees. Presently men began coming to the door to report that he had not been found, but she made him hide and be silent until she had sent them away. He thought it must be a game his mother and the men of the town were playing with him and laughed joyously. Into his mind came the thought that his having been lost and frightened in the darkness was an altogether unimportant matter. He thought that he would have been willing to go through the frightful experience a thousand times to be sure of finding at the end of the long black road a thing so lovely as his mother had suddenly become.

* * *

During the last years of young David’s boyhood he saw his mother but seldom and she became for him just a woman with whom he had once lived. Still he could not get her figure out of his mind and as he grew older it became more definite. When he was twelve years old he went to the Bentley farm to live. Old Jesse came into town and fairly demanded that he be given charge of the boy. The old man was excited and determined on having his own way. He talked to John Hardy in the office of the Winesburg Savings Bank and then the two men went to the house on Elm Street to talk with Louise. They both expected her to make trouble but were mistaken. She was very quiet and when Jesse had explained his mission and had gone on at some length about the advantages to come through having the boy out of doors and in the quiet atmosphere of the old farmhouse, she nodded her head in approval. “It is an atmosphere not corrupted by my presence,” she said sharply. Her shoulders shook and she seemed about to fly into a fit of temper. “It is a place for a man child, although it was never a place for me,” she went on. “You never wanted me there and of course the air of your house did me no good. It was like poison in my blood but it will be different with him.”

Louise turned and went out of the room, leaving the two men to sit in embarrassed silence. As very often happened she later stayed in her room for days. Even when the boy’s clothes were packed and he was taken away she did not appear. The loss of her son made a sharp break in her life and she seemed less inclined to quarrel with her husband. John Hardy thought it had all turned out very well indeed.

And so young David went to live in the Bentley farmhouse with Jesse. Two of the old farmer’s sisters were alive and still lived in the house. They were afraid of Jesse and rarely spoke when he was about. One of the women who had been noted for her flaming red hair when she was younger was a born mother and became the boy’s caretaker. Every night when he had gone to bed she went into his room and sat on the floor until he fell asleep. When he became drowsy she became bold and whispered things that he later thought he must have dreamed.

Her soft low voice called him endearing names and he dreamed that his mother had come to him and that she had changed so that she was always as she had been that time after he ran away. He also grew bold and reaching out his hand stroked the face of the woman on the floor so that she was ecstatically happy. Everyone in the old house became happy after the boy went there. The hard insistent thing in Jesse Bentley that had kept the people in the house silent and timid and that had never been dispelled by the presence of the girl Louise was apparently swept away by the coming of the boy. It was as though God had relented and sent a son to the man.

The man who had proclaimed himself the only true servant of God in all the valley of Wine Creek, and who had wanted God to send him a sign of approval by way of a son out of the womb of Katherine, began to think that at last his prayers had been answered. Although he was at that time only fifty-five years old he looked seventy and was worn out with much thinking and scheming. The effort he had made to extend his land holdings had been successful and there were few farms in the valley that did not belong to him, but until David came he was a bitterly disappointed man.

There were two influences at work in Jesse Bentley and all his life his mind had been a battleground for these influences. First there was the old thing in him. He wanted to be a man of God and a leader among men of God. His walking in the fields and through the forests at night had brought him close to nature and there were forces in the passionately religious man that ran out to the forces in nature. The disappointment that had come to him when a daughter and not a son had been born to Katherine had fallen upon him like a blow struck by some unseen hand and the blow had somewhat softened his egotism. He still believed that God might at any moment make himself manifest out of the winds or the clouds, but he no longer demanded such recognition. Instead he prayed for it. Sometimes he was altogether doubtful and thought God had deserted the world. He regretted the fate that had not let him live in a simpler and sweeter time when at the beckoning of some strange cloud in the sky men left their lands and houses and went forth into the wilderness to create new races. While he worked night and day to make his farms more productive and to extend his holdings of land, he regretted that he could not use his own restless energy in the building of temples, the slaying of unbelievers and in general in the work of glorifying God’s name on earth.

That is what Jesse hungered for and then also he hungered for something else. He had grown into maturity in America in the years after the Civil War and he, like all men of his time, had been touched by the deep influences that were at work in the country during those years when modern industrialism was being born. He began to buy machines that would permit him to do the work of the farms while employing fewer men and he sometimes thought that if he were a younger man he would give up farming altogether and start a factory in Winesburg for the making of machinery. Jesse formed the habit of reading newspapers and magazines. He invented a machine for the making of fence out of wire. Faintly he realized that the atmosphere of old times and places that he had always cultivated in his own mind was strange and foreign to the thing that was growing up in the minds of others. The beginning of the most materialistic age in the history of the world, when wars would be fought without patriotism, when men would forget God and only pay attention to moral standards, when the will to power would replace the will to serve and beauty would be well-nigh forgotten in the terrible headlong rush of mankind toward the acquiring of possessions, was telling its story to Jesse the man of God as it was to the men about him. The greedy thing in him wanted to make money faster than it could be made by tilling the land. More than once he went into Winesburg to talk with his son-in-law John Hardy about it. “You are a banker and you will have chances I never had,” he said and his eyes shone. “I am thinking about it all the time. Big things are going to be done in the country and there will be more money to be made than I ever dreamed of. You get into it. I wish I were younger and had your chance.” Jesse Bentley walked up and down in the bank office and grew more and more excited as he talked. At one time in his life he had been threatened with paralysis and his left side remained somewhat weakened. As he talked his left eyelid twitched. Later when he drove back home and when night came on and the stars came out it was harder to get back the old feeling of a close and personal God who lived in the sky overhead and who might at any moment reach out his hand, touch him on the shoulder, and appoint for him some heroic task to be done. Jesse’s mind was fixed upon the things read in newspapers and magazines, on fortunes to be made almost without effort by shrewd men who bought and sold. For him the coming of the boy David did much to bring back with renewed force the old faith and it seemed to him that God had at last looked with favor upon him.

As for the boy on the farm, life began to reveal itself to him in a thousand new and delightful ways. The kindly attitude of all about him expanded his quiet nature and he lost the half timid, hesitating manner he had always had with his people. At night when he went to bed after a long day of adventures in the stables, in the fields, or driving about from farm to farm with his grandfather, he wanted to embrace everyone in the house. If Sherley Bentley, the woman who came each night to sit on the floor by his bedside, did not appear at once, he went to the head of the stairs and shouted, his young voice ringing through the narrow halls where for so long there had been a tradition of silence. In the morning when he awoke and lay still in bed, the sounds that came in to him through the windows filled him with delight. He thought with a shudder of the life in the house in Winesburg and of his mother’s angry voice that had always made him tremble. There in the country all sounds were pleasant sounds. When he awoke at dawn the barnyard back of the house also awoke. In the house people stirred about. Eliza Stoughton the half-witted girl was poked in the ribs by a farm hand and giggled noisily, in some distant field a cow bawled and was answered by the cattle in the stables, and one of the farm hands spoke sharply to the horse he was grooming by the stable door. David leaped out of bed and ran to a window. All of the people stirring about excited his mind, and he wondered what his mother was doing in the house in town.

From the windows of his own room he could not see directly into the barnyard where the farm hands had now all assembled to do the morning shores, but he could hear the voices of the men and the neighing of the horses. When one of the men laughed, he laughed also. Leaning out at the open window, he looked into an orchard where a fat sow wandered about with a litter of tiny pigs at her heels. Every morning he counted the pigs. “Four, five, six, seven,” he said slowly, wetting his finger and making straight up and down marks on the window ledge. David ran to put on his trousers and shirt. A feverish desire to get out of doors took possession of him. Every morning he made such a noise coming down stairs that Aunt Callie, the housekeeper, declared he was trying to tear the house down. When he had run through the long old house, shutting the doors behind him with a bang, he came into the barnyard and looked about with an amazed air of expectancy. It seemed to him that in such a place tremendous things might have happened during the night. The farm hands looked at him and laughed. Henry Strader, an old man who had been on the farm since Jesse came into possession and who before David’s time had never been known to make a joke, made the same joke every morning. It amused David so that he laughed and clapped his hands. “See, come here and look,” cried the old man. “Grandfather Jesse’s white mare has torn the black stocking she wears on her foot.”

Day after day through the long summer, Jesse Bentley drove from farm to farm up and down the valley of Wine Creek, and his grandson went with him. They rode in a comfortable old phaeton drawn by the white horse. The old man scratched his thin white beard and talked to himself of his plans for increasing the productiveness of the fields they visited and of God’s part in the plans all men made. Sometimes he looked at David and smiled happily and then for a long time he appeared to forget the boy’s existence. More and more every day now his mind turned back again to the dreams that had filled his mind when he had first come out of the city to live on the land. One afternoon he startled David by letting his dreams take entire possession of him. With the boy as a witness, he went through a ceremony and brought about an accident that nearly destroyed the companionship that was growing up between them.

Jesse and his grandson were driving in a distant part of the valley some miles from home. A forest came down to the road and through the forest Wine Creek wriggled its way over stones toward a distant river. All the afternoon Jesse had been in a meditative mood and now he began to talk. His mind went back to the night when he had been frightened by thoughts of a giant that might come to rob and plunder him of his possessions, and again as on that night when he had run through the fields crying for a son, he became excited to the edge of insanity. Stopping the horse he got out of the buggy and asked David to get out also. The two climbed over a fence and walked along the bank of the stream. The boy paid no attention to the muttering of his grandfather, but ran along beside him and wondered what was going to happen. When a rabbit jumped up and ran away through the woods, he clapped his hands and danced with delight. He looked at the tall trees and was sorry that he was not a little animal to climb high in the air without being frightened. Stooping, he picked up a small stone and threw it over the head of his grandfather into a clump of bushes. “Wake up, little animal. Go and climb to the top of the trees,” he shouted in a shrill voice.

Jesse Bentley went along under the trees with his head bowed and with his mind in a ferment. His earnestness affected the boy, who presently became silent and a little alarmed. Into the old man’s mind had come the notion that now he could bring from God a word or a sign out of the sky, that the presence of the boy and man on their knees in some lonely spot in the forest would make the miracle he had been waiting for almost inevitable. “It was in just such a place as this that other David tended the sheep when his father came and told him to go down unto Saul,” he muttered.

Taking the boy rather roughly by the shoulder, he climbed over a fallen log and when he had come to an open place among the trees he dropped upon his knees and began to pray in a loud voice.

A kind of terror he had never known before took possession of David. Crouching beneath a tree he watched the man on the ground before him and his own knees began to tremble. It seemed to him that he was in the presence not only of his grandfather but of someone else, someone who might hurt him, someone who was not kindly but dangerous and brutal. He began to cry and reaching down picked up a small stick, which he held tightly gripped in his fingers. When Jesse Bentley, absorbed in his own idea, suddenly arose and advanced toward him, his terror grew until his whole body shook. In the woods an intense silence seemed to lie over everything and suddenly out of the silence came the old man’s harsh and insistent voice. Gripping the boy’s shoulders, Jesse turned his face to the sky and shouted. The whole left side of his face twitched and his hand on the boy’s shoulder twitched also. “Make a sign to me, God,” he cried. “Here I stand with the boy David. Come down to me out of the sky and make Thy presence known to me.”

With a cry of fear, David turned and, shaking himself loose from the hands that held him, ran away through the forest. He did not believe that the man who turned up his face and in a harsh voice shouted at the sky was his grandfather at all. The man did not look like his grandfather. The conviction that something strange and terrible had happened, that by some miracle a new and dangerous person had come into the body of the kindly old man, took possession of him. On and on he ran down the hillside, sobbing as he ran. When he fell over the roots of a tree and in falling struck his head, he arose and tried to run on again. His head hurt so that presently he fell down and lay still, but it was only after Jesse had carried him to the buggy and he awoke to find the old man’s hand stroking his head tenderly that the terror left him. “Take me away. There is a terrible man back there in the woods,” he declared firmly, while Jesse looked away over the tops of the trees and again his lips cried out to God. “What have I done that Thou dost not approve of me,” he whispered softly, saying the words over and over as he drove rapidly along the road with the boy’s cut and bleeding head held tenderly against his shoulder.

III

Surrender

The story of Louise Bentley, who became Mrs. John Hardy and lived with her husband in a brick house on Elm Street in Winesburg, is a story of misunderstanding.

Before such women as Louise can be understood and their lives made livable, much will have to be done. Thoughtful books will have to be written and thoughtful lives lived by people about them.

Born of a delicate and overworked mother, and an impulsive, hard, imaginative father, who did not look with favor upon her coming into the world, Louise was from childhood a neurotic, one of the race of over-sensitive women that in later days industrialism was to bring in such great numbers into the world.

During her early years she lived on the Bentley farm, a silent, moody child, wanting love more than anything else in the world and not getting it. When she was fifteen she went to live in Winesburg with the family of Albert Hardy, who had a store for the sale of buggies and wagons, and who was a member of the town board of education.

Louise went into town to be a student in the Winesburg High School and she went to live at the Hardys’ because Albert Hardy and her father were friends.

Hardy, the vehicle merchant of Winesburg, like thousands of other men of his times, was an enthusiast on the subject of education. He had made his own way in the world without learning got from books, but he was convinced that had he but known books things would have gone better with him. To everyone who came into his shop he talked of the matter, and in his own household he drove his family distracted by his constant harping on the subject.

He had two daughters and one son, John Hardy, and more than once the daughters threatened to leave school altogether. As a matter of principle they did just enough work in their classes to avoid punishment. “I hate books and I hate anyone who likes books,” Harriet, the younger of the two girls, declared passionately.

In Winesburg as on the farm Louise was not happy. For years she had dreamed of the time when she could go forth into the world, and she looked upon the move into the Hardy household as a great step in the direction of freedom. Always when she had thought of the matter, it had seemed to her that in town all must be gaiety and life, that there men and women must live happily and freely, giving and taking friendship and affection as one takes the feel of a wind on the cheek. After the silence and the cheerlessness of life in the Bentley house, she dreamed of stepping forth into an atmosphere that was warm and pulsating with life and reality. And in the Hardy household Louise might have got something of the thing for which she so hungered but for a mistake she made when she had just come to town.

Louise won the disfavor of the two Hardy girls, Mary and Harriet, by her application to her studies in school. She did not come to the house until the day when school was to begin and knew nothing of the feeling they had in the matter. She was timid and during the first month made no acquaintances. Every Friday afternoon one of the hired men from the farm drove into Winesburg and took her home for the week-end, so that she did not spend the Saturday holiday with the town people. Because she was embarrassed and lonely she worked constantly at her studies. To Mary and Harriet, it seemed as though she tried to make trouble for them by her proficiency. In her eagerness to appear well Louise wanted to answer every question put to the class by the teacher. She jumped up and down and her eyes flashed. Then when she had answered some question the others in the class had been unable to answer, she smiled happily. “See, I have done it for you,” her eyes seemed to say. “You need not bother about the matter. I will answer all questions. For the whole class it will be easy while I am here.”

In the evening after supper in the Hardy house, Albert Hardy began to praise Louise. One of the teachers had spoken highly of her and he was delighted. “Well, again I have heard of it,” he began, looking hard at his daughters and then turning to smile at Louise. “Another of the teachers has told me of the good work Louise is doing. Everyone in Winesburg is telling me how smart she is. I am ashamed that they do not speak so of my own girls.” Arising, the merchant marched about the room and lighted his evening cigar.

The two girls looked at each other and shook their heads wearily. Seeing their indifference the father became angry. “I tell you it is something for you two to be thinking about,” he cried, glaring at them. “There is a big change coming here in America and in learning is the only hope of the coming generations. Louise is the daughter of a rich man but she is not ashamed to study. It should make you ashamed to see what she does.”

The merchant took his hat from a rack by the door and prepared to depart for the evening. At the door he stopped and glared back. So fierce was his manner that Louise was frightened and ran upstairs to her own room. The daughters began to speak of their own affairs. “Pay attention to me,” roared the merchant. “Your minds are lazy. Your indifference to education is affecting your characters. You will amount to nothing. Now mark what I say — Louise will be so far ahead of you that you will never catch up.”

The distracted man went out of the house and into the street shaking with wrath. He went along muttering words and swearing, but when he got into Main Street his anger passed. He stopped to talk of the weather or the crops with some other merchant or with a farmer who had come into town and forgot his daughters altogether or, if he thought of them, only shrugged his shoulders. “Oh, well, girls will be girls,” he muttered philosophically.

In the house when Louise came down into the room where the two girls sat, they would have nothing to do with her. One evening after she had been there for more than six weeks and was heartbroken because of the continued air of coldness with which she was always greeted, she burst into tears. “Shut up your crying and go back to your own room and to your books,” Mary Hardy said sharply.

* * *

The room occupied by Louise was on the second floor of the Hardy house, and her window looked out upon an orchard. There was a stove in the room and every evening young John Hardy carried up an armful of wood and put it in a box that stood by the wall. During the second month after she came to the house, Louise gave up all hope of getting on a friendly footing with the Hardy girls and went to her own room as soon as the evening meal was at an end.

Her mind began to play with thoughts of making friends with John Hardy. When he came into the room with the wood in his arms, she pretended to be busy with her studies but watched him eagerly. When he had put the wood in the box and turned to go out, she put down her head and blushed. She tried to make talk but could say nothing, and after he had gone she was angry at herself for her stupidity.

The mind of the country girl became filled with the idea of drawing close to the young man. She thought that in him might be found the quality she had all her life been seeking in people. It seemed to her that between herself and all the other people in the world, a wall had been built up and that she was living just on the edge of some warm inner circle of life that must be quite open and understandable to others. She became obsessed with the thought that it wanted but a courageous act on her part to make all of her association with people something quite different, and that it was possible by such an act to pass into a new life as one opens a door and goes into a room. Day and night she thought of the matter, but although the thing she wanted so earnestly was something very warm and close it had as yet no conscious connection with sex. It had not become that definite, and her mind had only alighted upon the person of John Hardy because he was at hand and unlike his sisters had not been unfriendly to her.

The Hardy sisters, Mary and Harriet, were both older than Louise. In a certain kind of knowledge of the world they were years older. They lived as all of the young women of Middle Western towns lived. In those days young women did not go out of our towns to Eastern colleges and ideas in regard to social classes had hardly begun to exist. A daughter of a laborer was in much the same social position as a daughter of a farmer or a merchant, and there were no leisure classes. A girl was “nice” or she was “not nice.” If a nice girl, she had a young man who came to her house to see her on Sunday and on Wednesday evenings. Sometimes she went with her young man to a dance or a church social. At other times she received him at the house and was given the use of the parlor for that purpose. No one intruded upon her. For hours the two sat behind closed doors. Sometimes the lights were turned low and the young man and woman embraced. Cheeks became hot and hair disarranged. After a year or two, if the impulse within them became strong and insistent enough, they married.

One evening during her first winter in Winesburg, Louise had an adventure that gave a new impulse to her desire to break down the wall that she thought stood between her and John Hardy. It was Wednesday and immediately after the evening meal Albert Hardy put on his hat and went away. Young John brought the wood and put it in the box in Louise’s room. “You do work hard, don’t you?” he said awkwardly, and then before she could answer he also went away.

Louise heard him go out of the house and had a mad desire to run after him. Opening her window she leaned out and called softly, “John, dear John, come back, don’t go away.” The night was cloudy and she could not see far into the darkness, but as she waited she fancied she could hear a soft little noise as of someone going on tiptoes through the trees in the orchard. She was frightened and closed the window quickly. For an hour she moved about the room trembling with excitement and when she could not longer bear the waiting, she crept into the hall and down the stairs into a closet-like room that opened off the parlor.

Louise had decided that she would perform the courageous act that had for weeks been in her mind. She was convinced that John Hardy had concealed himself in the orchard beneath her window and she was determined to find him and tell him that she wanted him to come close to her, to hold her in his arms, to tell her of his thoughts and dreams and to listen while she told him her thoughts and dreams. “In the darkness it will be easier to say things,” she whispered to herself, as she stood in the little room groping for the door.

And then suddenly Louise realized that she was not alone in the house. In the parlor on the other side of the door a man’s voice spoke softly and the door opened. Louise just had time to conceal herself in a little opening beneath the stairway when Mary Hardy, accompanied by her young man, came into the little dark room.

For an hour Louise sat on the floor in the darkness and listened. Without words Mary Hardy, with the aid of the man who had come to spend the evening with her, brought to the country girl a knowledge of men and women. Putting her head down until she was curled into a little ball she lay perfectly still. It seemed to her that by some strange impulse of the gods, a great gift had been brought to Mary Hardy and she could not understand the older woman’s determined protest.

The young man took Mary Hardy into his arms and kissed her. When she struggled and laughed, he but held her the more tightly. For an hour the contest between them went on and then they went back into the parlor and Louise escaped up the stairs. “I hope you were quiet out there. You must not disturb the little mouse at her studies,” she heard Harriet saying to her sister as she stood by her own door in the hallway above.

Louise wrote a note to John Hardy and late that night, when all in the house were asleep, she crept downstairs and slipped it under his door. She was afraid that if she did not do the thing at once her courage would fail. In the note she tried to be quite definite about what she wanted. “I want someone to love me and I want to love someone,” she wrote. “If you are the one for me I want you to come into the orchard at night and make a noise under my window. It will be easy for me to crawl down over the shed and come to you. I am thinking about it all the time, so if you are to come at all you must come soon.”

For a long time Louise did not know what would be the outcome of her bold attempt to secure for herself a lover. In a way she still did not know whether or not she wanted him to come. Sometimes it seemed to her that to be held tightly and kissed was the whole secret of life, and then a new impulse came and she was terribly afraid. The age-old woman’s desire to be possessed had taken possession of her, but so vague was her notion of life that it seemed to her just the touch of John Hardy’s hand upon her own hand would satisfy. She wondered if he would understand that. At the table next day while Albert Hardy talked and the two girls whispered and laughed, she did not look at John but at the table and as soon as possible escaped. In the evening she went out of the house until she was sure he had taken the wood to her room and gone away. When after several evenings of intense listening she heard no call from the darkness in the orchard, she was half beside herself with grief and decided that for her there was no way to break through the wall that had shut her off from the joy of life.

And then on a Monday evening two or three weeks after the writing of the note, John Hardy came for her. Louise had so entirely given up the thought of his coming that for a long time she did not hear the call that came up from the orchard. On the Friday evening before, as she was being driven back to the farm for the week-end by one of the hired men, she had on an impulse done a thing that had startled her, and as John Hardy stood in the darkness below and called her name softly and insistently, she walked about in her room and wondered what new impulse had led her to commit so ridiculous an act.

The farm hand, a young fellow with black curly hair, had come for her somewhat late on that Friday evening and they drove home in the darkness. Louise, whose mind was filled with thoughts of John Hardy, tried to make talk but the country boy was embarrassed and would say nothing. Her mind began to review the loneliness of her childhood and she remembered with a pang the sharp new loneliness that had just come to her. “I hate everyone,” she cried suddenly, and then broke forth into a tirade that frightened her escort. “I hate father and the old man Hardy, too,” she declared vehemently. “I get my lessons there in the school in town but I hate that also.”

Louise frightened the farm hand still more by turning and putting her cheek down upon his shoulder. Vaguely she hoped that he like that young man who had stood in the darkness with Mary would put his arms about her and kiss her, but the country boy was only alarmed. He struck the horse with the whip and began to whistle. “The road is rough, eh?” he said loudly. Louise was so angry that reaching up she snatched his hat from his head and threw it into the road. When he jumped out of the buggy and went to get it, she drove off and left him to walk the rest of the way back to the farm.

Louise Bentley took John Hardy to be her lover. That was not what she wanted but it was so the young man had interpreted her approach to him, and so anxious was she to achieve something else that she made no resistance. When after a few months they were both afraid that she was about to become a mother, they went one evening to the county seat and were married. For a few months they lived in the Hardy house and then took a house of their own. All during the first year Louise tried to make her husband understand the vague and intangible hunger that had led to the writing of the note and that was still unsatisfied. Again and again she crept into his arms and tried to talk of it, but always without success. Filled with his own notions of love between men and women, he did not listen but began to kiss her upon the lips. That confused her so that in the end she did not want to be kissed. She did not know what she wanted.

When the alarm that had tricked them into marriage proved to be groundless, she was angry and said bitter, hurtful things. Later when her son David was born, she could not nurse him and did not know whether she wanted him or not. Sometimes she stayed in the room with him all day, walking about and occasionally creeping close to touch him tenderly with her hands, and then other days came when she did not want to see or be near the tiny bit of humanity that had come into the house. When John Hardy reproached her for her cruelty, she laughed. “It is a man child and will get what it wants anyway,” she said sharply. “Had it been a woman child there is nothing in the world I would not have done for it.”

IV

Terror

When David Hardy was a tall boy of fifteen, he, like his mother, had an adventure that changed the whole current of his life and sent him out of his quiet corner into the world. The shell of the circumstances of his life was broken and he was compelled to start forth. He left Winesburg and no one there ever saw him again. After his disappearance, his mother and grandfather both died and his father became very rich. He spent much money in trying to locate his son, but that is no part of this story.

It was in the late fall of an unusual year on the Bentley farms. Everywhere the crops had been heavy. That spring, Jesse had bought part of a long strip of black swamp land that lay in the valley of Wine Creek. He got the land at a low price but had spent a large sum of money to improve it. Great ditches had to be dug and thousands of tile laid. Neighboring farmers shook their heads over the expense. Some of them laughed and hoped that Jesse would lose heavily by the venture, but the old man went silently on with the work and said nothing.

When the land was drained he planted it to cabbages and onions, and again the neighbors laughed. The crop was, however, enormous and brought high prices. In the one year Jesse made enough money to pay for all the cost of preparing the land and had a surplus that enabled him to buy two more farms. He was exultant and could not conceal his delight. For the first time in all the history of his ownership of the farms, he went among his men with a smiling face.

Jesse bought a great many new machines for cutting down the cost of labor and all of the remaining acres in the strip of black fertile swamp land. One day he went into Winesburg and bought a bicycle and a new suit of clothes for David and he gave his two sisters money with which to go to a religious convention at Cleveland, Ohio.

In the fall of that year when the frost came and the trees in the forests along Wine Creek were golden brown, David spent every moment when he did not have to attend school, out in the open. Alone or with other boys he went every afternoon into the woods to gather nuts. The other boys of the countryside, most of them sons of laborers on the Bentley farms, had guns with which they went hunting rabbits and squirrels, but David did not go with them. He made himself a sling with rubber bands and a forked stick and went off by himself to gather nuts. As he went about thoughts came to him. He realized that he was almost a man and wondered what he would do in life, but before they came to anything, the thoughts passed and he was a boy again. One day he killed a squirrel that sat on one of the lower branches of a tree and chattered at him. Home he ran with the squirrel in his hand. One of the Bentley sisters cooked the little animal and he ate it with great gusto. The skin he tacked on a board and suspended the board by a string from his bedroom window.

That gave his mind a new turn. After that he never went into the woods without carrying the sling in his pocket and he spent hours shooting at imaginary animals concealed among the brown leaves in the trees. Thoughts of his coming manhood passed and he was content to be a boy with a boy’s impulses.

One Saturday morning when he was about to set off for the woods with the sling in his pocket and a bag for nuts on his shoulder, his grandfather stopped him. In the eyes of the old man was the strained serious look that always a little frightened David. At such times Jesse Bentley’s eyes did not look straight ahead but wavered and seemed to be looking at nothing. Something like an invisible curtain appeared to have come between the man and all the rest of the world. “I want you to come with me,” he said briefly, and his eyes looked over the boy’s head into the sky. “We have something important to do today. You may bring the bag for nuts if you wish. It does not matter and anyway we will be going into the woods.”

Jesse and David set out from the Bentley farmhouse in the old phaeton that was drawn by the white horse. When they had gone along in silence for a long way they stopped at the edge of a field where a flock of sheep were grazing. Among the sheep was a lamb that had been born out of season, and this David and his grandfather caught and tied so tightly that it looked like a little white ball. When they drove on again Jesse let David hold the lamb in his arms. “I saw it yesterday and it put me in mind of what I have long wanted to do,” he said, and again he looked away over the head of the boy with the wavering, uncertain stare in his eyes.

After the feeling of exaltation that had come to the farmer as a result of his successful year, another mood had taken possession of him. For a long time he had been going about feeling very humble and prayerful. Again he walked alone at night thinking of God and as he walked he again connected his own figure with the figures of old days. Under the stars he knelt on the wet grass and raised up his voice in prayer. Now he had decided that like the men whose stories filled the pages of the Bible, he would make a sacrifice to God. “I have been given these abundant crops and God has also sent me a boy who is called David,” he whispered to himself. “Perhaps I should have done this thing long ago.” He was sorry the idea had not come into his mind in the days before his daughter Louise had been born and thought that surely now when he had erected a pile of burning sticks in some lonely place in the woods and had offered the body of a lamb as a burnt offering, God would appear to him and give him a message.

More and more as he thought of the matter, he thought also of David and his passionate self-love was partially forgotten. “It is time for the boy to begin thinking of going out into the world and the message will be one concerning him,” he decided. “God will make a pathway for him. He will tell me what place David is to take in life and when he shall set out on his journey. It is right that the boy should be there. If I am fortunate and an angel of God should appear, David will see the beauty and glory of God made manifest to man. It will make a true man of God of him also.”

In silence Jesse and David drove along the road until they came to that place where Jesse had once before appealed to God and had frightened his grandson. The morning had been bright and cheerful, but a cold wind now began to blow and clouds hid the sun. When David saw the place to which they had come he began to tremble with fright, and when they stopped by the bridge where the creek came down from among the trees, he wanted to spring out of the phaeton and run away.

A dozen plans for escape ran through David’s head, but when Jesse stopped the horse and climbed over the fence into the wood, he followed. “It is foolish to be afraid. Nothing will happen,” he told himself as he went along with the lamb in his arms. There was something in the helplessness of the little animal held so tightly in his arms that gave him courage. He could feel the rapid beating of the beast’s heart and that made his own heart beat less rapidly. As he walked swiftly along behind his grandfather, he untied the string with which the four legs of the lamb were fastened together. “If anything happens we will run away together,” he thought.

In the woods, after they had gone a long way from the road, Jesse stopped in an opening among the trees where a clearing, overgrown with small bushes, ran up from the creek. He was still silent but began at once to erect a heap of dry sticks which he presently set afire. The boy sat on the ground with the lamb in his arms. His imagination began to invest every movement of the old man with significance and he became every moment more afraid. “I must put the blood of the lamb on the head of the boy,” Jesse muttered when the sticks had begun to blaze greedily, and taking a long knife from his pocket he turned and walked rapidly across the clearing toward David.

Terror seized upon the soul of the boy. He was sick with it. For a moment he sat perfectly still and then his body stiffened and he sprang to his feet. His face became as white as the fleece of the lamb that, now finding itself suddenly released, ran down the hill. David ran also. Fear made his feet fly. Over the low bushes and logs he leaped frantically. As he ran he put his hand into his pocket and took out the branched stick from which the sling for shooting squirrels was suspended. When he came to the creek that was shallow and splashed down over the stones, he dashed into the water and turned to look back, and when he saw his grandfather still running toward him with the long knife held tightly in his hand he did not hesitate, but reaching down, selected a stone and put it in the sling. With all his strength he drew back the heavy rubber bands and the stone whistled through the air. It hit Jesse, who had entirely forgotten the boy and was pursuing the lamb, squarely in the head. With a groan he pitched forward and fell almost at the boy’s feet. When David saw that he lay still and that he was apparently dead, his fright increased immeasurably. It became an insane panic.

With a cry he turned and ran off through the woods weeping convulsively. “I don’t care — I killed him, but I don’t care,” he sobbed. As he ran on and on he decided suddenly that he would never go back again to the Bentley farms or to the town of Winesburg. “I have killed the man of God and now I will myself be a man and go into the world,” he said stoutly as he stopped running and walked rapidly down a road that followed the windings of Wine Creek as it ran through fields and forests into the west.

On the ground by the creek Jesse Bentley moved uneasily about. He groaned and opened his eyes. For a long time he lay perfectly still and looked at the sky. When at last he got to his feet, his mind was confused and he was not surprised by the boy’s disappearance. By the roadside he sat down on a log and began to talk about God. That is all they ever got out of him. Whenever David’s name was mentioned he looked vaguely at the sky and said that a messenger from God had taken the boy. “It happened because I was too greedy for glory,” he declared, and would have no more to say in the matter.


A MAN OF IDEAS

[image: img50.jpg]

HE LIVED WITH his mother, a grey, silent woman with a peculiar ashy complexion. The house in which they lived stood in a little grove of trees beyond where the main street of Winesburg crossed Wine Creek. His name was Joe Welling, and his father had been a man of some dignity in the community, a lawyer, and a member of the state legislature at Columbus. Joe himself was small of body and in his character unlike anyone else in town. He was like a tiny little volcano that lies silent for days and then suddenly spouts fire. No, he wasn’t like that — he was like a man who is subject to fits, one who walks among his fellow men inspiring fear because a fit may come upon him suddenly and blow him away into a strange uncanny physical state in which his eyes roll and his legs and arms jerk. He was like that, only that the visitation that descended upon Joe Welling was a mental and not a physical thing. He was beset by ideas and in the throes of one of his ideas was uncontrollable. Words rolled and tumbled from his mouth. A peculiar smile came upon his lips. The edges of his teeth that were tipped with gold glistened in the light. Pouncing upon a bystander he began to talk. For the bystander there was no escape. The excited man breathed into his face, peered into his eyes, pounded upon his chest with a shaking forefinger, demanded, compelled attention.

In those days the Standard Oil Company did not deliver oil to the consumer in big wagons and motor trucks as it does now, but delivered instead to retail grocers, hardware stores, and the like. Joe was the Standard Oil agent in Winesburg and in several towns up and down the railroad that went through Winesburg. He collected bills, booked orders, and did other things. His father, the legislator, had secured the job for him.

In and out of the stores of Winesburg went Joe Welling — silent, excessively polite, intent upon his business. Men watched him with eyes in which lurked amusement tempered by alarm. They were waiting for him to break forth, preparing to flee. Although the seizures that came upon him were harmless enough, they could not be laughed away. They were overwhelming. Astride an idea, Joe was overmastering. His personality became gigantic. It overrode the man to whom he talked, swept him away, swept all away, all who stood within sound of his voice.

In Sylvester West’s Drug Store stood four men who were talking of horse racing. Wesley Moyer’s stallion, Tony Tip, was to race at the June meeting at Tiffin, Ohio, and there was a rumor that he would meet the stiffest competition of his career. It was said that Pop Geers, the great racing driver, would himself be there. A doubt of the success of Tony Tip hung heavy in the air of Winesburg.

Into the drug store came Joe Welling, brushing the screen door violently aside. With a strange absorbed light in his eyes he pounced upon Ed Thomas, he who knew Pop Geers and whose opinion of Tony Tip’s chances was worth considering.

“The water is up in Wine Creek,” cried Joe Welling with the air of Pheidippides bringing news of the victory of the Greeks in the struggle at Marathon. His finger beat a tattoo upon Ed Thomas’s broad chest. “By Trunion bridge it is within eleven and a half inches of the flooring,” he went on, the words coming quickly and with a little whistling noise from between his teeth. An expression of helpless annoyance crept over the faces of the four.

“I have my facts correct. Depend upon that. I went to Sinnings’ Hardware Store and got a rule. Then I went back and measured. I could hardly believe my own eyes. It hasn’t rained you see for ten days. At first I didn’t know what to think. Thoughts rushed through my head. I thought of subterranean passages and springs. Down under the ground went my mind, delving about. I sat on the floor of the bridge and rubbed my head. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky, not one. Come out into the street and you’ll see. There wasn’t a cloud. There isn’t a cloud now. Yes, there was a cloud. I don’t want to keep back any facts. There was a cloud in the west down near the horizon, a cloud no bigger than a man’s hand.

“Not that I think that has anything to do with it. There it is, you see. You understand how puzzled I was.

“Then an idea came to me. I laughed. You’ll laugh, too. Of course it rained over in Medina County. That’s interesting, eh? If we had no trains, no mails, no telegraph, we would know that it rained over in Medina County. That’s where Wine Creek comes from. Everyone knows that. Little old Wine Creek brought us the news. That’s interesting. I laughed. I thought I’d tell you — it’s interesting, eh?”

Joe Welling turned and went out at the door. Taking a book from his pocket, he stopped and ran a finger down one of the pages. Again he was absorbed in his duties as agent of the Standard Oil Company. “Hern’s Grocery will be getting low on coal oil. I’ll see them,” he muttered, hurrying along the street, and bowing politely to the right and left at the people walking past.

When George Willard went to work for the Winesburg Eagle he was besieged by Joe Welling. Joe envied the boy. It seemed to him that he was meant by Nature to be a reporter on a newspaper. “It is what I should be doing, there is no doubt of that,” he declared, stopping George Willard on the sidewalk before Daugherty’s Feed Store. His eyes began to glisten and his forefinger to tremble. “Of course I make more money with the Standard Oil Company and I’m only telling you,” he added. “I’ve got nothing against you but I should have your place. I could do the work at odd moments. Here and there I would run finding out things you’ll never see.”

Becoming more excited Joe Welling crowded the young reporter against the front of the feed store. He appeared to be lost in thought, rolling his eyes about and running a thin nervous hand through his hair. A smile spread over his face and his gold teeth glittered. “You get out your note book,” he commanded. “You carry a little pad of paper in your pocket, don’t you? I knew you did. Well, you set this down. I thought of it the other day. Let’s take decay. Now what is decay? It’s fire. It burns up wood and other things. You never thought of that? Of course not. This sidewalk here and this feed store, the trees down the street there — they’re all on fire. They’re burning up. Decay you see is always going on. It doesn’t stop. Water and paint can’t stop it. If a thing is iron, then what? It rusts, you see. That’s fire, too. The world is on fire. Start your pieces in the paper that way. Just say in big letters ‘The World Is On Fire.’ That will make ’em look up. They’ll say you’re a smart one. I don’t care. I don’t envy you. I just snatched that idea out of the air. I would make a newspaper hum. You got to admit that.”’

Turning quickly, Joe Welling walked rapidly away. When he had taken several steps he stopped and looked back. “I’m going to stick to you,” he said. “I’m going to make you a regular hummer. I should start a newspaper myself, that’s what I should do. I’d be a marvel. Everybody knows that.”

When George Willard had been for a year on the Winesburg Eagle, four things happened to Joe Welling. His mother died, he came to live at the New Willard House, he became involved in a love affair, and he organized the Winesburg Baseball Club.

Joe organized the baseball club because he wanted to be a coach and in that position he began to win the respect of his townsmen. “He is a wonder,” they declared after Joe’s team had whipped the team from Medina County. “He gets everybody working together. You just watch him.”

Upon the baseball field Joe Welling stood by first base, his whole body quivering with excitement. In spite of themselves all the players watched him closely. The opposing pitcher became confused.

“Now! Now! Now! Now!” shouted the excited man. “Watch me! Watch me! Watch my fingers! Watch my hands! Watch my feet! Watch my eyes! Let’s work together here! Watch me! In me you see all the movements of the game! Work with me! Work with me! Watch me! Watch me! Watch me!”

With runners of the Winesburg team on bases, Joe Welling became as one inspired. Before they knew what had come over them, the base runners were watching the man, edging off the bases, advancing, retreating, held as by an invisible cord. The players of the opposing team also watched Joe. They were fascinated. For a moment they watched and then, as though to break a spell that hung over them, they began hurling the ball wildly about, and amid a series of fierce animal-like cries from the coach, the runners of the Winesburg team scampered home.

Joe Welling’s love affair set the town of Winesburg on edge. When it began everyone whispered and shook his head. When people tried to laugh, the laughter was forced and unnatural. Joe fell in love with Sarah King, a lean, sad-looking woman who lived with her father and brother in a brick house that stood opposite the gate leading to the Winesburg Cemetery.

The two Kings, Edward the father, and Tom the son, were not popular in Winesburg. They were called proud and dangerous. They had come to Winesburg from some place in the South and ran a cider mill on the Trunion Pike. Tom King was reported to have killed a man before he came to Winesburg. He was twenty-seven years old and rode about town on a grey pony. Also he had a long yellow mustache that dropped down over his teeth, and always carried a heavy, wicked-looking walking stick in his hand. Once he killed a dog with the stick. The dog belonged to Win Pawsey, the shoe merchant, and stood on the sidewalk wagging its tail. Tom King killed it with one blow. He was arrested and paid a fine of ten dollars.

Old Edward King was small of stature and when he passed people in the street laughed a queer unmirthful laugh. When he laughed he scratched his left elbow with his right hand. The sleeve of his coat was almost worn through from the habit. As he walked along the street, looking nervously about and laughing, he seemed more dangerous than his silent, fierce-looking son.

When Sarah King began walking out in the evening with Joe Welling, people shook their heads in alarm. She was tall and pale and had dark rings under her eyes. The couple looked ridiculous together. Under the trees they walked and Joe talked. His passionate eager protestations of love, heard coming out of the darkness by the cemetery wall, or from the deep shadows of the trees on the hill that ran up to the Fair Grounds from Waterworks Pond, were repeated in the stores. Men stood by the bar in the New Willard House laughing and talking of Joe’s courtship. After the laughter came the silence. The Winesburg baseball team, under his management, was winning game after game, and the town had begun to respect him. Sensing a tragedy, they waited, laughing nervously.

Late on a Saturday afternoon the meeting between Joe Welling and the two Kings, the anticipation of which had set the town on edge, took place in Joe Welling’s room in the New Willard House. George Willard was a witness to the meeting. It came about in this way:

When the young reporter went to his room after the evening meal he saw Tom King and his father sitting in the half darkness in Joe’s room. The son had the heavy walking stick in his hand and sat near the door. Old Edward King walked nervously about, scratching his left elbow with his right hand. The hallways were empty and silent.

George Willard went to his own room and sat down at his desk. He tried to write but his hand trembled so that he could not hold the pen. He also walked nervously up and down. Like the rest of the town of Winesburg he was perplexed and knew not what to do.

It was seven-thirty and fast growing dark when Joe Welling came along the station platform toward the New Willard House. In his arms he held a bundle of weeds and grasses. In spite of the terror that made his body shake, George Willard was amused at the sight of the small spry figure holding the grasses and half running along the platform.

Shaking with fright and anxiety, the young reporter lurked in the hallway outside the door of the room in which Joe Welling talked to the two Kings. There had been an oath, the nervous giggle of old Edward King, and then silence. Now the voice of Joe Welling, sharp and clear, broke forth. George Willard began to laugh. He understood. As he had swept all men before him, so now Joe Welling was carrying the two men in the room off their feet with a tidal wave of words. The listener in the hall walked up and down, lost in amazement.

Inside the room Joe Welling had paid no attention to the grumbled threat of Tom King. Absorbed in an idea he closed the door and, lighting a lamp, spread the handful of weeds and grasses upon the floor. “I’ve got something here,” he announced solemnly. “I was going to tell George Willard about it, let him make a piece out of it for the paper. I’m glad you’re here. I wish Sarah were here also. I’ve been going to come to your house and tell you of some of my ideas. They’re interesting. Sarah wouldn’t let me. She said we’d quarrel. That’s foolish.”

Running up and down before the two perplexed men, Joe Welling began to explain. “Don’t you make a mistake now,” he cried. “This is something big.” His voice was shrill with excitement. “You just follow me, you’ll be interested. I know you will. Suppose this — suppose all of the wheat, the corn, the oats, the peas, the potatoes, were all by some miracle swept away. Now here we are, you see, in this county. There is a high fence built all around us. We’ll suppose that. No one can get over the fence and all the fruits of the earth are destroyed, nothing left but these wild things, these grasses. Would we be done for? I ask you that. Would we be done for?” Again Tom King growled and for a moment there was silence in the room. Then again Joe plunged into the exposition of his idea. “Things would go hard for a time. I admit that. I’ve got to admit that. No getting around it. We’d be hard put to it. More than one fat stomach would cave in. But they couldn’t down us. I should say not.”

Tom King laughed good naturedly and the shivery, nervous laugh of Edward King rang through the house. Joe Welling hurried on. “We’d begin, you see, to breed up new vegetables and fruits. Soon we’d regain all we had lost. Mind, I don’t say the new things would be the same as the old. They wouldn’t. Maybe they’d be better, maybe not so good. That’s interesting, eh? You can think about that. It starts your mind working, now don’t it?”

In the room there was silence and then again old Edward King laughed nervously. “Say, I wish Sarah was here,” cried Joe Welling. “Let’s go up to your house. I want to tell her of this.”

There was a scraping of chairs in the room. It was then that George Willard retreated to his own room. Leaning out at the window he saw Joe Welling going along the street with the two Kings. Tom King was forced to take extraordinary long strides to keep pace with the little man. As he strode along, he leaned over, listening — absorbed, fascinated. Joe Welling again talked excitedly. “Take milkweed now,” he cried. “A lot might be done with milkweed, eh? It’s almost unbelievable. I want you to think about it. I want you two to think about it. There would be a new vegetable kingdom you see. It’s interesting, eh? It’s an idea. Wait till you see Sarah, she’ll get the idea. She’ll be interested. Sarah is always interested in ideas. You can’t be too smart for Sarah, now can you? Of course you can’t. You know that.”


ADVENTURE

[image: img50.jpg]

ALICE HINDMAN, A woman of twenty-seven when George Willard was a mere boy, had lived in Winesburg all her life. She clerked in Winney’s Dry Goods Store and lived with her mother, who had married a second husband.

Alice’s step-father was a carriage painter, and given to drink. His story is an odd one. It will be worth telling some day.

At twenty-seven Alice was tall and somewhat slight. Her head was large and overshadowed her body. Her shoulders were a little stooped and her hair and eyes brown. She was very quiet but beneath a placid exterior a continual ferment went on.

When she was a girl of sixteen and before she began to work in the store, Alice had an affair with a young man. The young man, named Ned Currie, was older than Alice. He, like George Willard, was employed on the Winesburg Eagle and for a long time he went to see Alice almost every evening. Together the two walked under the trees through the streets of the town and talked of what they would do with their lives. Alice was then a very pretty girl and Ned Currie took her into his arms and kissed her. He became excited and said things he did not intend to say and Alice, betrayed by her desire to have something beautiful come into her rather narrow life, also grew excited. She also talked. The outer crust of her life, all of her natural diffidence and reserve, was torn away and she gave herself over to the emotions of love. When, late in the fall of her sixteenth year, Ned Currie went away to Cleveland where he hoped to get a place on a city newspaper and rise in the world, she wanted to go with him. With a trembling voice she told him what was in her mind. “I will work and you can work,” she said. “I do not want to harness you to a needless expense that will prevent your making progress. Don’t marry me now. We will get along without that and we can be together. Even though we live in the same house no one will say anything. In the city we will be unknown and people will pay no attention to us.”

Ned Currie was puzzled by the determination and abandon of his sweetheart and was also deeply touched. He had wanted the girl to become his mistress but changed his mind. He wanted to protect and care for her. “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said sharply; “you may be sure I’ll let you do no such thing. As soon as I get a good job I’ll come back. For the present you’ll have to stay here. It’s the only thing we can do.”

On the evening before he left Winesburg to take up his new life in the city, Ned Currie went to call on Alice. They walked about through the streets for an hour and then got a rig from Wesley Moyer’s livery and went for a drive in the country. The moon came up and they found themselves unable to talk. In his sadness the young man forgot the resolutions he had made regarding his conduct with the girl.

They got out of the buggy at a place where a long meadow ran down to the bank of Wine Creek and there in the dim light became lovers. When at midnight they returned to town they were both glad. It did not seem to them that anything that could happen in the future could blot out the wonder and beauty of the thing that had happened. “Now we will have to stick to each other, whatever happens we will have to do that,” Ned Currie said as he left the girl at her father’s door.

The young newspaper man did not succeed in getting a place on a Cleveland paper and went west to Chicago. For a time he was lonely and wrote to Alice almost every day. Then he was caught up by the life of the city; he began to make friends and found new interests in life. In Chicago he boarded at a house where there were several women. One of them attracted his attention and he forgot Alice in Winesburg. At the end of a year he had stopped writing letters, and only once in a long time, when he was lonely or when he went into one of the city parks and saw the moon shining on the grass as it had shone that night on the meadow by Wine Creek, did he think of her at all.

In Winesburg the girl who had been loved grew to be a woman. When she was twenty-two years old her father, who owned a harness repair shop, died suddenly. The harness maker was an old soldier, and after a few months his wife received a widow’s pension. She used the first money she got to buy a loom and became a weaver of carpets, and Alice got a place in Winney’s store. For a number of years nothing could have induced her to believe that Ned Currie would not in the end return to her.

She was glad to be employed because the daily round of toil in the store made the time of waiting seem less long and uninteresting. She began to save money, thinking that when she had saved two or three hundred dollars she would follow her lover to the city and try if her presence would not win back his affections.

Alice did not blame Ned Currie for what had happened in the moonlight in the field, but felt that she could never marry another man. To her the thought of giving to another what she still felt could belong only to Ned seemed monstrous. When other young men tried to attract her attention she would have nothing to do with them. “I am his wife and shall remain his wife whether he comes back or not,” she whispered to herself, and for all of her willingness to support herself could not have understood the growing modern idea of a woman’s owning herself and giving and taking for her own ends in life.

Alice worked in the dry goods store from eight in the morning until six at night and on three evenings a week went back to the store to stay from seven until nine. As time passed and she became more and more lonely she began to practice the devices common to lonely people. When at night she went upstairs into her own room she knelt on the floor to pray and in her prayers whispered things she wanted to say to her lover. She became attached to inanimate objects, and because it was her own, could not bare to have anyone touch the furniture of her room. The trick of saving money, begun for a purpose, was carried on after the scheme of going to the city to find Ned Currie had been given up. It became a fixed habit, and when she needed new clothes she did not get them. Sometimes on rainy afternoons in the store she got out her bank book and, letting it lie open before her, spent hours dreaming impossible dreams of saving money enough so that the interest would support both herself and her future husband.

“Ned always liked to travel about,” she thought. “I’ll give him the chance. Some day when we are married and I can save both his money and my own, we will be rich. Then we can travel together all over the world.”

In the dry goods store weeks ran into months and months into years as Alice waited and dreamed of her lover’s return. Her employer, a grey old man with false teeth and a thin grey mustache that drooped down over his mouth, was not given to conversation, and sometimes, on rainy days and in the winter when a storm raged in Main Street, long hours passed when no customers came in. Alice arranged and rearranged the stock. She stood near the front window where she could look down the deserted street and thought of the evenings when she had walked with Ned Currie and of what he had said. “We will have to stick to each other now.” The words echoed and re-echoed through the mind of the maturing woman. Tears came into her eyes. Sometimes when her employer had gone out and she was alone in the store she put her head on the counter and wept. “Oh, Ned, I am waiting,” she whispered over and over, and all the time the creeping fear that he would never come back grew stronger within her.

In the spring when the rains have passed and before the long hot days of summer have come, the country about Winesburg is delightful. The town lies in the midst of open fields, but beyond the fields are pleasant patches of woodlands. In the wooded places are many little cloistered nooks, quiet places where lovers go to sit on Sunday afternoons. Through the trees they look out across the fields and see farmers at work about the barns or people driving up and down on the roads. In the town bells ring and occasionally a train passes, looking like a toy thing in the distance.

For several years after Ned Currie went away Alice did not go into the wood with the other young people on Sunday, but one day after he had been gone for two or three years and when her loneliness seemed unbearable, she put on her best dress and set out. Finding a little sheltered place from which she could see the town and a long stretch of the fields, she sat down. Fear of age and ineffectuality took possession of her. She could not sit still, and arose. As she stood looking out over the land something, perhaps the thought of never ceasing life as it expresses itself in the flow of the seasons, fixed her mind on the passing years. With a shiver of dread, she realized that for her the beauty and freshness of youth had passed. For the first time she felt that she had been cheated. She did not blame Ned Currie and did not know what to blame. Sadness swept over her. Dropping to her knees, she tried to pray, but instead of prayers words of protest came to her lips. “It is not going to come to me. I will never find happiness. Why do I tell myself lies?” she cried, and an odd sense of relief came with this, her first bold attempt to face the fear that had become a part of her everyday life.

In the year when Alice Hindman became twenty-five two things happened to disturb the dull uneventfulness of her days. Her mother married Bush Milton, the carriage painter of Winesburg, and she herself became a member of the Winesburg Methodist Church. Alice joined the church because she had become frightened by the loneliness of her position in life. Her mother’s second marriage had emphasized her isolation. “I am becoming old and queer. If Ned comes he will not want me. In the city where he is living men are perpetually young. There is so much going on that they do not have time to grow old,” she told herself with a grim little smile, and went resolutely about the business of becoming acquainted with people. Every Thursday evening when the store had closed she went to a prayer meeting in the basement of the church and on Sunday evening attended a meeting of an organization called The Epworth League.

When Will Hurley, a middle-aged man who clerked in a drug store and who also belonged to the church, offered to walk home with her she did not protest. “Of course I will not let him make a practice of being with me, but if he comes to see me once in a long time there can be no harm in that,” she told herself, still determined in her loyalty to Ned Currie.

Without realizing what was happening, Alice was trying feebly at first, but with growing determination, to get a new hold upon life. Beside the drug clerk she walked in silence, but sometimes in the darkness as they went stolidly along she put out her hand and touched softly the folds of his coat. When he left her at the gate before her mother’s house she did not go indoors, but stood for a moment by the door. She wanted to call to the drug clerk, to ask him to sit with her in the darkness on the porch before the house, but was afraid he would not understand. “It is not him that I want,” she told herself; “I want to avoid being so much alone. If I am not careful I will grow unaccustomed to being with people.”

* * *

During the early fall of her twenty-seventh year a passionate restlessness took possession of Alice. She could not bear to be in the company of the drug clerk, and when, in the evening, he came to walk with her she sent him away. Her mind became intensely active and when, weary from the long hours of standing behind the counter in the store, she went home and crawled into bed, she could not sleep. With staring eyes she looked into the darkness. Her imagination, like a child awakened from long sleep, played about the room. Deep within her there was something that would not be cheated by phantasies and that demanded some definite answer from life.

Alice took a pillow into her arms and held it tightly against her breasts. Getting out of bed, she arranged a blanket so that in the darkness it looked like a form lying between the sheets and, kneeling beside the bed, she caressed it, whispering words over and over, like a refrain. “Why doesn’t something happen? Why am I left here alone?” she muttered. Although she sometimes thought of Ned Currie, she no longer depended on him. Her desire had grown vague. She did not want Ned Currie or any other man. She wanted to be loved, to have something answer the call that was growing louder and louder within her.

And then one night when it rained Alice had an adventure. It frightened and confused her. She had come home from the store at nine and found the house empty. Bush Milton had gone off to town and her mother to the house of a neighbor. Alice went upstairs to her room and undressed in the darkness. For a moment she stood by the window hearing the rain beat against the glass and then a strange desire took possession of her. Without stopping to think of what she intended to do, she ran downstairs through the dark house and out into the rain. As she stood on the little grass plot before the house and felt the cold rain on her body a mad desire to run naked through the streets took possession of her.

She thought that the rain would have some creative and wonderful effect on her body. Not for years had she felt so full of youth and courage. She wanted to leap and run, to cry out, to find some other lonely human and embrace him. On the brick sidewalk before the house a man stumbled homeward. Alice started to run. A wild, desperate mood took possession of her. “What do I care who it is. He is alone, and I will go to him,” she thought; and then without stopping to consider the possible result of her madness, called softly. “Wait!” she cried. “Don’t go away. Whoever you are, you must wait.”

The man on the sidewalk stopped and stood listening. He was an old man and somewhat deaf. Putting his hand to his mouth, he shouted. “What? What say?” he called.

Alice dropped to the ground and lay trembling. She was so frightened at the thought of what she had done that when the man had gone on his way she did not dare get to her feet, but crawled on hands and knees through the grass to the house. When she got to her own room she bolted the door and drew her dressing table across the doorway. Her body shook as with a chill and her hands trembled so that she had difficulty getting into her nightdress. When she got into bed she buried her face in the pillow and wept brokenheartedly. “What is the matter with me? I will do something dreadful if I am not careful,” she thought, and turning her face to the wall, began trying to force herself to face bravely the fact that many people must live and die alone, even in Winesburg.


RESPECTABILITY
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IF YOU HAVE lived in cities and have walked in the park on a summer afternoon, you have perhaps seen, blinking in a corner of his iron cage, a huge, grotesque kind of monkey, a creature with ugly, sagging, hairless skin below his eyes and a bright purple underbody. This monkey is a true monster. In the completeness of his ugliness he achieved a kind of perverted beauty. Children stopping before the cage are fascinated, men turn away with an air of disgust, and women linger for a moment, trying perhaps to remember which one of their male acquaintances the thing in some faint way resembles.

Had you been in the earlier years of your life a citizen of the village of Winesburg, Ohio, there would have been for you no mystery in regard to the beast in his cage. “It is like Wash Williams,” you would have said. “As he sits in the corner there, the beast is exactly like old Wash sitting on the grass in the station yard on a summer evening after he has closed his office for the night.”

Wash Williams, the telegraph operator of Winesburg, was the ugliest thing in town. His girth was immense, his neck thin, his legs feeble. He was dirty. Everything about him was unclean. Even the whites of his eyes looked soiled.

I go too fast. Not everything about Wash was unclean. He took care of his hands. His fingers were fat, but there was something sensitive and shapely in the hand that lay on the table by the instrument in the telegraph office. In his youth Wash Williams had been called the best telegraph operator in the state, and in spite of his degradement to the obscure office at Winesburg, he was still proud of his ability.

Wash Williams did not associate with the men of the town in which he lived. “I’ll have nothing to do with them,” he said, looking with bleary eyes at the men who walked along the station platform past the telegraph office. Up along Main Street he went in the evening to Ed Griffith’s saloon, and after drinking unbelievable quantities of beer staggered off to his room in the New Willard House and to his bed for the night.

Wash Williams was a man of courage. A thing had happened to him that made him hate life, and he hated it wholeheartedly, with the abandon of a poet. First of all, he hated women. “Bitches,” he called them. His feeling toward men was somewhat different. He pitied them. “Does not every man let his life be managed for him by some bitch or another?” he asked.

In Winesburg no attention was paid to Wash Williams and his hatred of his fellows. Once Mrs. White, the banker’s wife, complained to the telegraph company, saying that the office in Winesburg was dirty and smelled abominably, but nothing came of her complaint. Here and there a man respected the operator. Instinctively the man felt in him a glowing resentment of something he had not the courage to resent. When Wash walked through the streets such a one had an instinct to pay him homage, to raise his hat or to bow before him. The superintendent who had supervision over the telegraph operators on the railroad that went through Winesburg felt that way. He had put Wash into the obscure office at Winesburg to avoid discharging him, and he meant to keep him there. When he received the letter of complaint from the banker’s wife, he tore it up and laughed unpleasantly. For some reason he thought of his own wife as he tore up the letter.

Wash Williams once had a wife. When he was still a young man he married a woman at Dayton, Ohio. The woman was tall and slender and had blue eyes and yellow hair. Wash was himself a comely youth. He loved the woman with a love as absorbing as the hatred he later felt for all women.

In all of Winesburg there was but one person who knew the story of the thing that had made ugly the person and the character of Wash Williams. He once told the story to George Willard and the telling of the tale came about in this way:

George Willard went one evening to walk with Belle Carpenter, a trimmer of women’s hats who worked in a millinery shop kept by Mrs. Kate McHugh. The young man was not in love with the woman, who, in fact, had a suitor who worked as bartender in Ed Griffith’s saloon, but as they walked about under the trees they occasionally embraced. The night and their own thoughts had aroused something in them. As they were returning to Main Street they passed the little lawn beside the railroad station and saw Wash Williams apparently asleep on the grass beneath a tree. On the next evening the operator and George Willard walked out together. Down the railroad they went and sat on a pile of decaying railroad ties beside the tracks. It was then that the operator told the young reporter his story of hate.

Perhaps a dozen times George Willard and the strange, shapeless man who lived at his father’s hotel had been on the point of talking. The young man looked at the hideous, leering face staring about the hotel dining room and was consumed with curiosity. Something he saw lurking in the staring eyes told him that the man who had nothing to say to others had nevertheless something to say to him. On the pile of railroad ties on the summer evening, he waited expectantly. When the operator remained silent and seemed to have changed his mind about talking, he tried to make conversation. “Were you ever married, Mr. Williams?” he began. “I suppose you were and your wife is dead, is that it?”

Wash Williams spat forth a succession of vile oaths. “Yes, she is dead,” he agreed. “She is dead as all women are dead. She is a living-dead thing, walking in the sight of men and making the earth foul by her presence.” Staring into the boy’s eyes, the man became purple with rage. “Don’t have fool notions in your head,” he commanded. “My wife, she is dead; yes, surely. I tell you, all women are dead, my mother, your mother, that tall dark woman who works in the millinery store and with whom I saw you walking about yesterday — all of them, they are all dead. I tell you there is something rotten about them. I was married, sure. My wife was dead before she married me, she was a foul thing come out a woman more foul. She was a thing sent to make life unbearable to me. I was a fool, do you see, as you are now, and so I married this woman. I would like to see men a little begin to understand women. They are sent to prevent men making the world worth while. It is a trick in Nature. Ugh! They are creeping, crawling, squirming things, they with their soft hands and their blue eyes. The sight of a woman sickens me. Why I don’t kill every woman I see I don’t know.”

Half frightened and yet fascinated by the light burning in the eyes of the hideous old man, George Willard listened, afire with curiosity. Darkness came on and he leaned forward trying to see the face of the man who talked. When, in the gathering darkness, he could no longer see the purple, bloated face and the burning eyes, a curious fancy came to him. Wash Williams talked in low even tones that made his words seem the more terrible. In the darkness the young reporter found himself imagining that he sat on the railroad ties beside a comely young man with black hair and black shining eyes. There was something almost beautiful in the voice of Wash Williams, the hideous, telling his story of hate.

The telegraph operator of Winesburg, sitting in the darkness on the railroad ties, had become a poet. Hatred had raised him to that elevation. “It is because I saw you kissing the lips of that Belle Carpenter that I tell you my story,” he said. “What happened to me may next happen to you. I want to put you on your guard. Already you may be having dreams in your head. I want to destroy them.”

Wash Williams began telling the story of his married life with the tall blonde girl with the blue eyes whom he had met when he was a young operator at Dayton, Ohio. Here and there his story was touched with moments of beauty intermingled with strings of vile curses. The operator had married the daughter of a dentist who was the youngest of three sisters. On his marriage day, because of his ability, he was promoted to a position as dispatcher at an increased salary and sent to an office at Columbus, Ohio. There he settled down with his young wife and began buying a house on the installment plan.

The young telegraph operator was madly in love. With a kind of religious fervor he had managed to go through the pitfalls of his youth and to remain virginal until after his marriage. He made for George Willard a picture of his life in the house at Columbus, Ohio, with the young wife. “In the garden back of our house we planted vegetables,” he said, “you know, peas and corn and such things. We went to Columbus in early March and as soon as the days became warm I went to work in the garden. With a spade I turned up the black ground while she ran about laughing and pretending to be afraid of the worms I uncovered. Late in April came the planting. In the little paths among the seed beds she stood holding a paper bag in her hand. The bag was filled with seeds. A few at a time she handed me the seeds that I might thrust them into the warm, soft ground.”

For a moment there was a catch in the voice of the man talking in the darkness. “I loved her,” he said. “I don’t claim not to be a fool. I love her yet. There in the dusk in the spring evening I crawled along the black ground to her feet and groveled before her. I kissed her shoes and the ankles above her shoes. When the hem of her garment touched my face I trembled. When after two years of that life I found she had managed to acquire three other lovers who came regularly to our house when I was away at work, I didn’t want to touch them or her. I just sent her home to her mother and said nothing. There was nothing to say. I had four hundred dollars in the bank and I gave her that. I didn’t ask her reasons. I didn’t say anything. When she had gone I cried like a silly boy. Pretty soon I had a chance to sell the house and I sent that money to her.”

Wash Williams and George Willard arose from the pile of railroad ties and walked along the tracks toward town. The operator finished his tale quickly, breathlessly.

“Her mother sent for me,” he said. “She wrote me a letter and asked me to come to their house at Dayton. When I got there it was evening about this time.”

Wash Williams’ voice rose to a half scream. “I sat in the parlor of that house two hours. Her mother took me in there and left me. Their house was stylish. They were what is called respectable people. There were plush chairs and a couch in the room. I was trembling all over. I hated the men I thought had wronged her. I was sick of living alone and wanted her back. The longer I waited the more raw and tender I became. I thought that if she came in and just touched me with her hand I would perhaps faint away. I ached to forgive and forget.”

Wash Williams stopped and stood staring at George Willard. The boy’s body shook as from a chill. Again the man’s voice became soft and low. “She came into the room naked,” he went on. “Her mother did that. While I sat there she was taking the girl’s clothes off, perhaps coaxing her to do it. First I heard voices at the door that led into a little hallway and then it opened softly. The girl was ashamed and stood perfectly still staring at the floor. The mother didn’t come into the room. When she had pushed the girl in through the door she stood in the hallway waiting, hoping we would — well, you see — waiting.”

George Willard and the telegraph operator came into the main street of Winesburg. The lights from the store windows lay bright and shining on the sidewalks. People moved about laughing and talking. The young reporter felt ill and weak. In imagination, he also became old and shapeless. “I didn’t get the mother killed,” said Wash Williams, staring up and down the street. “I struck her once with a chair and then the neighbors came in and took it away. She screamed so loud you see. I won’t ever have a chance to kill her now. She died of a fever a month after that happened.”


THE THINKER
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THE HOUSE IN which Seth Richmond of Winesburg lived with his mother had been at one time the show place of the town, but when young Seth lived there its glory had become somewhat dimmed. The huge brick house which Banker White had built on Buckeye Street had overshadowed it. The Richmond place was in a little valley far out at the end of Main Street. Farmers coming into town by a dusty road from the south passed by a grove of walnut trees, skirted the Fair Ground with its high board fence covered with advertisements, and trotted their horses down through the valley past the Richmond place into town. As much of the country north and south of Winesburg was devoted to fruit and berry raising, Seth saw wagon-loads of berry pickers — boys, girls, and women — going to the fields in the morning and returning covered with dust in the evening. The chattering crowd, with their rude jokes cried out from wagon to wagon, sometimes irritated him sharply. He regretted that he also could not laugh boisterously, shout meaningless jokes and make of himself a figure in the endless stream of moving, giggling activity that went up and down the road.

The Richmond house was built of limestone, and, although it was said in the village to have become run down, had in reality grown more beautiful with every passing year. Already time had begun a little to color the stone, lending a golden richness to its surface and in the evening or on dark days touching the shaded places beneath the eaves with wavering patches of browns and blacks.

The house had been built by Seth’s grandfather, a stone quarryman, and it, together with the stone quarries on Lake Erie eighteen miles to the north, had been left to his son, Clarence Richmond, Seth’s father. Clarence Richmond, a quiet passionate man extraordinarily admired by his neighbors, had been killed in a street fight with the editor of a newspaper in Toledo, Ohio. The fight concerned the publication of Clarence Richmond’s name coupled with that of a woman school teacher, and as the dead man had begun the row by firing upon the editor, the effort to punish the slayer was unsuccessful. After the quarryman’s death it was found that much of the money left to him had been squandered in speculation and in insecure investments made through the influence of friends.

Left with but a small income, Virginia Richmond had settled down to a retired life in the village and to the raising of her son. Although she had been deeply moved by the death of the husband and father, she did not at all believe the stories concerning him that ran about after his death. To her mind, the sensitive, boyish man whom all had instinctively loved, was but an unfortunate, a being too fine for everyday life. “You’ll be hearing all sorts of stories, but you are not to believe what you hear,” she said to her son. “He was a good man, full of tenderness for everyone, and should not have tried to be a man of affairs. No matter how much I were to plan and dream of your future, I could not imagine anything better for you than that you turn out as good a man as your father.”

Several years after the death of her husband, Virginia Richmond had become alarmed at the growing demands upon her income and had set herself to the task of increasing it. She had learned stenography and through the influence of her husband’s friends got the position of court stenographer at the county seat. There she went by train each morning during the sessions of the court, and when no court sat, spent her days working among the rosebushes in her garden. She was a tall, straight figure of a woman with a plain face and a great mass of brown hair.

In the relationship between Seth Richmond and his mother, there was a quality that even at eighteen had begun to color all of his traffic with men. An almost unhealthy respect for the youth kept the mother for the most part silent in his presence. When she did speak sharply to him he had only to look steadily into her eyes to see dawning there the puzzled look he had already noticed in the eyes of others when he looked at them.

The truth was that the son thought with remarkable clearness and the mother did not. She expected from all people certain conventional reactions to life. A boy was your son, you scolded him and he trembled and looked at the floor. When you had scolded enough he wept and all was forgiven. After the weeping and when he had gone to bed, you crept into his room and kissed him.

Virginia Richmond could not understand why her son did not do these things. After the severest reprimand, he did not tremble and look at the floor but instead looked steadily at her, causing uneasy doubts to invade her mind. As for creeping into his room — after Seth had passed his fifteenth year, she would have been half afraid to do anything of the kind.

Once when he was a boy of sixteen, Seth in company with two other boys ran away from home. The three boys climbed into the open door of an empty freight car and rode some forty miles to a town where a fair was being held. One of the boys had a bottle filled with a combination of whiskey and blackberry wine, and the three sat with legs dangling out of the car door drinking from the bottle. Seth’s two companions sang and waved their hands to idlers about the stations of the towns through which the train passed. They planned raids upon the baskets of farmers who had come with their families to the fair. “We will live like kings and won’t have to spend a penny to see the fair and horse races,” they declared boastfully.

After the disappearance of Seth, Virginia Richmond walked up and down the floor of her home filled with vague alarms. Although on the next day she discovered, through an inquiry made by the town marshal, on what adventure the boys had gone, she could not quiet herself. All through the night she lay awake hearing the clock tick and telling herself that Seth, like his father, would come to a sudden and violent end. So determined was she that the boy should this time feel the weight of her wrath that, although she would not allow the marshal to interfere with his adventure, she got out a pencil and paper and wrote down a series of sharp, stinging reproofs she intended to pour out upon him. The reproofs she committed to memory, going about the garden and saying them aloud like an actor memorizing his part.

And when, at the end of the week, Seth returned, a little weary and with coal soot in his ears and about his eyes, she again found herself unable to reprove him. Walking into the house he hung his cap on a nail by the kitchen door and stood looking steadily at her. “I wanted to turn back within an hour after we had started,” he explained. “I didn’t know what to do. I knew you would be bothered, but I knew also that if I didn’t go on I would be ashamed of myself. I went through with the thing for my own good. It was uncomfortable, sleeping on wet straw, and two drunken Negroes came and slept with us. When I stole a lunch basket out of a farmer’s wagon I couldn’t help thinking of his children going all day without food. I was sick of the whole affair, but I was determined to stick it out until the other boys were ready to come back.”

“I’m glad you did stick it out,” replied the mother, half resentfully, and kissing him upon the forehead pretended to busy herself with the work about the house.

On a summer evening Seth Richmond went to the New Willard House to visit his friend, George Willard. It had rained during the afternoon, but as he walked through Main Street, the sky had partially cleared and a golden glow lit up the west. Going around a corner, he turned in at the door of the hotel and began to climb the stairway leading up to his friend’s room. In the hotel office the proprietor and two traveling men were engaged in a discussion of politics.

On the stairway Seth stopped and listened to the voices of the men below. They were excited and talked rapidly. Tom Willard was berating the traveling men. “I am a Democrat but your talk makes me sick,” he said. “You don’t understand McKinley. McKinley and Mark Hanna are friends. It is impossible perhaps for your mind to grasp that. If anyone tells you that a friendship can be deeper and bigger and more worth while than dollars and cents, or even more worth while than state politics, you snicker and laugh.”

The landlord was interrupted by one of the guests, a tall, grey-mustached man who worked for a wholesale grocery house. “Do you think that I’ve lived in Cleveland all these years without knowing Mark Hanna?” he demanded. “Your talk is piffle. Hanna is after money and nothing else. This McKinley is his tool. He has McKinley bluffed and don’t you forget it.”

The young man on the stairs did not linger to hear the rest of the discussion, but went on up the stairway and into the little dark hall. Something in the voices of the men talking in the hotel office started a chain of thoughts in his mind. He was lonely and had begun to think that loneliness was a part of his character, something that would always stay with him. Stepping into a side hall he stood by a window that looked into an alleyway. At the back of his shop stood Abner Groff, the town baker. His tiny bloodshot eyes looked up and down the alleyway. In his shop someone called the baker, who pretended not to hear. The baker had an empty milk bottle in his hand and an angry sullen look in his eyes.

In Winesburg, Seth Richmond was called the “deep one.” “He’s like his father,” men said as he went through the streets. “He’ll break out some of these days. You wait and see.”

The talk of the town and the respect with which men and boys instinctively greeted him, as all men greet silent people, had affected Seth Richmond’s outlook on life and on himself. He, like most boys, was deeper than boys are given credit for being, but he was not what the men of the town, and even his mother, thought him to be. No great underlying purpose lay back of his habitual silence, and he had no definite plan for his life. When the boys with whom he associated were noisy and quarrelsome, he stood quietly at one side. With calm eyes he watched the gesticulating lively figures of his companions. He wasn’t particularly interested in what was going on, and sometimes wondered if he would ever be particularly interested in anything. Now, as he stood in the half-darkness by the window watching the baker, he wished that he himself might become thoroughly stirred by something, even by the fits of sullen anger for which Baker Groff was noted. “It would be better for me if I could become excited and wrangle about politics like windy old Tom Willard,” he thought, as he left the window and went again along the hallway to the room occupied by his friend, George Willard.

George Willard was older than Seth Richmond, but in the rather odd friendship between the two, it was he who was forever courting and the younger boy who was being courted. The paper on which George worked had one policy. It strove to mention by name in each issue, as many as possible of the inhabitants of the village. Like an excited dog, George Willard ran here and there, noting on his pad of paper who had gone on business to the county seat or had returned from a visit to a neighboring village. All day he wrote little facts upon the pad. “A. P. Wringlet had received a shipment of straw hats. Ed Byerbaum and Tom Marshall were in Cleveland Friday. Uncle Tom Sinnings is building a new barn on his place on the Valley Road.”

The idea that George Willard would some day become a writer had given him a place of distinction in Winesburg, and to Seth Richmond he talked continually of the matter, “It’s the easiest of all lives to live,” he declared, becoming excited and boastful. “Here and there you go and there is no one to boss you. Though you are in India or in the South Seas in a boat, you have but to write and there you are. Wait till I get my name up and then see what fun I shall have.”

In George Willard’s room, which had a window looking down into an alleyway and one that looked across railroad tracks to Biff Carter’s Lunch Room facing the railroad station, Seth Richmond sat in a chair and looked at the floor. George Willard, who had been sitting for an hour idly playing with a lead pencil, greeted him effusively. “I’ve been trying to write a love story,” he explained, laughing nervously. Lighting a pipe he began walking up and down the room. “I know what I’m going to do. I’m going to fall in love. I’ve been sitting here and thinking it over and I’m going to do it.”

As though embarrassed by his declaration, George went to a window and turning his back to his friend leaned out. “I know who I’m going to fall in love with,” he said sharply. “It’s Helen White. She is the only girl in town with any ‘get-up’ to her.”

Struck with a new idea, young Willard turned and walked toward his visitor. “Look here,” he said. “You know Helen White better than I do. I want you to tell her what I said. You just get to talking to her and say that I’m in love with her. See what she says to that. See how she takes it, and then you come and tell me.”

Seth Richmond arose and went toward the door. The words of his comrade irritated him unbearably. “Well, good-bye,” he said briefly.

George was amazed. Running forward he stood in the darkness trying to look into Seth’s face. “What’s the matter? What are you going to do? You stay here and let’s talk,” he urged.

A wave of resentment directed against his friend, the men of the town who were, he thought, perpetually talking of nothing, and most of all, against his own habit of silence, made Seth half desperate. “Aw, speak to her yourself,” he burst forth and then, going quickly through the door, slammed it sharply in his friend’s face. “I’m going to find Helen White and talk to her, but not about him,” he muttered.

Seth went down the stairway and out at the front door of the hotel muttering with wrath. Crossing a little dusty street and climbing a low iron railing, he went to sit upon the grass in the station yard. George Willard he thought a profound fool, and he wished that he had said so more vigorously. Although his acquaintanceship with Helen White, the banker’s daughter, was outwardly but casual, she was often the subject of his thoughts and he felt that she was something private and personal to himself. “The busy fool with his love stories,” he muttered, staring back over his shoulder at George Willard’s room, “why does he never tire of his eternal talking.”

It was berry harvest time in Winesburg and upon the station platform men and boys loaded the boxes of red, fragrant berries into two express cars that stood upon the siding. A June moon was in the sky, although in the west a storm threatened, and no street lamps were lighted. In the dim light the figures of the men standing upon the express truck and pitching the boxes in at the doors of the cars were but dimly discernible. Upon the iron railing that protected the station lawn sat other men. Pipes were lighted. Village jokes went back and forth. Away in the distance a train whistled and the men loading the boxes into the cars worked with renewed activity.

Seth arose from his place on the grass and went silently past the men perched upon the railing and into Main Street. He had come to a resolution. “I’ll get out of here,” he told himself. “What good am I here? I’m going to some city and go to work. I’ll tell mother about it tomorrow.”

Seth Richmond went slowly along Main Street, past Wacker’s Cigar Store and the Town Hall, and into Buckeye Street. He was depressed by the thought that he was not a part of the life in his own town, but the depression did not cut deeply as he did not think of himself as at fault. In the heavy shadows of a big tree before Doctor Welling’s house, he stopped and stood watching half-witted Turk Smollet, who was pushing a wheelbarrow in the road. The old man with his absurdly boyish mind had a dozen long boards on the wheelbarrow, and, as he hurried along the road, balanced the load with extreme nicety. “Easy there, Turk! Steady now, old boy!” the old man shouted to himself, and laughed so that the load of boards rocked dangerously.

Seth knew Turk Smollet, the half dangerous old wood chopper whose peculiarities added so much of color to the life of the village. He knew that when Turk got into Main Street he would become the center of a whirlwind of cries and comments, that in truth the old man was going far out of his way in order to pass through Main Street and exhibit his skill in wheeling the boards. “If George Willard were here, he’d have something to say,” thought Seth. “George belongs to this town. He’d shout at Turk and Turk would shout at him. They’d both be secretly pleased by what they had said. It’s different with me. I don’t belong. I’ll not make a fuss about it, but I’m going to get out of here.”

Seth stumbled forward through the half-darkness, feeling himself an outcast in his own town. He began to pity himself, but a sense of the absurdity of his thoughts made him smile. In the end he decided that he was simply old beyond his years and not at all a subject for self-pity. “I’m made to go to work. I may be able to make a place for myself by steady working, and I might as well be at it,” he decided.

Seth went to the house of Banker White and stood in the darkness by the front door. On the door hung a heavy brass knocker, an innovation introduced into the village by Helen White’s mother, who had also organized a women’s club for the study of poetry. Seth raised the knocker and let it fall. Its heavy clatter sounded like a report from distant guns. “How awkward and foolish I am,” he thought. “If Mrs. White comes to the door, I won’t know what to say.”

It was Helen White who came to the door and found Seth standing at the edge of the porch. Blushing with pleasure, she stepped forward, closing the door softly. “I’m going to get out of town. I don’t know what I’ll do, but I’m going to get out of here and go to work. I think I’ll go to Columbus,” he said. “Perhaps I’ll get into the State University down there. Anyway, I’m going. I’ll tell mother tonight.” He hesitated and looked doubtfully about. “Perhaps you wouldn’t mind coming to walk with me?”

Seth and Helen walked through the streets beneath the trees. Heavy clouds had drifted across the face of the moon, and before them in the deep twilight went a man with a short ladder upon his shoulder. Hurrying forward, the man stopped at the street crossing and, putting the ladder against the wooden lamp-post, lighted the village lights so that their way was half lighted, half darkened, by the lamps and by the deepening shadows cast by the low-branched trees. In the tops of the trees the wind began to play, disturbing the sleeping birds so that they flew about calling plaintively. In the lighted space before one of the lamps, two bats wheeled and circled, pursuing the gathering swarm of night flies.

Since Seth had been a boy in knee trousers there had been a half expressed intimacy between him and the maiden who now for the first time walked beside him. For a time she had been beset with a madness for writing notes which she addressed to Seth. He had found them concealed in his books at school and one had been given him by a child met in the street, while several had been delivered through the village post office.

The notes had been written in a round, boyish hand and had reflected a mind inflamed by novel reading. Seth had not answered them, although he had been moved and flattered by some of the sentences scrawled in pencil upon the stationery of the banker’s wife. Putting them into the pocket of his coat, he went through the street or stood by the fence in the school yard with something burning at his side. He thought it fine that he should be thus selected as the favorite of the richest and most attractive girl in town.

Helen and Seth stopped by a fence near where a low dark building faced the street. The building had once been a factory for the making of barrel staves but was now vacant. Across the street upon the porch of a house a man and woman talked of their childhood, their voices coming dearly across to the half-embarrassed youth and maiden. There was the sound of scraping chairs and the man and woman came down the gravel path to a wooden gate. Standing outside the gate, the man leaned over and kissed the woman. “For old times’ sake,” he said and, turning, walked rapidly away along the sidewalk.

“That’s Belle Turner,” whispered Helen, and put her hand boldly into Seth’s hand. “I didn’t know she had a fellow. I thought she was too old for that.” Seth laughed uneasily. The hand of the girl was warm and a strange, dizzy feeling crept over him. Into his mind came a desire to tell her something he had been determined not to tell. “George Willard’s in love with you,” he said, and in spite of his agitation his voice was low and quiet. “He’s writing a story, and he wants to be in love. He wants to know how it feels. He wanted me to tell you and see what you said.”

Again Helen and Seth walked in silence. They came to the garden surrounding the old Richmond place and going through a gap in the hedge sat on a wooden bench beneath a bush.

On the street as he walked beside the girl new and daring thoughts had come into Seth Richmond’s mind. He began to regret his decision to get out of town. “It would be something new and altogether delightful to remain and walk often through the streets with Helen White,” he thought. In imagination he saw himself putting his arm about her waist and feeling her arms clasped tightly about his neck. One of those odd combinations of events and places made him connect the idea of love-making with this girl and a spot he had visited some days before. He had gone on an errand to the house of a farmer who lived on a hillside beyond the Fair Ground and had returned by a path through a field. At the foot of the hill below the farmer’s house Seth had stopped beneath a sycamore tree and looked about him. A soft humming noise had greeted his ears. For a moment he had thought the tree must be the home of a swarm of bees.

And then, looking down, Seth had seen the bees everywhere all about him in the long grass. He stood in a mass of weeds that grew waist-high in the field that ran away from the hillside. The weeds were abloom with tiny purple blossoms and gave forth an overpowering fragrance. Upon the weeds the bees were gathered in armies, singing as they worked.

Seth imagined himself lying on a summer evening, buried deep among the weeds beneath the tree. Beside him, in the scene built in his fancy, lay Helen White, her hand lying in his hand. A peculiar reluctance kept him from kissing her lips, but he felt he might have done that if he wished. Instead, he lay perfectly still, looking at her and listening to the army of bees that sang the sustained masterful song of labor above his head.

On the bench in the garden Seth stirred uneasily. Releasing the hand of the girl, he thrust his hands into his trouser pockets. A desire to impress the mind of his companion with the importance of the resolution he had made came over him and he nodded his head toward the house. “Mother’ll make a fuss, I suppose,” he whispered. “She hasn’t thought at all about what I’m going to do in life. She thinks I’m going to stay on here forever just being a boy.”

Seth’s voice became charged with boyish earnestness. “You see, I’ve got to strike out. I’ve got to get to work. It’s what I’m good for.”

Helen White was impressed. She nodded her head and a feeling of admiration swept over her. “This is as it should be,” she thought. “This boy is not a boy at all, but a strong, purposeful man.” Certain vague desires that had been invading her body were swept away and she sat up very straight on the bench. The thunder continued to rumble and flashes of heat lightning lit up the eastern sky. The garden that had been so mysterious and vast, a place that with Seth beside her might have become the background for strange and wonderful adventures, now seemed no more than an ordinary Winesburg back yard, quite definite and limited in its outlines.

“What will you do up there?” she whispered.

Seth turned half around on the bench, striving to see her face in the darkness. He thought her infinitely more sensible and straightforward than George Willard, and was glad he had come away from his friend. A feeling of impatience with the town that had been in his mind returned, and he tried to tell her of it. “Everyone talks and talks,” he began. “I’m sick of it. I’ll do something, get into some kind of work where talk don’t count. Maybe I’ll just be a mechanic in a shop. I don’t know. I guess I don’t care much. I just want to work and keep quiet. That’s all I’ve got in my mind.”

Seth arose from the bench and put out his hand. He did not want to bring the meeting to an end but could not think of anything more to say. “It’s the last time we’ll see each other,” he whispered.

A wave of sentiment swept over Helen. Putting her hand upon Seth’s shoulder, she started to draw his face down toward her own upturned face. The act was one of pure affection and cutting regret that some vague adventure that had been present in the spirit of the night would now never be realized. “I think I’d better be going along,” she said, letting her hand fall heavily to her side. A thought came to her. “Don’t you go with me; I want to be alone,” she said. “You go and talk with your mother. You’d better do that now.”

Seth hesitated and, as he stood waiting, the girl turned and ran away through the hedge. A desire to run after her came to him, but he only stood staring, perplexed and puzzled by her action as he had been perplexed and puzzled by all of the life of the town out of which she had come. Walking slowly toward the house, he stopped in the shadow of a large tree and looked at his mother sitting by a lighted window busily sewing. The feeling of loneliness that had visited him earlier in the evening returned and colored his thoughts of the adventure through which he had just passed. “Huh!” he exclaimed, turning and staring in the direction taken by Helen White. “That’s how things’ll turn out. She’ll be like the rest. I suppose she’ll begin now to look at me in a funny way.” He looked at the ground and pondered this thought. “She’ll be embarrassed and feel strange when I’m around,” he whispered to himself. “That’s how it’ll be. That’s how everything’ll turn out. When it comes to loving someone, it won’t never be me. It’ll be someone else — some fool — someone who talks a lot — someone like that George Willard.”


TANDY
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UNTIL SHE WAS seven years old she lived in an old unpainted house on an unused road that led off Trunion Pike. Her father gave her but little attention and her mother was dead. The father spent his time talking and thinking of religion. He proclaimed himself an agnostic and was so absorbed in destroying the ideas of God that had crept into the minds of his neighbors that he never saw God manifesting himself in the little child that, half forgotten, lived here and there on the bounty of her dead mother’s relatives.

A stranger came to Winesburg and saw in the child what the father did not see. He was a tall, redhaired young man who was almost always drunk. Sometimes he sat in a chair before the New Willard House with Tom Hard, the father. As Tom talked, declaring there could be no God, the stranger smiled and winked at the bystanders. He and Tom became friends and were much together.

The stranger was the son of a rich merchant of Cleveland and had come to Winesburg on a mission. He wanted to cure himself of the habit of drink, and thought that by escaping from his city associates and living in a rural community he would have a better chance in the struggle with the appetite that was destroying him.

His sojourn in Winesburg was not a success. The dullness of the passing hours led to his drinking harder than ever. But he did succeed in doing something. He gave a name rich with meaning to Tom Hard’s daughter.

One evening when he was recovering from a long debauch the stranger came reeling along the main street of the town. Tom Hard sat in a chair before the New Willard House with his daughter, then a child of five, on his knees. Beside him on the board sidewalk sat young George Willard. The stranger dropped into a chair beside them. His body shook and when he tried to talk his voice trembled.

It was late evening and darkness lay over the town and over the railroad that ran along the foot of a little incline before the hotel. Somewhere in the distance, off to the west, there was a prolonged blast from the whistle of a passenger engine. A dog that had been sleeping in the roadway arose and barked. The stranger began to babble and made a prophecy concerning the child that lay in the arms of the agnostic.

“I came here to quit drinking,” he said, and tears began to run down his cheeks. He did not look at Tom Hard, but leaned forward and stared into the darkness as though seeing a vision. “I ran away to the country to be cured, but I am not cured. There is a reason.” He turned to look at the child who sat up very straight on her father’s knee and returned the look.

The stranger touched Tom Hard on the arm. “Drink is not the only thing to which I am addicted,” he said. “There is something else. I am a lover and have not found my thing to love. That is a big point if you know enough to realize what I mean. It makes my destruction inevitable, you see. There are few who understand that.”

The stranger became silent and seemed overcome with sadness, but another blast from the whistle of the passenger engine aroused him. “I have not lost faith. I proclaim that. I have only been brought to the place where I know my faith will not be realized,” he declared hoarsely. He looked hard at the child and began to address her, paying no more attention to the father. “There is a woman coming,” he said, and his voice was now sharp and earnest. “I have missed her, you see. She did not come in my time. You may be the woman. It would be like fate to let me stand in her presence once, on such an evening as this, when I have destroyed myself with drink and she is as yet only a child.”

The shoulders of the stranger shook violently, and when he tried to roll a cigarette the paper fell from his trembling fingers. He grew angry and scolded. “They think it’s easy to be a woman, to be loved, but I know better,” he declared. Again he turned to the child. “I understand,” he cried. “Perhaps of all men I alone understand.”

His glance again wandered away to the darkened street. “I know about her, although she has never crossed my path,” he said softly. “I know about her struggles and her defeats. It is because of her defeats that she is to me the lovely one. Out of her defeats has been born a new quality in woman. I have a name for it. I call it Tandy. I made up the name when I was a true dreamer and before my body became vile. It is the quality of being strong to be loved. It is something men need from women and that they do not get.”

The stranger arose and stood before Tom Hard. His body rocked back and forth and he seemed about to fall, but instead he dropped to his knees on the sidewalk and raised the hands of the little girl to his drunken lips. He kissed them ecstatically. “Be Tandy, little one,” he pleaded. “Dare to be strong and courageous. That is the road. Venture anything. Be brave enough to dare to be loved. Be something more than man or woman. Be Tandy.”

The stranger arose and staggered off down the street. A day or two later he got aboard a train and returned to his home in Cleveland. On the summer evening, after the talk before the hotel, Tom Hard took the girl child to the house of a relative where she had been invited to spend the night. As he went along in the darkness under the trees he forgot the babbling voice of the stranger and his mind returned to the making of arguments by which he might destroy men’s faith in God. He spoke his daughter’s name and she began to weep.

“I don’t want to be called that,” she declared. “I want to be called Tandy — Tandy Hard.” The child wept so bitterly that Tom Hard was touched and tried to comfort her. He stopped beneath a tree and, taking her into his arms, began to caress her. “Be good, now,” he said sharply; but she would not be quieted. With childish abandon she gave herself over to grief, her voice breaking the evening stillness of the street. “I want to be Tandy. I want to be Tandy. I want to be Tandy Hard,” she cried, shaking her head and sobbing as though her young strength were not enough to bear the vision the words of the drunkard had brought to her.


THE STRENGTH OF GOD
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THE REVEREND CURTIS Hartman was pastor of the Presbyterian Church of Winesburg, and had been in that position ten years. He was forty years old, and by his nature very silent and reticent. To preach, standing in the pulpit before the people, was always a hardship for him and from Wednesday morning until Saturday evening he thought of nothing but the two sermons that must be preached on Sunday. Early on Sunday morning he went into a little room called a study in the bell tower of the church and prayed. In his prayers there was one note that always predominated. “Give me strength and courage for Thy work, O Lord!” he pleaded, kneeling on the bare floor and bowing his head in the presence of the task that lay before him.

The Reverend Hartman was a tall man with a brown beard. His wife, a stout, nervous woman, was the daughter of a manufacturer of underwear at Cleveland, Ohio. The minister himself was rather a favorite in the town. The elders of the church liked him because he was quiet and unpretentious and Mrs. White, the banker’s wife, thought him scholarly and refined.

The Presbyterian Church held itself somewhat aloof from the other churches of Winesburg. It was larger and more imposing and its minister was better paid. He even had a carriage of his own and on summer evenings sometimes drove about town with his wife. Through Main Street and up and down Buckeye Street he went, bowing gravely to the people, while his wife, afire with secret pride, looked at him out of the corners of her eyes and worried lest the horse become frightened and run away.

For a good many years after he came to Winesburg things went well with Curtis Hartman. He was not one to arouse keen enthusiasm among the worshippers in his church but on the other hand he made no enemies. In reality he was much in earnest and sometimes suffered prolonged periods of remorse because he could not go crying the word of God in the highways and byways of the town. He wondered if the flame of the spirit really burned in him and dreamed of a day when a strong sweet new current of power would come like a great wind into his voice and his soul and the people would tremble before the spirit of God made manifest in him. “I am a poor stick and that will never really happen to me,” he mused dejectedly, and then a patient smile lit up his features. “Oh well, I suppose I’m doing well enough,” he added philosophically.

The room in the bell tower of the church, where on Sunday mornings the minister prayed for an increase in him of the power of God, had but one window. It was long and narrow and swung outward on a hinge like a door. On the window, made of little leaded panes, was a design showing the Christ laying his hand upon the head of a child. One Sunday morning in the summer as he sat by his desk in the room with a large Bible opened before him, and the sheets of his sermon scattered about, the minister was shocked to see, in the upper room of the house next door, a woman lying in her bed and smoking a cigarette while she read a book. Curtis Hartman went on tiptoe to the window and closed it softly. He was horror stricken at the thought of a woman smoking and trembled also to think that his eyes, just raised from the pages of the book of God, had looked upon the bare shoulders and white throat of a woman. With his brain in a whirl he went down into the pulpit and preached a long sermon without once thinking of his gestures or his voice. The sermon attracted unusual attention because of its power and clearness. “I wonder if she is listening, if my voice is carrying a message into her soul,” he thought and began to hope that on future Sunday mornings he might be able to say words that would touch and awaken the woman apparently far gone in secret sin.

The house next door to the Presbyterian Church, through the windows of which the minister had seen the sight that had so upset him, was occupied by two women. Aunt Elizabeth Swift, a grey competent-looking widow with money in the Winesburg National Bank, lived there with her daughter Kate Swift, a school teacher. The school teacher was thirty years old and had a neat trim-looking figure. She had few friends and bore a reputation of having a sharp tongue. When he began to think about her, Curtis Hartman remembered that she had been to Europe and had lived for two years in New York City. “Perhaps after all her smoking means nothing,” he thought. He began to remember that when he was a student in college and occasionally read novels, good although somewhat worldly women, had smoked through the pages of a book that had once fallen into his hands. With a rush of new determination he worked on his sermons all through the week and forgot, in his zeal to reach the ears and the soul of this new listener, both his embarrassment in the pulpit and the necessity of prayer in the study on Sunday mornings.

Reverend Hartman’s experience with women had been somewhat limited. He was the son of a wagon maker from Muncie, Indiana, and had worked his way through college. The daughter of the underwear manufacturer had boarded in a house where he lived during his school days and he had married her after a formal and prolonged courtship, carried on for the most part by the girl herself. On his marriage day the underwear manufacturer had given his daughter five thousand dollars and he promised to leave her at least twice that amount in his will. The minister had thought himself fortunate in marriage and had never permitted himself to think of other women. He did not want to think of other women. What he wanted was to do the work of God quietly and earnestly.

In the soul of the minister a struggle awoke. From wanting to reach the ears of Kate Swift, and through his sermons to delve into her soul, he began to want also to look again at the figure lying white and quiet in the bed. On a Sunday morning when he could not sleep because of his thoughts he arose and went to walk in the streets. When he had gone along Main Street almost to the old Richmond place he stopped and picking up a stone rushed off to the room in the bell tower. With the stone he broke out a corner of the window and then locked the door and sat down at the desk before the open Bible to wait. When the shade of the window to Kate Swift’s room was raised he could see, through the hole, directly into her bed, but she was not there. She also had arisen and had gone for a walk and the hand that raised the shade was the hand of Aunt Elizabeth Swift.

The minister almost wept with joy at this deliverance from the carnal desire to “peep” and went back to his own house praising God. In an ill moment he forgot, however, to stop the hole in the window. The piece of glass broken out at the corner of the window just nipped off the bare heel of the boy standing motionless and looking with rapt eyes into the face of the Christ.

Curtis Hartman forgot his sermon on that Sunday morning. He talked to his congregation and in his talk said that it was a mistake for people to think of their minister as a man set aside and intended by nature to lead a blameless life. “Out of my own experience I know that we, who are the ministers of God’s word, are beset by the same temptations that assail you,” he declared. “I have been tempted and have surrendered to temptation. It is only the hand of God, placed beneath my head, that has raised me up. As he has raised me so also will he raise you. Do not despair. In your hour of sin raise your eyes to the skies and you will be again and again saved.”

Resolutely the minister put the thoughts of the woman in the bed out of his mind and began to be something like a lover in the presence of his wife. One evening when they drove out together he turned the horse out of Buckeye Street and in the darkness on Gospel Hill, above Waterworks Pond, put his arm about Sarah Hartman’s waist. When he had eaten breakfast in the morning and was ready to retire to his study at the back of his house he went around the table and kissed his wife on the cheek. When thoughts of Kate Swift came into his head, he smiled and raised his eyes to the skies. “Intercede for me, Master,” he muttered, “keep me in the narrow path intent on Thy work.”

And now began the real struggle in the soul of the brown-bearded minister. By chance he discovered that Kate Swift was in the habit of lying in her bed in the evenings and reading a book. A lamp stood on a table by the side of the bed and the light streamed down upon her white shoulders and bare throat. On the evening when he made the discovery the minister sat at the desk in the dusty room from nine until after eleven and when her light was put out stumbled out of the church to spend two more hours walking and praying in the streets. He did not want to kiss the shoulders and the throat of Kate Swift and had not allowed his mind to dwell on such thoughts. He did not know what he wanted. “I am God’s child and he must save me from myself,” he cried, in the darkness under the trees as he wandered in the streets. By a tree he stood and looked at the sky that was covered with hurrying clouds. He began to talk to God intimately and closely. “Please, Father, do not forget me. Give me power to go tomorrow and repair the hole in the window. Lift my eyes again to the skies. Stay with me, Thy servant, in his hour of need.”

Up and down through the silent streets walked the minister and for days and weeks his soul was troubled. He could not understand the temptation that had come to him nor could he fathom the reason for its coming. In a way he began to blame God, saying to himself that he had tried to keep his feet in the true path and had not run about seeking sin. “Through my days as a young man and all through my life here I have gone quietly about my work,” he declared. “Why now should I be tempted? What have I done that this burden should be laid on me?”

Three times during the early fall and winter of that year Curtis Hartman crept out of his house to the room in the bell tower to sit in the darkness looking at the figure of Kate Swift lying in her bed and later went to walk and pray in the streets. He could not understand himself. For weeks he would go along scarcely thinking of the school teacher and telling himself that he had conquered the carnal desire to look at her body. And then something would happen. As he sat in the study of his own house, hard at work on a sermon, he would become nervous and begin to walk up and down the room. “I will go out into the streets,” he told himself and even as he let himself in at the church door he persistently denied to himself the cause of his being there. “I will not repair the hole in the window and I will train myself to come here at night and sit in the presence of this woman without raising my eyes. I will not be defeated in this thing. The Lord has devised this temptation as a test of my soul and I will grope my way out of darkness into the light of righteousness.”

One night in January when it was bitter cold and snow lay deep on the streets of Winesburg Curtis Hartman paid his last visit to the room in the bell tower of the church. It was past nine o’clock when he left his own house and he set out so hurriedly that he forgot to put on his overshoes. In Main Street no one was abroad but Hop Higgins the night watchman and in the whole town no one was awake but the watchman and young George Willard, who sat in the office of the Winesburg Eagle trying to write a story. Along the street to the church went the minister, plowing through the drifts and thinking that this time he would utterly give way to sin. “I want to look at the woman and to think of kissing her shoulders and I am going to let myself think what I choose,” he declared bitterly and tears came into his eyes. He began to think that he would get out of the ministry and try some other way of life. “I shall go to some city and get into business,” he declared. “If my nature is such that I cannot resist sin, I shall give myself over to sin. At least I shall not be a hypocrite, preaching the word of God with my mind thinking of the shoulders and neck of a woman who does not belong to me.”

It was cold in the room of the bell tower of the church on that January night and almost as soon as he came into the room Curtis Hartman knew that if he stayed he would be ill. His feet were wet from tramping in the snow and there was no fire. In the room in the house next door Kate Swift had not yet appeared. With grim determination the man sat down to wait. Sitting in the chair and gripping the edge of the desk on which lay the Bible he stared into the darkness thinking the blackest thoughts of his life. He thought of his wife and for the moment almost hated her. “She has always been ashamed of passion and has cheated me,” he thought. “Man has a right to expect living passion and beauty in a woman. He has no right to forget that he is an animal and in me there is something that is Greek. I will throw off the woman of my bosom and seek other women. I will besiege this school teacher. I will fly in the face of all men and if I am a creature of carnal lusts I will live then for my lusts.”

The distracted man trembled from head to foot, partly from cold, partly from the struggle in which he was engaged. Hours passed and a fever assailed his body. His throat began to hurt and his teeth chattered. His feet on the study floor felt like two cakes of ice. Still he would not give up. “I will see this woman and will think the thoughts I have never dared to think,” he told himself, gripping the edge of the desk and waiting.

Curtis Hartman came near dying from the effects of that night of waiting in the church, and also he found in the thing that happened what he took to be the way of life for him. On other evenings when he had waited he had not been able to see, through the little hole in the glass, any part of the school teacher’s room except that occupied by her bed. In the darkness he had waited until the woman suddenly appeared sitting in the bed in her white nightrobe. When the light was turned up she propped herself up among the pillows and read a book. Sometimes she smoked one of the cigarettes. Only her bare shoulders and throat were visible.

On the January night, after he had come near dying with cold and after his mind had two or three times actually slipped away into an odd land of fantasy so that he had by an exercise of will power to force himself back into consciousness, Kate Swift appeared. In the room next door a lamp was lighted and the waiting man stared into an empty bed. Then upon the bed before his eyes a naked woman threw herself. Lying face downward she wept and beat with her fists upon the pillow. With a final outburst of weeping she half arose, and in the presence of the man who had waited to look and not to think thoughts the woman of sin began to pray. In the lamplight her figure, slim and strong, looked like the figure of the boy in the presence of the Christ on the leaded window.

Curtis Hartman never remembered how he got out of the church. With a cry he arose, dragging the heavy desk along the floor. The Bible fell, making a great clatter in the silence. When the light in the house next door went out he stumbled down the stairway and into the street. Along the street he went and ran in at the door of the Winesburg Eagle. To George Willard, who was tramping up and down in the office undergoing a struggle of his own, he began to talk half incoherently. “The ways of God are beyond human understanding,” he cried, running in quickly and closing the door. He began to advance upon the young man, his eyes glowing and his voice ringing with fervor. “I have found the light,” he cried. “After ten years in this town, God has manifested himself to me in the body of a woman.” His voice dropped and he began to whisper. “I did not understand,” he said. “What I took to be a trial of my soul was only a preparation for a new and more beautiful fervor of the spirit. God has appeared to me in the person of Kate Swift, the school teacher, kneeling naked on a bed. Do you know Kate Swift? Although she may not be aware of it, she is an instrument of God, bearing the message of truth.”

Reverend Curtis Hartman turned and ran out of the office. At the door he stopped, and after looking up and down the deserted street, turned again to George Willard. “I am delivered. Have no fear.” He held up a bleeding fist for the young man to see. “I smashed the glass of the window,” he cried. “Now it will have to be wholly replaced. The strength of God was in me and I broke it with my fist.”


THE TEACHER
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SNOW LAY DEEP in the streets of Winesburg. It had begun to snow about ten o’clock in the morning and a wind sprang up and blew the snow in clouds along Main Street. The frozen mud roads that led into town were fairly smooth and in places ice covered the mud. “There will be good sleighing,” said Will Henderson, standing by the bar in Ed Griffith’s saloon. Out of the saloon he went and met Sylvester West the druggist stumbling along in the kind of heavy overshoes called arctics. “Snow will bring the people into town on Saturday,” said the druggist. The two men stopped and discussed their affairs. Will Henderson, who had on a light overcoat and no overshoes, kicked the heel of his left foot with the toe of the right. “Snow will be good for the wheat,” observed the druggist sagely.

Young George Willard, who had nothing to do, was glad because he did not feel like working that day. The weekly paper had been printed and taken to the post office Wednesday evening and the snow began to fall on Thursday. At eight o’clock, after the morning train had passed, he put a pair of skates in his pocket and went up to Waterworks Pond but did not go skating. Past the pond and along a path that followed Wine Creek he went until he came to a grove of beech trees. There he built a fire against the side of a log and sat down at the end of the log to think. When the snow began to fall and the wind to blow he hurried about getting fuel for the fire.

The young reporter was thinking of Kate Swift, who had once been his school teacher. On the evening before he had gone to her house to get a book she wanted him to read and had been alone with her for an hour. For the fourth or fifth time the woman had talked to him with great earnestness and he could not make out what she meant by her talk. He began to believe she must be in love with him and the thought was both pleasing and annoying.

Up from the log he sprang and began to pile sticks on the fire. Looking about to be sure he was alone he talked aloud pretending he was in the presence of the woman, “Oh, you’re just letting on, you know you are,” he declared. “I am going to find out about you. You wait and see.”

The young man got up and went back along the path toward town leaving the fire blazing in the wood. As he went through the streets the skates clanked in his pocket. In his own room in the New Willard House he built a fire in the stove and lay down on top of the bed. He began to have lustful thoughts and pulling down the shade of the window closed his eyes and turned his face to the wall. He took a pillow into his arms and embraced it thinking first of the school teacher, who by her words had stirred something within him, and later of Helen White, the slim daughter of the town banker, with whom he had been for a long time half in love.

By nine o’clock of that evening snow lay deep in the streets and the weather had become bitter cold. It was difficult to walk about. The stores were dark and the people had crawled away to their houses. The evening train from Cleveland was very late but nobody was interested in its arrival. By ten o’clock all but four of the eighteen hundred citizens of the town were in bed.

Hop Higgins, the night watchman, was partially awake. He was lame and carried a heavy stick. On dark nights he carried a lantern. Between nine and ten o’clock he went his rounds. Up and down Main Street he stumbled through the drifts trying the doors of the stores. Then he went into alleyways and tried the back doors. Finding all tight he hurried around the corner to the New Willard House and beat on the door. Through the rest of the night he intended to stay by the stove. “You go to bed. I’ll keep the stove going,” he said to the boy who slept on a cot in the hotel office.

Hop Higgins sat down by the stove and took off his shoes. When the boy had gone to sleep he began to think of his own affairs. He intended to paint his house in the spring and sat by the stove calculating the cost of paint and labor. That led him into other calculations. The night watchman was sixty years old and wanted to retire. He had been a soldier in the Civil War and drew a small pension. He hoped to find some new method of making a living and aspired to become a professional breeder of ferrets. Already he had four of the strangely shaped savage little creatures, that are used by sportsmen in the pursuit of rabbits, in the cellar of his house. “Now I have one male and three females,” he mused. “If I am lucky by spring I shall have twelve or fifteen. In another year I shall be able to begin advertising ferrets for sale in the sporting papers.”

The nightwatchman settled into his chair and his mind became a blank. He did not sleep. By years of practice he had trained himself to sit for hours through the long nights neither asleep nor awake. In the morning he was almost as refreshed as though he had slept.

With Hop Higgins safely stowed away in the chair behind the stove only three people were awake in Winesburg. George Willard was in the office of the Eagle pretending to be at work on the writing of a story but in reality continuing the mood of the morning by the fire in the wood. In the bell tower of the Presbyterian Church the Reverend Curtis Hartman was sitting in the darkness preparing himself for a revelation from God, and Kate Swift, the school teacher, was leaving her house for a walk in the storm.

It was past ten o’clock when Kate Swift set out and the walk was unpremeditated. It was as though the man and the boy, by thinking of her, had driven her forth into the wintry streets. Aunt Elizabeth Swift had gone to the county seat concerning some business in connection with mortgages in which she had money invested and would not be back until the next day. By a huge stove, called a base burner, in the living room of the house sat the daughter reading a book. Suddenly she sprang to her feet and, snatching a cloak from a rack by the front door, ran out of the house.

At the age of thirty Kate Swift was not known in Winesburg as a pretty woman. Her complexion was not good and her face was covered with blotches that indicated ill health. Alone in the night in the winter streets she was lovely. Her back was straight, her shoulders square, and her features were as the features of a tiny goddess on a pedestal in a garden in the dim light of a summer evening.

During the afternoon the school teacher had been to see Doctor Welling concerning her health. The doctor had scolded her and had declared she was in danger of losing her hearing. It was foolish for Kate Swift to be abroad in the storm, foolish and perhaps dangerous.

The woman in the streets did not remember the words of the doctor and would not have turned back had she remembered. She was very cold but after walking for five minutes no longer minded the cold. First she went to the end of her own street and then across a pair of hay scales set in the ground before a feed barn and into Trunion Pike. Along Trunion Pike she went to Ned Winters’ barn and turning east followed a street of low frame houses that led over Gospel Hill and into Sucker Road that ran down a shallow valley past Ike Smead’s chicken farm to Waterworks Pond. As she went along, the bold, excited mood that had driven her out of doors passed and then returned again.

There was something biting and forbidding in the character of Kate Swift. Everyone felt it. In the schoolroom she was silent, cold, and stern, and yet in an odd way very close to her pupils. Once in a long while something seemed to have come over her and she was happy. All of the children in the schoolroom felt the effect of her happiness. For a time they did not work but sat back in their chairs and looked at her.

With hands clasped behind her back the school teacher walked up and down in the schoolroom and talked very rapidly. It did not seem to matter what subject came into her mind. Once she talked to the children of Charles Lamb and made up strange, intimate little stories concerning the life of the dead writer. The stories were told with the air of one who had lived in a house with Charles Lamb and knew all the secrets of his private life. The children were somewhat confused, thinking Charles Lamb must be someone who had once lived in Winesburg.

On another occasion the teacher talked to the children of Benvenuto Cellini. That time they laughed. What a bragging, blustering, brave, lovable fellow she made of the old artist! Concerning him also she invented anecdotes. There was one of a German music teacher who had a room above Cellini’s lodgings in the city of Milan that made the boys guffaw. Sugars McNutts, a fat boy with red cheeks, laughed so hard that he became dizzy and fell off his seat and Kate Swift laughed with him. Then suddenly she became again cold and stern.

On the winter night when she walked through the deserted snow-covered streets, a crisis had come into the life of the school teacher. Although no one in Winesburg would have suspected it, her life had been very adventurous. It was still adventurous. Day by day as she worked in the schoolroom or walked in the streets, grief, hope, and desire fought within her. Behind a cold exterior the most extraordinary events transpired in her mind. The people of the town thought of her as a confirmed old maid and because she spoke sharply and went her own way thought her lacking in all the human feeling that did so much to make and mar their own lives. In reality she was the most eagerly passionate soul among them, and more than once, in the five years since she had come back from her travels to settle in Winesburg and become a school teacher, had been compelled to go out of the house and walk half through the night fighting out some battle raging within. Once on a night when it rained she had stayed out six hours and when she came home had a quarrel with Aunt Elizabeth Swift. “I am glad you’re not a man,” said the mother sharply. “More than once I’ve waited for your father to come home, not knowing what new mess he had got into. I’ve had my share of uncertainty and you cannot blame me if I do not want to see the worst side of him reproduced in you.”

* * *

Kate Swift’s mind was ablaze with thoughts of George Willard. In something he had written as a school boy she thought she had recognized the spark of genius and wanted to blow on the spark. One day in the summer she had gone to the Eagle office and finding the boy unoccupied had taken him out Main Street to the Fair Ground, where the two sat on a grassy bank and talked. The school teacher tried to bring home to the mind of the boy some conception of the difficulties he would have to face as a writer. “You will have to know life,” she declared, and her voice trembled with earnestness. She took hold of George Willard’s shoulders and turned him about so that she could look into his eyes. A passer-by might have thought them about to embrace. “If you are to become a writer you’ll have to stop fooling with words,” she explained. “It would be better to give up the notion of writing until you are better prepared. Now it’s time to be living. I don’t want to frighten you, but I would like to make you understand the import of what you think of attempting. You must not become a mere peddler of words. The thing to learn is to know what people are thinking about, not what they say.”

On the evening before that stormy Thursday night when the Reverend Curtis Hartman sat in the bell tower of the church waiting to look at her body, young Willard had gone to visit the teacher and to borrow a book. It was then the thing happened that confused and puzzled the boy. He had the book under his arm and was preparing to depart. Again Kate Swift talked with great earnestness. Night was coming on and the light in the room grew dim. As he turned to go she spoke his name softly and with an impulsive movement took hold of his hand. Because the reporter was rapidly becoming a man something of his man’s appeal, combined with the winsomeness of the boy, stirred the heart of the lonely woman. A passionate desire to have him understand the import of life, to learn to interpret it truly and honestly, swept over her. Leaning forward, her lips brushed his cheek. At the same moment he for the first time became aware of the marked beauty of her features. They were both embarrassed, and to relieve her feeling she became harsh and domineering. “What’s the use? It will be ten years before you begin to understand what I mean when I talk to you,” she cried passionately.

* * *

On the night of the storm and while the minister sat in the church waiting for her, Kate Swift went to the office of the Winesburg Eagle, intending to have another talk with the boy. After the long walk in the snow she was cold, lonely, and tired. As she came through Main Street she saw the light from the printshop window shining on the snow and on an impulse opened the door and went in. For an hour she sat by the stove in the office talking of life. She talked with passionate earnestness. The impulse that had driven her out into the snow poured itself out into talk. She became inspired as she sometimes did in the presence of the children in school. A great eagerness to open the door of life to the boy, who had been her pupil and who she thought might possess a talent for the understanding of life, had possession of her. So strong was her passion that it became something physical. Again her hands took hold of his shoulders and she turned him about. In the dim light her eyes blazed. She arose and laughed, not sharply as was customary with her, but in a queer, hesitating way. “I must be going,” she said. “In a moment, if I stay, I’ll be wanting to kiss you.”

In the newspaper office a confusion arose. Kate Swift turned and walked to the door. She was a teacher but she was also a woman. As she looked at George Willard, the passionate desire to be loved by a man, that had a thousand times before swept like a storm over her body, took possession of her. In the lamplight George Willard looked no longer a boy, but a man ready to play the part of a man.

The school teacher let George Willard take her into his arms. In the warm little office the air became suddenly heavy and the strength went out of her body. Leaning against a low counter by the door she waited. When he came and put a hand on her shoulder she turned and let her body fall heavily against him. For George Willard the confusion was immediately increased. For a moment he held the body of the woman tightly against his body and then it stiffened. Two sharp little fists began to beat on his face. When the school teacher had run away and left him alone, he walked up and down the office swearing furiously.

It was into this confusion that the Reverend Curtis Hartman protruded himself. When he came in George Willard thought the town had gone mad. Shaking a bleeding fist in the air, the minister proclaimed the woman George had only a moment before held in his arms an instrument of God bearing a message of truth.

* * *

George blew out the lamp by the window and locking the door of the printshop went home. Through the hotel office, past Hop Higgins lost in his dream of the raising of ferrets, he went and up into his own room. The fire in the stove had gone out and he undressed in the cold. When he got into bed the sheets were like blankets of dry snow.

George Willard rolled about in the bed on which he had lain in the afternoon hugging the pillow and thinking thoughts of Kate Swift. The words of the minister, who he thought had gone suddenly insane, rang in his ears. His eyes stared about the room. The resentment, natural to the baffled male, passed and he tried to understand what had happened. He could not make it out. Over and over he turned the matter in his mind. Hours passed and he began to think it must be time for another day to come. At four o’clock he pulled the covers up about his neck and tried to sleep. When he became drowsy and closed his eyes, he raised a hand and with it groped about in the darkness. “I have missed something. I have missed something Kate Swift was trying to tell me,” he muttered sleepily. Then he slept and in all Winesburg he was the last soul on that winter night to go to sleep.


LONELINESS
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HE WAS THE son of Mrs. Al Robinson who once owned a farm on a side road leading off Trunion Pike, east of Winesburg and two miles beyond the town limits. The farmhouse was painted brown and the blinds to all of the windows facing the road were kept closed. In the road before the house a flock of chickens, accompanied by two guinea hens, lay in the deep dust. Enoch lived in the house with his mother in those days and when he was a young boy went to school at the Winesburg High School. Old citizens remembered him as a quiet, smiling youth inclined to silence. He walked in the middle of the road when he came into town and sometimes read a book. Drivers of teams had to shout and swear to make him realize where he was so that he would turn out of the beaten track and let them pass.

When he was twenty-one years old Enoch went to New York City and was a city man for fifteen years. He studied French and went to an art school, hoping to develop a faculty he had for drawing. In his own mind he planned to go to Paris and to finish his art education among the masters there, but that never turned out.

Nothing ever turned out for Enoch Robinson. He could draw well enough and he had many odd delicate thoughts hidden away in his brain that might have expressed themselves through the brush of a painter, but he was always a child and that was a handicap to his worldly development. He never grew up and of course he couldn’t understand people and he couldn’t make people understand him. The child in him kept bumping against things, against actualities like money and sex and opinions. Once he was hit by a street car and thrown against an iron post. That made him lame. It was one of the many things that kept things from turning out for Enoch Robinson.

In New York City, when he first went there to live and before he became confused and disconcerted by the facts of life, Enoch went about a good deal with young men. He got into a group of other young artists, both men and women, and in the evenings they sometimes came to visit him in his room. Once he got drunk and was taken to a police station where a police magistrate frightened him horribly, and once he tried to have an affair with a woman of the town met on the sidewalk before his lodging house. The woman and Enoch walked together three blocks and then the young man grew afraid and ran away. The woman had been drinking and the incident amused her. She leaned against the wall of a building and laughed so heartily that another man stopped and laughed with her. The two went away together, still laughing, and Enoch crept off to his room trembling and vexed.

The room in which young Robinson lived in New York faced Washington Square and was long and narrow like a hallway. It is important to get that fixed in your mind. The story of Enoch is in fact the story of a room almost more than it is the story of a man.

And so into the room in the evening came young Enoch’s friends. There was nothing particularly striking about them except that they were artists of the kind that talk. Everyone knows of the talking artists. Throughout all of the known history of the world they have gathered in rooms and talked. They talk of art and are passionately, almost feverishly, in earnest about it. They think it matters much more than it does.

And so these people gathered and smoked cigarettes and talked and Enoch Robinson, the boy from the farm near Winesburg, was there. He stayed in a corner and for the most part said nothing. How his big blue childlike eyes stared about! On the walls were pictures he had made, crude things, half finished. His friends talked of these. Leaning back in their chairs, they talked and talked with their heads rocking from side to side. Words were said about line and values and composition, lots of words, such as are always being said.

Enoch wanted to talk too but he didn’t know how. He was too excited to talk coherently. When he tried he sputtered and stammered and his voice sounded strange and squeaky to him. That made him stop talking. He knew what he wanted to say, but he knew also that he could never by any possibility say it. When a picture he had painted was under discussion, he wanted to burst out with something like this: “You don’t get the point,” he wanted to explain; “the picture you see doesn’t consist of the things you see and say words about. There is something else, something you don’t see at all, something you aren’t intended to see. Look at this one over here, by the door here, where the light from the window falls on it. The dark spot by the road that you might not notice at all is, you see, the beginning of everything. There is a clump of elders there such as used to grow beside the road before our house back in Winesburg, Ohio, and in among the elders there is something hidden. It is a woman, that’s what it is. She has been thrown from a horse and the horse has run away out of sight. Do you not see how the old man who drives a cart looks anxiously about? That is Thad Grayback who has a farm up the road. He is taking corn to Winesburg to be ground into meal at Comstock’s mill. He knows there is something in the elders, something hidden away, and yet he doesn’t quite know.

“It’s a woman you see, that’s what it is! It’s a woman and, oh, she is lovely! She is hurt and is suffering but she makes no sound. Don’t you see how it is? She lies quite still, white and still, and the beauty comes out from her and spreads over everything. It is in the sky back there and all around everywhere. I didn’t try to paint the woman, of course. She is too beautiful to be painted. How dull to talk of composition and such things! Why do you not look at the sky and then run away as I used to do when I was a boy back there in Winesburg, Ohio?”

That is the kind of thing young Enoch Robinson trembled to say to the guests who came into his room when he was a young fellow in New York City, but he always ended by saying nothing. Then he began to doubt his own mind. He was afraid the things he felt were not getting expressed in the pictures he painted. In a half indignant mood he stopped inviting people into his room and presently got into the habit of locking the door. He began to think that enough people had visited him, that he did not need people any more. With quick imagination he began to invent his own people to whom he could really talk and to whom he explained the things he had been unable to explain to living people. His room began to be inhabited by the spirits of men and women among whom he went, in his turn saying words. It was as though everyone Enoch Robinson had ever seen had left with him some essence of himself, something he could mould and change to suit his own fancy, something that understood all about such things as the wounded woman behind the elders in the pictures.

The mild, blue-eyed young Ohio boy was a complete egotist, as all children are egotists. He did not want friends for the quite simple reason that no child wants friends. He wanted most of all the people of his own mind, people with whom he could really talk, people he could harangue and scold by the hour, servants, you see, to his fancy. Among these people he was always self-confident and bold. They might talk, to be sure, and even have opinions of their own, but always he talked last and best. He was like a writer busy among the figures of his brain, a kind of tiny blue-eyed king he was, in a six-dollar room facing Washington Square in the city of New York.

Then Enoch Robinson got married. He began to get lonely and to want to touch actual flesh-and-bone people with his hands. Days passed when his room seemed empty. Lust visited his body and desire grew in his mind. At night strange fevers, burning within, kept him awake. He married a girl who sat in a chair next to his own in the art school and went to live in an apartment house in Brooklyn. Two children were born to the woman he married, and Enoch got a job in a place where illustrations are made for advertisements.

That began another phase of Enoch’s life. He began to play at a new game. For a while he was very proud of himself in the role of producing citizen of the world. He dismissed the essence of things and played with realities. In the fall he voted at an election and he had a newspaper thrown on his porch each morning. When in the evening he came home from work he got off a streetcar and walked sedately along behind some business man, striving to look very substantial and important. As a payer of taxes he thought he should post himself on how things are run. “I’m getting to be of some moment, a real part of things, of the state and the city and all that,” he told himself with an amusing miniature air of dignity. Once, coming home from Philadelphia, he had a discussion with a man met on a train. Enoch talked about the advisability of the government’s owning and operating the railroads and the man gave him a cigar. It was Enoch’s notion that such a move on the part of the government would be a good thing, and he grew quite excited as he talked. Later he remembered his own words with pleasure. “I gave him something to think about, that fellow,” he muttered to himself as he climbed the stairs to his Brooklyn apartment.

To be sure, Enoch’s marriage did not turn out. He himself brought it to an end. He began to feel choked and walled in by the life in the apartment, and to feel toward his wife and even toward his children as he had felt concerning the friends who once came to visit him. He began to tell little lies about business engagements that would give him freedom to walk alone in the street at night and, the chance offering, he secretly re-rented the room facing Washington Square. Then Mrs. Al Robinson died on the farm near Winesburg, and he got eight thousand dollars from the bank that acted as trustee of her estate. That took Enoch out of the world of men altogether. He gave the money to his wife and told her he could not live in the apartment any more. She cried and was angry and threatened, but he only stared at her and went his own way. In reality the wife did not care much. She thought Enoch slightly insane and was a little afraid of him. When it was quite sure that he would never come back, she took the two children and went to a village in Connecticut where she had lived as a girl. In the end she married a man who bought and sold real estate and was contented enough.

And so Enoch Robinson stayed in the New York room among the people of his fancy, playing with them, talking to them, happy as a child is happy. They were an odd lot, Enoch’s people. They were made, I suppose, out of real people he had seen and who had for some obscure reason made an appeal to him. There was a woman with a sword in her hand, an old man with a long white beard who went about followed by a dog, a young girl whose stockings were always coming down and hanging over her shoe tops. There must have been two dozen of the shadow people, invented by the child-mind of Enoch Robinson, who lived in the room with him.

And Enoch was happy. Into the room he went and locked the door. With an absurd air of importance he talked aloud, giving instructions, making comments on life. He was happy and satisfied to go on making his living in the advertising place until something happened. Of course something did happen. That is why he went back to live in Winesburg and why we know about him. The thing that happened was a woman. It would be that way. He was too happy. Something had to come into his world. Something had to drive him out of the New York room to live out his life an obscure, jerky little figure, bobbing up and down on the streets of an Ohio town at evening when the sun was going down behind the roof of Wesley Moyer’s livery barn.

About the thing that happened. Enoch told George Willard about it one night. He wanted to talk to someone, and he chose the young newspaper reporter because the two happened to be thrown together at a time when the younger man was in a mood to understand.

Youthful sadness, young man’s sadness, the sadness of a growing boy in a village at the year’s end, opened the lips of the old man. The sadness was in the heart of George Willard and was without meaning, but it appealed to Enoch Robinson.

It rained on the evening when the two met and talked, a drizzly wet October rain. The fruition of the year had come and the night should have been fine with a moon in the sky and the crisp sharp promise of frost in the air, but it wasn’t that way. It rained and little puddles of water shone under the street lamps on Main Street. In the woods in the darkness beyond the Fair Ground water dripped from the black trees. Beneath the trees wet leaves were pasted against tree roots that protruded from the ground. In gardens back of houses in Winesburg dry shriveled potato vines lay sprawling on the ground. Men who had finished the evening meal and who had planned to go uptown to talk the evening away with other men at the back of some store changed their minds. George Willard tramped about in the rain and was glad that it rained. He felt that way. He was like Enoch Robinson on the evenings when the old man came down out of his room and wandered alone in the streets. He was like that only that George Willard had become a tall young man and did not think it manly to weep and carry on. For a month his mother had been very ill and that had something to do with his sadness, but not much. He thought about himself and to the young that always brings sadness.

Enoch Robinson and George Willard met beneath a wooden awning that extended out over the sidewalk before Voight’s wagon shop on Maumee Street just off the main street of Winesburg. They went together from there through the rain-washed streets to the older man’s room on the third floor of the Heffner Block. The young reporter went willingly enough. Enoch Robinson asked him to go after the two had talked for ten minutes. The boy was a little afraid but had never been more curious in his life. A hundred times he had heard the old man spoken of as a little off his head and he thought himself rather brave and manly to go at all. From the very beginning, in the street in the rain, the old man talked in a queer way, trying to tell the story of the room in Washington Square and of his life in the room. “You’ll understand if you try hard enough,” he said conclusively. “I have looked at you when you went past me on the street and I think you can understand. It isn’t hard. All you have to do is to believe what I say, just listen and believe, that’s all there is to it.”

It was past eleven o’clock that evening when old Enoch, talking to George Willard in the room in the Heffner Block, came to the vital thing, the story of the woman and of what drove him out of the city to live out his life alone and defeated in Winesburg. He sat on a cot by the window with his head in his hand and George Willard was in a chair by a table. A kerosene lamp sat on the table and the room, although almost bare of furniture, was scrupulously clean. As the man talked George Willard began to feel that he would like to get out of the chair and sit on the cot also. He wanted to put his arms about the little old man. In the half darkness the man talked and the boy listened, filled with sadness.

“She got to coming in there after there hadn’t been anyone in the room for years,” said Enoch Robinson. “She saw me in the hallway of the house and we got acquainted. I don’t know just what she did in her own room. I never went there. I think she was a musician and played a violin. Every now and then she came and knocked at the door and I opened it. In she came and sat down beside me, just sat and looked about and said nothing. Anyway, she said nothing that mattered.”

The old man arose from the cot and moved about the room. The overcoat he wore was wet from the rain and drops of water kept falling with a soft thump on the floor. When he again sat upon the cot George Willard got out of the chair and sat beside him.

“I had a feeling about her. She sat there in the room with me and she was too big for the room. I felt that she was driving everything else away. We just talked of little things, but I couldn’t sit still. I wanted to touch her with my fingers and to kiss her. Her hands were so strong and her face was so good and she looked at me all the time.”

The trembling voice of the old man became silent and his body shook as from a chill. “I was afraid,” he whispered. “I was terribly afraid. I didn’t want to let her come in when she knocked at the door but I couldn’t sit still. ‘No, no,’ I said to myself, but I got up and opened the door just the same. She was so grown up, you see. She was a woman. I thought she would be bigger than I was there in that room.”

Enoch Robinson stared at George Willard, his childlike blue eyes shining in the lamplight. Again he shivered. “I wanted her and all the time I didn’t want her,” he explained. “Then I began to tell her about my people, about everything that meant anything to me. I tried to keep quiet, to keep myself to myself, but I couldn’t. I felt just as I did about opening the door. Sometimes I ached to have her go away and never come back any more.”

The old man sprang to his feet and his voice shook with excitement. “One night something happened. I became mad to make her understand me and to know what a big thing I was in that room. I wanted her to see how important I was. I told her over and over. When she tried to go away, I ran and locked the door. I followed her about. I talked and talked and then all of a sudden things went to smash. A look came into her eyes and I knew she did understand. Maybe she had understood all the time. I was furious. I couldn’t stand it. I wanted her to understand but, don’t you see, I couldn’t let her understand. I felt that then she would know everything, that I would be submerged, drowned out, you see. That’s how it is. I don’t know why.”

The old man dropped into a chair by the lamp and the boy listened, filled with awe. “Go away, boy,” said the man. “Don’t stay here with me any more. I thought it might be a good thing to tell you but it isn’t. I don’t want to talk any more. Go away.”

George Willard shook his head and a note of command came into his voice. “Don’t stop now. Tell me the rest of it,” he commanded sharply. “What happened? Tell me the rest of the story.”

Enoch Robinson sprang to his feet and ran to the window that looked down into the deserted main street of Winesburg. George Willard followed. By the window the two stood, the tall awkward boy-man and the little wrinkled man-boy. The childish, eager voice carried forward the tale. “I swore at her,” he explained. “I said vile words. I ordered her to go away and not to come back. Oh, I said terrible things. At first she pretended not to understand but I kept at it. I screamed and stamped on the floor. I made the house ring with my curses. I didn’t want ever to see her again and I knew, after some of the things I said, that I never would see her again.”

The old man’s voice broke and he shook his head. “Things went to smash,” he said quietly and sadly. “Out she went through the door and all the life there had been in the room followed her out. She took all of my people away. They all went out through the door after her. That’s the way it was.”

George Willard turned and went out of Enoch Robinson’s room. In the darkness by the window, as he went through the door, he could hear the thin old voice whimpering and complaining. “I’m alone, all alone here,” said the voice. “It was warm and friendly in my room but now I’m all alone.”


AN AWAKENING

[image: img50.jpg]

BELLE CARPENTER HAD a dark skin, grey eyes, and thick lips. She was tall and strong. When black thoughts visited her she grew angry and wished she were a man and could fight someone with her fists. She worked in the millinery shop kept by Mrs. Kate McHugh and during the day sat trimming hats by a window at the rear of the store. She was the daughter of Henry Carpenter, bookkeeper in the First National Bank of Winesburg, and lived with him in a gloomy old house far out at the end of Buckeye Street. The house was surrounded by pine trees and there was no grass beneath the trees. A rusty tin eaves-trough had slipped from its fastenings at the back of the house and when the wind blew it beat against the roof of a small shed, making a dismal drumming noise that sometimes persisted all through the night.

When she was a young girl Henry Carpenter made life almost unbearable for Belle, but as she emerged from girlhood into womanhood he lost his power over her. The bookkeeper’s life was made up of innumerable little pettinesses. When he went to the bank in the morning he stepped into a closet and put on a black alpaca coat that had become shabby with age. At night when he returned to his home he donned another black alpaca coat. Every evening he pressed the clothes worn in the streets. He had invented an arrangement of boards for the purpose. The trousers to his street suit were placed between the boards and the boards were clamped together with heavy screws. In the morning he wiped the boards with a damp cloth and stood them upright behind the dining room door. If they were moved during the day he was speechless with anger and did not recover his equilibrium for a week.

The bank cashier was a little bully and was afraid of his daughter. She, he realized, knew the story of his brutal treatment of her mother and hated him for it. One day she went home at noon and carried a handful of soft mud, taken from the road, into the house. With the mud she smeared the face of the boards used for the pressing of trousers and then went back to her work feeling relieved and happy.

Belle Carpenter occasionally walked out in the evening with George Willard. Secretly she loved another man, but her love affair, about which no one knew, caused her much anxiety. She was in love with Ed Handby, bartender in Ed Griffith’s Saloon, and went about with the young reporter as a kind of relief to her feelings. She did not think that her station in life would permit her to be seen in the company of the bartender and walked about under the trees with George Willard and let him kiss her to relieve a longing that was very insistent in her nature. She felt that she could keep the younger man within bounds. About Ed Handby she was somewhat uncertain.

Handby, the bartender, was a tall, broad-shouldered man of thirty who lived in a room upstairs above Griffith’s saloon. His fists were large and his eyes unusually small, but his voice, as though striving to conceal the power back of his fists, was soft and quiet.

At twenty-five the bartender had inherited a large farm from an uncle in Indiana. When sold, the farm brought in eight thousand dollars, which Ed spent in six months. Going to Sandusky, on Lake Erie, he began an orgy of dissipation, the story of which afterward filled his home town with awe. Here and there he went throwing the money about, driving carriages through the streets, giving wine parties to crowds of men and women, playing cards for high stakes and keeping mistresses whose wardrobes cost him hundreds of dollars. One night at a resort called Cedar Point, he got into a fight and ran amuck like a wild thing. With his fist he broke a large mirror in the wash room of a hotel and later went about smashing windows and breaking chairs in dance halls for the joy of hearing the glass rattle on the floor and seeing the terror in the eyes of clerks who had come from Sandusky to spend the evening at the resort with their sweethearts.

The affair between Ed Handby and Belle Carpenter on the surface amounted to nothing. He had succeeded in spending but one evening in her company. On that evening he hired a horse and buggy at Wesley Moyer’s livery barn and took her for a drive. The conviction that she was the woman his nature demanded and that he must get her settled upon him and he told her of his desires. The bartender was ready to marry and to begin trying to earn money for the support of his wife, but so simple was his nature that he found it difficult to explain his intentions. His body ached with physical longing and with his body he expressed himself. Taking the milliner into his arms and holding her tightly in spite of her struggles, he kissed her until she became helpless. Then he brought her back to town and let her out of the buggy. “When I get hold of you again I’ll not let you go. You can’t play with me,” he declared as he turned to drive away. Then, jumping out of the buggy, he gripped her shoulders with his strong hands. “I’ll keep you for good the next time,” he said. “You might as well make up your mind to that. It’s you and me for it and I’m going to have you before I get through.”

One night in January when there was a new moon George Willard, who was in Ed Handby’s mind the only obstacle to his getting Belle Carpenter, went for a walk. Early that evening George went into Ransom Surbeck’s pool room with Seth Richmond and Art Wilson, son of the town butcher. Seth Richmond stood with his back against the wall and remained silent, but George Willard talked. The pool room was filled with Winesburg boys and they talked of women. The young reporter got into that vein. He said that women should look out for themselves, that the fellow who went out with a girl was not responsible for what happened. As he talked he looked about, eager for attention. He held the floor for five minutes and then Art Wilson began to talk. Art was learning the barber’s trade in Cal Prouse’s shop and already began to consider himself an authority in such matters as baseball, horse racing, drinking, and going about with women. He began to tell of a night when he with two men from Winesburg went into a house of prostitution at the county seat. The butcher’s son held a cigar in the side of his mouth and as he talked spat on the floor. “The women in the place couldn’t embarrass me although they tried hard enough,” he boasted. “One of the girls in the house tried to get fresh, but I fooled her. As soon as she began to talk I went and sat in her lap. Everyone in the room laughed when I kissed her. I taught her to let me alone.”

George Willard went out of the pool room and into Main Street. For days the weather had been bitter cold with a high wind blowing down on the town from Lake Erie, eighteen miles to the north, but on that night the wind had died away and a new moon made the night unusually lovely. Without thinking where he was going or what he wanted to do, George went out of Main Street and began walking in dimly lighted streets filled with frame houses.

Out of doors under the black sky filled with stars he forgot his companions of the pool room. Because it was dark and he was alone he began to talk aloud. In a spirit of play he reeled along the street imitating a drunken man and then imagined himself a soldier clad in shining boots that reached to the knees and wearing a sword that jingled as he walked. As a soldier he pictured himself as an inspector, passing before a long line of men who stood at attention. He began to examine the accoutrements of the men. Before a tree he stopped and began to scold. “Your pack is not in order,” he said sharply. “How many times will I have to speak of this matter? Everything must be in order here. We have a difficult task before us and no difficult task can be done without order.”

Hypnotized by his own words, the young man stumbled along the board sidewalk saying more words. “There is a law for armies and for men too,” he muttered, lost in reflection. “The law begins with little things and spreads out until it covers everything. In every little thing there must be order, in the place where men work, in their clothes, in their thoughts. I myself must be orderly. I must learn that law. I must get myself into touch with something orderly and big that swings through the night like a star. In my little way I must begin to learn something, to give and swing and work with life, with the law.”

George Willard stopped by a picket fence near a street lamp and his body began to tremble. He had never before thought such thoughts as had just come into his head and he wondered where they had come from. For the moment it seemed to him that some voice outside of himself had been talking as he walked. He was amazed and delighted with his own mind and when he walked on again spoke of the matter with fervor. “To come out of Ransom Surbeck’s pool room and think things like that,” he whispered. “It is better to be alone. If I talked like Art Wilson the boys would understand me but they wouldn’t understand what I’ve been thinking down here.”

In Winesburg, as in all Ohio towns of twenty years ago, there was a section in which lived day laborers. As the time of factories had not yet come, the laborers worked in the fields or were section hands on the railroads. They worked twelve hours a day and received one dollar for the long day of toil. The houses in which they lived were small cheaply constructed wooden affairs with a garden at the back. The more comfortable among them kept cows and perhaps a pig, housed in a little shed at the rear of the garden.

With his head filled with resounding thoughts, George Willard walked into such a street on the clear January night. The street was dimly lighted and in places there was no sidewalk. In the scene that lay about him there was something that excited his already aroused fancy. For a year he had been devoting all of his odd moments to the reading of books and now some tale he had read concerning life in old world towns of the middle ages came sharply back to his mind so that he stumbled forward with the curious feeling of one revisiting a place that had been a part of some former existence. On an impulse he turned out of the street and went into a little dark alleyway behind the sheds in which lived the cows and pigs.

For a half hour he stayed in the alleyway, smelling the strong smell of animals too closely housed and letting his mind play with the strange new thoughts that came to him. The very rankness of the smell of manure in the clear sweet air awoke something heady in his brain. The poor little houses lighted by kerosene lamps, the smoke from the chimneys mounting straight up into the clear air, the grunting of pigs, the women clad in cheap calico dresses and washing dishes in the kitchens, the footsteps of men coming out of the houses and going off to the stores and saloons of Main Street, the dogs barking and the children crying — all of these things made him seem, as he lurked in the darkness, oddly detached and apart from all life.

The excited young man, unable to bear the weight of his own thoughts, began to move cautiously along the alleyway. A dog attacked him and had to be driven away with stones, and a man appeared at the door of one of the houses and swore at the dog. George went into a vacant lot and throwing back his head looked up at the sky. He felt unutterably big and remade by the simple experience through which he had been passing and in a kind of fervor of emotion put up his hands, thrusting them into the darkness above his head and muttering words. The desire to say words overcame him and he said words without meaning, rolling them over on his tongue and saying them because they were brave words, full of meaning. “Death,” he muttered, “night, the sea, fear, loveliness.”

George Willard came out of the vacant lot and stood again on the sidewalk facing the houses. He felt that all of the people in the little street must be brothers and sisters to him and he wished he had the courage to call them out of their houses and to shake their hands. “If there were only a woman here I would take hold of her hand and we would run until we were both tired out,” he thought. “That would make me feel better.” With the thought of a woman in his mind he walked out of the street and went toward the house where Belle Carpenter lived. He thought she would understand his mood and that he could achieve in her presence a position he had long been wanting to achieve. In the past when he had been with her and had kissed her lips he had come away filled with anger at himself. He had felt like one being used for some obscure purpose and had not enjoyed the feeling. Now he thought he had suddenly become too big to be used.

When George got to Belle Carpenter’s house there had already been a visitor there before him. Ed Handby had come to the door and calling Belle out of the house had tried to talk to her. He had wanted to ask the woman to come away with him and to be his wife, but when she came and stood by the door he lost his self-assurance and became sullen. “You stay away from that kid,” he growled, thinking of George Willard, and then, not knowing what else to say, turned to go away. “If I catch you together I will break your bones and his too,” he added. The bartender had come to woo, not to threaten, and was angry with himself because of his failure.

When her lover had departed Belle went indoors and ran hurriedly upstairs. From a window at the upper part of the house she saw Ed Handby cross the street and sit down on a horse block before the house of a neighbor. In the dim light the man sat motionless holding his head in his hands. She was made happy by the sight, and when George Willard came to the door she greeted him effusively and hurriedly put on her hat. She thought that, as she walked through the streets with young Willard, Ed Handby would follow and she wanted to make him suffer.

For an hour Belle Carpenter and the young reporter walked about under the trees in the sweet night air. George Willard was full of big words. The sense of power that had come to him during the hour in the darkness in the alleyway remained with him and he talked boldly, swaggering along and swinging his arms about. He wanted to make Belle Carpenter realize that he was aware of his former weakness and that he had changed. “You’ll find me different,” he declared, thrusting his hands into his pockets and looking boldly into her eyes. “I don’t know why but it is so. You’ve got to take me for a man or let me alone. That’s how it is.”

Up and down the quiet streets under the new moon went the woman and the boy. When George had finished talking they turned down a side street and went across a bridge into a path that ran up the side of a hill. The hill began at Waterworks Pond and climbed upward to the Winesburg Fair Grounds. On the hillside grew dense bushes and small trees and among the bushes were little open spaces carpeted with long grass, now stiff and frozen.

As he walked behind the woman up the hill George Willard’s heart began to beat rapidly and his shoulders straightened. Suddenly he decided that Belle Carpenter was about to surrender herself to him. The new force that had manifested itself in him had, he felt, been at work upon her and had led to her conquest. The thought made him half drunk with the sense of masculine power. Although he had been annoyed that as they walked about she had not seemed to be listening to his words, the fact that she had accompanied him to this place took all his doubts away. “It is different. Everything has become different,” he thought and taking hold of her shoulder turned her about and stood looking at her, his eyes shining with pride.

Belle Carpenter did not resist. When he kissed her upon the lips she leaned heavily against him and looked over his shoulder into the darkness. In her whole attitude there was a suggestion of waiting. Again, as in the alleyway, George Willard’s mind ran off into words and, holding the woman tightly he whispered the words into the still night. “Lust,” he whispered, “lust and night and women.”

George Willard did not understand what happened to him that night on the hillside. Later, when he got to his own room, he wanted to weep and then grew half insane with anger and hate. He hated Belle Carpenter and was sure that all his life he would continue to hate her. On the hillside he had led the woman to one of the little open spaces among the bushes and had dropped to his knees beside her. As in the vacant lot, by the laborers’ houses, he had put up his hands in gratitude for the new power in himself and was waiting for the woman to speak when Ed Handby appeared.

The bartender did not want to beat the boy, who he thought had tried to take his woman away. He knew that beating was unnecessary, that he had power within himself to accomplish his purpose without using his fists. Gripping George by the shoulder and pulling him to his feet, he held him with one hand while he looked at Belle Carpenter seated on the grass. Then with a quick wide movement of his arm he sent the younger man sprawling away into the bushes and began to bully the woman, who had risen to her feet. “You’re no good,” he said roughly. “I’ve half a mind not to bother with you. I’d let you alone if I didn’t want you so much.”

On his hands and knees in the bushes George Willard stared at the scene before him and tried hard to think. He prepared to spring at the man who had humiliated him. To be beaten seemed to be infinitely better than to be thus hurled ignominiously aside.

Three times the young reporter sprang at Ed Handby and each time the bartender, catching him by the shoulder, hurled him back into the bushes. The older man seemed prepared to keep the exercise going indefinitely but George Willard’s head struck the root of a tree and he lay still. Then Ed Handby took Belle Carpenter by the arm and marched her away.

George heard the man and woman making their way through the bushes. As he crept down the hillside his heart was sick within him. He hated himself and he hated the fate that had brought about his humiliation. When his mind went back to the hour alone in the alleyway he was puzzled and stopping in the darkness listened, hoping to hear again the voice outside himself that had so short a time before put new courage into his heart. When his way homeward led him again into the street of frame houses he could not bear the sight and began to run, wanting to get quickly out of the neighborhood that now seemed to him utterly squalid and commonplace.


QUEER
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FROM HIS SEAT on a box in the rough board shed that stuck like a burr on the rear of Cowley & Son’s store in Winesburg, Elmer Cowley, the junior member of the firm, could see through a dirty window into the printshop of the Winesburg Eagle. Elmer was putting new shoelaces in his shoes. They did not go in readily and he had to take the shoes off. With the shoes in his hand he sat looking at a large hole in the heel of one of his stockings. Then looking quickly up he saw George Willard, the only newspaper reporter in Winesburg, standing at the back door of the Eagle printshop and staring absentmindedly about. “Well, well, what next!” exclaimed the young man with the shoes in his hand, jumping to his feet and creeping away from the window.

A flush crept into Elmer Cowley’s face and his hands began to tremble. In Cowley & Son’s store a Jewish traveling salesman stood by the counter talking to his father. He imagined the reporter could hear what was being said and the thought made him furious. With one of the shoes still held in his hand he stood in a corner of the shed and stamped with a stockinged foot upon the board floor.

Cowley & Son’s store did not face the main street of Winesburg. The front was on Maumee Street and beyond it was Voight’s wagon shop and a shed for the sheltering of farmers’ horses. Beside the store an alleyway ran behind the main street stores and all day drays and delivery wagons, intent on bringing in and taking out goods, passed up and down. The store itself was indescribable. Will Henderson once said of it that it sold everything and nothing. In the window facing Maumee Street stood a chunk of coal as large as an apple barrel, to indicate that orders for coal were taken, and beside the black mass of the coal stood three combs of honey grown brown and dirty in their wooden frames.

The honey had stood in the store window for six months. It was for sale as were also the coat hangers, patent suspender buttons, cans of roof paint, bottles of rheumatism cure, and a substitute for coffee that companioned the honey in its patient willingness to serve the public.

Ebenezer Cowley, the man who stood in the store listening to the eager patter of words that fell from the lips of the traveling man, was tall and lean and looked unwashed. On his scrawny neck was a large wen partially covered by a grey beard. He wore a long Prince Albert coat. The coat had been purchased to serve as a wedding garment. Before he became a merchant Ebenezer was a farmer and after his marriage he wore the Prince Albert coat to church on Sundays and on Saturday afternoons when he came into town to trade. When he sold the farm to become a merchant he wore the coat constantly. It had become brown with age and was covered with grease spots, but in it Ebenezer always felt dressed up and ready for the day in town.

As a merchant Ebenezer was not happily placed in life and he had not been happily placed as a farmer. Still he existed. His family, consisting of a daughter named Mabel and the son, lived with him in rooms above the store and it did not cost them much to live. His troubles were not financial. His unhappiness as a merchant lay in the fact that when a traveling man with wares to be sold came in at the front door he was afraid. Behind the counter he stood shaking his head. He was afraid, first that he would stubbornly refuse to buy and thus lose the opportunity to sell again; second that he would not be stubborn enough and would in a moment of weakness buy what could not be sold.

In the store on the morning when Elmer Cowley saw George Willard standing and apparently listening at the back door of the Eagle printshop, a situation had arisen that always stirred the son’s wrath. The traveling man talked and Ebenezer listened, his whole figure expressing uncertainty. “You see how quickly it is done,” said the traveling man, who had for sale a small flat metal substitute for collar buttons. With one hand he quickly unfastened a collar from his shirt and then fastened it on again. He assumed a flattering wheedling tone. “I tell you what, men have come to the end of all this fooling with collar buttons and you are the man to make money out of the change that is coming. I am offering you the exclusive agency for this town. Take twenty dozen of these fasteners and I’ll not visit any other store. I’ll leave the field to you.”

The traveling man leaned over the counter and tapped with his finger on Ebenezer’s breast. “It’s an opportunity and I want you to take it,” he urged. “A friend of mine told me about you. ‘See that man Cowley,’ he said. ‘He’s a live one.’”

The traveling man paused and waited. Taking a book from his pocket he began writing out the order. Still holding the shoe in his hand Elmer Cowley went through the store, past the two absorbed men, to a glass showcase near the front door. He took a cheap revolver from the case and began to wave it about. “You get out of here!” he shrieked. “We don’t want any collar fasteners here.” An idea came to him. “Mind, I’m not making any threat,” he added. “I don’t say I’ll shoot. Maybe I just took this gun out of the case to look at it. But you better get out. Yes sir, I’ll say that. You better grab up your things and get out.”

The young storekeeper’s voice rose to a scream and going behind the counter he began to advance upon the two men. “We’re through being fools here!” he cried. “We ain’t going to buy any more stuff until we begin to sell. We ain’t going to keep on being queer and have folks staring and listening. You get out of here!”

The traveling man left. Raking the samples of collar fasteners off the counter into a black leather bag, he ran. He was a small man and very bow-legged and he ran awkwardly. The black bag caught against the door and he stumbled and fell. “Crazy, that’s what he is — crazy!” he sputtered as he arose from the sidewalk and hurried away.

In the store Elmer Cowley and his father stared at each other. Now that the immediate object of his wrath had fled, the younger man was embarrassed. “Well, I meant it. I think we’ve been queer long enough,” he declared, going to the showcase and replacing the revolver. Sitting on a barrel he pulled on and fastened the shoe he had been holding in his hand. He was waiting for some word of understanding from his father but when Ebenezer spoke his words only served to reawaken the wrath in the son and the young man ran out of the store without replying. Scratching his grey beard with his long dirty fingers, the merchant looked at his son with the same wavering uncertain stare with which he had confronted the traveling man. “I’ll be starched,” he said softly. “Well, well, I’ll be washed and ironed and starched!”

Elmer Cowley went out of Winesburg and along a country road that paralleled the railroad track. He did not know where he was going or what he was going to do. In the shelter of a deep cut where the road, after turning sharply to the right, dipped under the tracks he stopped and the passion that had been the cause of his outburst in the store began to again find expression. “I will not be queer — one to be looked at and listened to,” he declared aloud. “I’ll be like other people. I’ll show that George Willard. He’ll find out. I’ll show him!”

The distraught young man stood in the middle of the road and glared back at the town. He did not know the reporter George Willard and had no special feeling concerning the tall boy who ran about town gathering the town news. The reporter had merely come, by his presence in the office and in the printshop of the Winesburg Eagle, to stand for something in the young merchant’s mind. He thought the boy who passed and repassed Cowley & Son’s store and who stopped to talk to people in the street must be thinking of him and perhaps laughing at him. George Willard, he felt, belonged to the town, typified the town, represented in his person the spirit of the town. Elmer Cowley could not have believed that George Willard had also his days of unhappiness, that vague hungers and secret unnamable desires visited also his mind. Did he not represent public opinion and had not the public opinion of Winesburg condemned the Cowleys to queerness? Did he not walk whistling and laughing through Main Street? Might not one by striking his person strike also the greater enemy — the thing that smiled and went its own way — the judgment of Winesburg?

Elmer Cowley was extraordinarily tall and his arms were long and powerful. His hair, his eyebrows, and the downy beard that had begun to grow upon his chin, were pale almost to whiteness. His teeth protruded from between his lips and his eyes were blue with the colorless blueness of the marbles called “aggies” that the boys of Winesburg carried in their pockets. Elmer had lived in Winesburg for a year and had made no friends. He was, he felt, one condemned to go through life without friends and he hated the thought.

Sullenly the tall young man tramped along the road with his hands stuffed into his trouser pockets. The day was cold with a raw wind, but presently the sun began to shine and the road became soft and muddy. The tops of the ridges of frozen mud that formed the road began to melt and the mud clung to Elmer’s shoes. His feet became cold. When he had gone several miles he turned off the road, crossed a field and entered a wood. In the wood he gathered sticks to build a fire, by which he sat trying to warm himself, miserable in body and in mind.

For two hours he sat on the log by the fire and then, arising and creeping cautiously through a mass of underbrush, he went to a fence and looked across fields to a small farmhouse surrounded by low sheds. A smile came to his lips and he began making motions with his long arms to a man who was husking corn in one of the fields.

In his hour of misery the young merchant had returned to the farm where he had lived through boyhood and where there was another human being to whom he felt he could explain himself. The man on the farm was a half-witted old fellow named Mook. He had once been employed by Ebenezer Cowley and had stayed on the farm when it was sold. The old man lived in one of the unpainted sheds back of the farmhouse and puttered about all day in the fields.

Mook the half-wit lived happily. With childlike faith he believed in the intelligence of the animals that lived in the sheds with him, and when he was lonely held long conversations with the cows, the pigs, and even with the chickens that ran about the barnyard. He it was who had put the expression regarding being “laundered” into the mouth of his former employer. When excited or surprised by anything he smiled vaguely and muttered: “I’ll be washed and ironed. Well, well, I’ll be washed and ironed and starched.”

When the half-witted old man left his husking of corn and came into the wood to meet Elmer Cowley, he was neither surprised nor especially interested in the sudden appearance of the young man. His feet also were cold and he sat on the log by the fire, grateful for the warmth and apparently indifferent to what Elmer had to say.

Elmer talked earnestly and with great freedom, walking up and down and waving his arms about. “You don’t understand what’s the matter with me so of course you don’t care,” he declared. “With me it’s different. Look how it has always been with me. Father is queer and mother was queer, too. Even the clothes mother used to wear were not like other people’s clothes, and look at that coat in which father goes about there in town, thinking he’s dressed up, too. Why don’t he get a new one? It wouldn’t cost much. I’ll tell you why. Father doesn’t know and when mother was alive she didn’t know either. Mabel is different. She knows but she won’t say anything. I will, though. I’m not going to be stared at any longer. Why look here, Mook, father doesn’t know that his store there in town is just a queer jumble, that he’ll never sell the stuff he buys. He knows nothing about it. Sometimes he’s a little worried that trade doesn’t come and then he goes and buys something else. In the evenings he sits by the fire upstairs and says trade will come after a while. He isn’t worried. He’s queer. He doesn’t know enough to be worried.”

The excited young man became more excited. “He don’t know but I know,” he shouted, stopping to gaze down into the dumb, unresponsive face of the half-wit. “I know too well. I can’t stand it. When we lived out here it was different. I worked and at night I went to bed and slept. I wasn’t always seeing people and thinking as I am now. In the evening, there in town, I go to the post office or to the depot to see the train come in, and no one says anything to me. Everyone stands around and laughs and they talk but they say nothing to me. Then I feel so queer that I can’t talk either. I go away. I don’t say anything. I can’t.”

The fury of the young man became uncontrollable. “I won’t stand it,” he yelled, looking up at the bare branches of the trees. “I’m not made to stand it.”

Maddened by the dull face of the man on the log by the fire, Elmer turned and glared at him as he had glared back along the road at the town of Winesburg. “Go on back to work,” he screamed. “What good does it do me to talk to you?” A thought came to him and his voice dropped. “I’m a coward too, eh?” he muttered. “Do you know why I came clear out here afoot? I had to tell someone and you were the only one I could tell. I hunted out another queer one, you see. I ran away, that’s what I did. I couldn’t stand up to someone like that George Willard. I had to come to you. I ought to tell him and I will.”

Again his voice arose to a shout and his arms flew about. “I will tell him. I won’t be queer. I don’t care what they think. I won’t stand it.”

Elmer Cowley ran out of the woods leaving the half-wit sitting on the log before the fire. Presently the old man arose and climbing over the fence went back to his work in the corn. “I’ll be washed and ironed and starched,” he declared. “Well, well, I’ll be washed and ironed.” Mook was interested. He went along a lane to a field where two cows stood nibbling at a straw stack. “Elmer was here,” he said to the cows. “Elmer is crazy. You better get behind the stack where he don’t see you. He’ll hurt someone yet, Elmer will.”

At eight o’clock that evening Elmer Cowley put his head in at the front door of the office of the Winesburg Eagle where George Willard sat writing. His cap was pulled down over his eyes and a sullen determined look was on his face. “You come on outside with me,” he said, stepping in and closing the door. He kept his hand on the knob as though prepared to resist anyone else coming in. “You just come along outside. I want to see you.”

George Willard and Elmer Cowley walked through the main street of Winesburg. The night was cold and George Willard had on a new overcoat and looked very spruce and dressed up. He thrust his hands into the overcoat pockets and looked inquiringly at his companion. He had long been wanting to make friends with the young merchant and find out what was in his mind. Now he thought he saw a chance and was delighted. “I wonder what he’s up to? Perhaps he thinks he has a piece of news for the paper. It can’t be a fire because I haven’t heard the fire bell and there isn’t anyone running,” he thought.

In the main street of Winesburg, on the cold November evening, but few citizens appeared and these hurried along bent on getting to the stove at the back of some store. The windows of the stores were frosted and the wind rattled the tin sign that hung over the entrance to the stairway leading to Doctor Welling’s office. Before Hern’s Grocery a basket of apples and a rack filled with new brooms stood on the sidewalk. Elmer Cowley stopped and stood facing George Willard. He tried to talk and his arms began to pump up and down. His face worked spasmodically. He seemed about to shout. “Oh, you go on back,” he cried. “Don’t stay out here with me. I ain’t got anything to tell you. I don’t want to see you at all.”

For three hours the distracted young merchant wandered through the resident streets of Winesburg blind with anger, brought on by his failure to declare his determination not to be queer. Bitterly the sense of defeat settled upon him and he wanted to weep. After the hours of futile sputtering at nothingness that had occupied the afternoon and his failure in the presence of the young reporter, he thought he could see no hope of a future for himself.

And then a new idea dawned for him. In the darkness that surrounded him he began to see a light. Going to the now darkened store, where Cowley & Son had for over a year waited vainly for trade to come, he crept stealthily in and felt about in a barrel that stood by the stove at the rear. In the barrel beneath shavings lay a tin box containing Cowley & Son’s cash. Every evening Ebenezer Cowley put the box in the barrel when he closed the store and went upstairs to bed. “They wouldn’t never think of a careless place like that,” he told himself, thinking of robbers.

Elmer took twenty dollars, two ten-dollar bills, from the little roll containing perhaps four hundred dollars, the cash left from the sale of the farm. Then replacing the box beneath the shavings he went quietly out at the front door and walked again in the streets.

The idea that he thought might put an end to all of his unhappiness was very simple. “I will get out of here, run away from home,” he told himself. He knew that a local freight train passed through Winesburg at midnight and went on to Cleveland, where it arrived at dawn. He would steal a ride on the local and when he got to Cleveland would lose himself in the crowds there. He would get work in some shop and become friends with the other workmen and would be indistinguishable. Then he could talk and laugh. He would no longer be queer and would make friends. Life would begin to have warmth and meaning for him as it had for others.

The tall awkward young man, striding through the streets, laughed at himself because he had been angry and had been half afraid of George Willard. He decided he would have his talk with the young reporter before he left town, that he would tell him about things, perhaps challenge him, challenge all of Winesburg through him.

Aglow with new confidence Elmer went to the office of the New Willard House and pounded on the door. A sleep-eyed boy slept on a cot in the office. He received no salary but was fed at the hotel table and bore with pride the title of “night clerk.” Before the boy Elmer was bold, insistent. “You ‘wake him up,” he commanded. “You tell him to come down by the depot. I got to see him and I’m going away on the local. Tell him to dress and come on down. I ain’t got much time.”

The midnight local had finished its work in Winesburg and the trainsmen were coupling cars, swinging lanterns and preparing to resume their flight east. George Willard, rubbing his eyes and again wearing the new overcoat, ran down to the station platform afire with curiosity. “Well, here I am. What do you want? You’ve got something to tell me, eh?” he said.

Elmer tried to explain. He wet his lips with his tongue and looked at the train that had begun to groan and get under way. “Well, you see,” he began, and then lost control of his tongue. “I’ll be washed and ironed. I’ll be washed and ironed and starched,” he muttered half incoherently.

Elmer Cowley danced with fury beside the groaning train in the darkness on the station platform. Lights leaped into the air and bobbed up and down before his eyes. Taking the two ten-dollar bills from his pocket he thrust them into George Willard’s hand. “Take them,” he cried. “I don’t want them. Give them to father. I stole them.” With a snarl of rage he turned and his long arms began to flay the air. Like one struggling for release from hands that held him he struck out, hitting George Willard blow after blow on the breast, the neck, the mouth. The young reporter rolled over on the platform half unconscious, stunned by the terrific force of the blows. Springing aboard the passing train and running over the tops of cars, Elmer sprang down to a flat car and lying on his face looked back, trying to see the fallen man in the darkness. Pride surged up in him. “I showed him,” he cried. “I guess I showed him. I ain’t so queer. I guess I showed him I ain’t so queer.”


THE UNTOLD LIE
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RAY PEARSON AND Hal Winters were farm hands employed on a farm three miles north of Winesburg. On Saturday afternoons they came into town and wandered about through the streets with other fellows from the country.

Ray was a quiet, rather nervous man of perhaps fifty with a brown beard and shoulders rounded by too much and too hard labor. In his nature he was as unlike Hal Winters as two men can be unlike.

Ray was an altogether serious man and had a little sharp-featured wife who had also a sharp voice. The two, with half a dozen thin-legged children, lived in a tumble-down frame house beside a creek at the back end of the Wills farm where Ray was employed.

Hal Winters, his fellow employee, was a young fellow. He was not of the Ned Winters family, who were very respectable people in Winesburg, but was one of the three sons of the old man called Windpeter Winters who had a sawmill near Unionville, six miles away, and who was looked upon by everyone in Winesburg as a confirmed old reprobate.

People from the part of Northern Ohio in which Winesburg lies will remember old Windpeter by his unusual and tragic death. He got drunk one evening in town and started to drive home to Unionville along the railroad tracks. Henry Brattenburg, the butcher, who lived out that way, stopped him at the edge of the town and told him he was sure to meet the down train but Windpeter slashed at him with his whip and drove on. When the train struck and killed him and his two horses a farmer and his wife who were driving home along a nearby road saw the accident. They said that old Windpeter stood up on the seat of his wagon, raving and swearing at the onrushing locomotive, and that he fairly screamed with delight when the team, maddened by his incessant slashing at them, rushed straight ahead to certain death. Boys like young George Willard and Seth Richmond will remember the incident quite vividly because, although everyone in our town said that the old man would go straight to hell and that the community was better off without him, they had a secret conviction that he knew what he was doing and admired his foolish courage. Most boys have seasons of wishing they could die gloriously instead of just being grocery clerks and going on with their humdrum lives.

But this is not the story of Windpeter Winters nor yet of his son Hal who worked on the Wills farm with Ray Pearson. It is Ray’s story. It will, however, be necessary to talk a little of young Hal so that you will get into the spirit of it.

Hal was a bad one. Everyone said that. There were three of the Winters boys in that family, John, Hal, and Edward, all broad-shouldered big fellows like old Windpeter himself and all fighters and woman-chasers and generally all-around bad ones.

Hal was the worst of the lot and always up to some devilment. He once stole a load of boards from his father’s mill and sold them in Winesburg. With the money he bought himself a suit of cheap, flashy clothes. Then he got drunk and when his father came raving into town to find him, they met and fought with their fists on Main Street and were arrested and put into jail together.

Hal went to work on the Wills farm because there was a country school teacher out that way who had taken his fancy. He was only twenty-two then but had already been in two or three of what were spoken of in Winesburg as “women scrapes.” Everyone who heard of his infatuation for the school teacher was sure it would turn out badly. “He’ll only get her into trouble, you’ll see,” was the word that went around.

And so these two men, Ray and Hal, were at work in a field on a day in the late October. They were husking corn and occasionally something was said and they laughed. Then came silence. Ray, who was the more sensitive and always minded things more, had chapped hands and they hurt. He put them into his coat pockets and looked away across the fields. He was in a sad, distracted mood and was affected by the beauty of the country. If you knew the Winesburg country in the fall and how the low hills are all splashed with yellows and reds you would understand his feeling. He began to think of the time, long ago when he was a young fellow living with his father, then a baker in Winesburg, and how on such days he had wandered away into the woods to gather nuts, hunt rabbits, or just to loaf about and smoke his pipe. His marriage had come about through one of his days of wandering. He had induced a girl who waited on trade in his father’s shop to go with him and something had happened. He was thinking of that afternoon and how it had affected his whole life when a spirit of protest awoke in him. He had forgotten about Hal and muttered words. “Tricked by Gad, that’s what I was, tricked by life and made a fool of,” he said in a low voice.

As though understanding his thoughts, Hal Winters spoke up. “Well, has it been worth while? What about it, eh? What about marriage and all that?” he asked and then laughed. Hal tried to keep on laughing but he too was in an earnest mood. He began to talk earnestly. “Has a fellow got to do it?” he asked. “Has he got to be harnessed up and driven through life like a horse?”

Hal didn’t wait for an answer but sprang to his feet and began to walk back and forth between the corn shocks. He was getting more and more excited. Bending down suddenly he picked up an ear of the yellow corn and threw it at the fence. “I’ve got Nell Gunther in trouble,” he said. “I’m telling you, but you keep your mouth shut.”

Ray Pearson arose and stood staring. He was almost a foot shorter than Hal, and when the younger man came and put his two hands on the older man’s shoulders they made a picture. There they stood in the big empty field with the quiet corn shocks standing in rows behind them and the red and yellow hills in the distance, and from being just two indifferent workmen they had become all alive to each other. Hal sensed it and because that was his way he laughed. “Well, old daddy,” he said awkwardly, “come on, advise me. I’ve got Nell in trouble. Perhaps you’ve been in the same fix yourself. I know what everyone would say is the right thing to do, but what do you say? Shall I marry and settle down? Shall I put myself into the harness to be worn out like an old horse? You know me, Ray. There can’t anyone break me but I can break myself. Shall I do it or shall I tell Nell to go to the devil? Come on, you tell me. Whatever you say, Ray, I’ll do.”

Ray couldn’t answer. He shook Hal’s hands loose and turning walked straight away toward the barn. He was a sensitive man and there were tears in his eyes. He knew there was only one thing to say to Hal Winters, son of old Windpeter Winters, only one thing that all his own training and all the beliefs of the people he knew would approve, but for his life he couldn’t say what he knew he should say.

At half-past four that afternoon Ray was puttering about the barnyard when his wife came up the lane along the creek and called him. After the talk with Hal he hadn’t returned to the cornfield but worked about the barn. He had already done the evening chores and had seen Hal, dressed and ready for a roistering night in town, come out of the farmhouse and go into the road. Along the path to his own house he trudged behind his wife, looking at the ground and thinking. He couldn’t make out what was wrong. Every time he raised his eyes and saw the beauty of the country in the failing light he wanted to do something he had never done before, shout or scream or hit his wife with his fists or something equally unexpected and terrifying. Along the path he went scratching his head and trying to make it out. He looked hard at his wife’s back but she seemed all right.

She only wanted him to go into town for groceries and as soon as she had told him what she wanted began to scold. “You’re always puttering,” she said. “Now I want you to hustle. There isn’t anything in the house for supper and you’ve got to get to town and back in a hurry.”

Ray went into his own house and took an overcoat from a hook back of the door. It was torn about the pockets and the collar was shiny. His wife went into the bedroom and presently came out with a soiled cloth in one hand and three silver dollars in the other. Somewhere in the house a child wept bitterly and a dog that had been sleeping by the stove arose and yawned. Again the wife scolded. “The children will cry and cry. Why are you always puttering?” she asked.

Ray went out of the house and climbed the fence into a field. It was just growing dark and the scene that lay before him was lovely. All the low hills were washed with color and even the little clusters of bushes in the corners of the fences were alive with beauty. The whole world seemed to Ray Pearson to have become alive with something just as he and Hal had suddenly become alive when they stood in the corn field staring into each other’s eyes.

The beauty of the country about Winesburg was too much for Ray on that fall evening. That is all there was to it. He could not stand it. Of a sudden he forgot all about being a quiet old farm hand and throwing off the torn overcoat began to run across the field. As he ran he shouted a protest against his life, against all life, against everything that makes life ugly. “There was no promise made,” he cried into the empty spaces that lay about him. “I didn’t promise my Minnie anything and Hal hasn’t made any promise to Nell. I know he hasn’t. She went into the woods with him because she wanted to go. What he wanted she wanted. Why should I pay? Why should Hal pay? Why should anyone pay? I don’t want Hal to become old and worn out. I’ll tell him. I won’t let it go on. I’ll catch Hal before he gets to town and I’ll tell him.”

Ray ran clumsily and once he stumbled and fell down. “I must catch Hal and tell him,” he kept thinking, and although his breath came in gasps he kept running harder and harder. As he ran he thought of things that hadn’t come into his mind for years — how at the time he married he had planned to go west to his uncle in Portland, Oregon — how he hadn’t wanted to be a farm hand, but had thought when he got out West he would go to sea and be a sailor or get a job on a ranch and ride a horse into Western towns, shouting and laughing and waking the people in the houses with his wild cries. Then as he ran he remembered his children and in fancy felt their hands clutching at him. All of his thoughts of himself were involved with the thoughts of Hal and he thought the children were clutching at the younger man also. “They are the accidents of life, Hal,” he cried. “They are not mine or yours. I had nothing to do with them.”

Darkness began to spread over the fields as Ray Pearson ran on and on. His breath came in little sobs. When he came to the fence at the edge of the road and confronted Hal Winters, all dressed up and smoking a pipe as he walked jauntily along, he could not have told what he thought or what he wanted.

Ray Pearson lost his nerve and this is really the end of the story of what happened to him. It was almost dark when he got to the fence and he put his hands on the top bar and stood staring. Hal Winters jumped a ditch and coming up close to Ray put his hands into his pockets and laughed. He seemed to have lost his own sense of what had happened in the corn field and when he put up a strong hand and took hold of the lapel of Ray’s coat he shook the old man as he might have shaken a dog that had misbehaved.

“You came to tell me, eh?” he said. “Well, never mind telling me anything. I’m not a coward and I’ve already made up my mind.” He laughed again and jumped back across the ditch. “Nell ain’t no fool,” he said. “She didn’t ask me to marry her. I want to marry her. I want to settle down and have kids.”

Ray Pearson also laughed. He felt like laughing at himself and all the world.

As the form of Hal Winters disappeared in the dusk that lay over the road that led to Winesburg, he turned and walked slowly back across the fields to where he had left his torn overcoat. As he went some memory of pleasant evenings spent with the thin-legged children in the tumble-down house by the creek must have come into his mind, for he muttered words. “It’s just as well. Whatever I told him would have been a lie,” he said softly, and then his form also disappeared into the darkness of the fields.


DRINK
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TOM FOSTER CAME to Winesburg from Cincinnati when he was still young and could get many new impressions. His grandmother had been raised on a farm near the town and as a young girl had gone to school there when Winesburg was a village of twelve or fifteen houses clustered about a general store on the Trunion Pike.

What a life the old woman had led since she went away from the frontier settlement and what a strong, capable little old thing she was! She had been in Kansas, in Canada, and in New York City, traveling about with her husband, a mechanic, before he died. Later she went to stay with her daughter, who had also married a mechanic and lived in Covington, Kentucky, across the river from Cincinnati.

Then began the hard years for Tom Foster’s grandmother. First her son-in-law was killed by a policeman during a strike and then Tom’s mother became an invalid and died also. The grandmother had saved a little money, but it was swept away by the illness of the daughter and by the cost of the two funerals. She became a half worn-out old woman worker and lived with the grandson above a junk shop on a side street in Cincinnati. For five years she scrubbed the floors in an office building and then got a place as dish washer in a restaurant. Her hands were all twisted out of shape. When she took hold of a mop or a broom handle the hands looked like the dried stems of an old creeping vine clinging to a tree.

The old woman came back to Winesburg as soon as she got the chance. One evening as she was coming home from work she found a pocket-book containing thirty-seven dollars, and that opened the way. The trip was a great adventure for the boy. It was past seven o’clock at night when the grandmother came home with the pocket-book held tightly in her old hands and she was so excited she could scarcely speak. She insisted on leaving Cincinnati that night, saying that if they stayed until morning the owner of the money would be sure to find them out and make trouble. Tom, who was then sixteen years old, had to go trudging off to the station with the old woman, bearing all of their earthly belongings done up in a worn-out blanket and slung across his back. By his side walked the grandmother urging him forward. Her toothless old mouth twitched nervously, and when Tom grew weary and wanted to put the pack down at a street crossing, she snatched it up and if he had not prevented would have slung it across her own back. When they got into the train and it had run out of the city she was as delighted as a girl and talked as the boy had never heard her talk before.

All through the night as the train rattled along, the grandmother told Tom tales of Winesburg and of how he would enjoy his life working in the fields and shooting wild things in the woods there. She could not believe that the tiny village of fifty years before had grown into a thriving town in her absence, and in the morning when the train came to Winesburg did not want to get off. “It isn’t what I thought. It may be hard for you here,” she said, and then the train went on its way and the two stood confused, not knowing where to turn, in the presence of Albert Longworth, the Winesburg baggage master.

But Tom Foster did get along all right. He was one to get along anywhere. Mrs. White, the banker’s wife, employed his grandmother to work in the kitchen and he got a place as stable boy in the banker’s new brick barn.

In Winesburg servants were hard to get. The woman who wanted help in her housework employed a “hired girl” who insisted on sitting at the table with the family. Mrs. White was sick of hired girls and snatched at the chance to get hold of the old city woman. She furnished a room for the boy Tom upstairs in the barn. “He can mow the lawn and run errands when the horses do not need attention,” she explained to her husband.

Tom Foster was rather small for his age and had a large head covered with stiff black hair that stood straight up. The hair emphasized the bigness of his head. His voice was the softest thing imaginable, and he was himself so gentle and quiet that he slipped into the life of the town without attracting the least bit of attention.

One could not help wondering where Tom Foster got his gentleness. In Cincinnati he had lived in a neighborhood where gangs of tough boys prowled through the streets, and all through his early formative years he ran about with tough boys. For a while he was a messenger for a telegraph company and delivered messages in a neighborhood sprinkled with houses of prostitution. The women in the houses knew and loved Tom Foster and the tough boys in the gangs loved him also.

He never asserted himself. That was one thing that helped him escape. In an odd way he stood in the shadow of the wall of life, was meant to stand in the shadow. He saw the men and women in the houses of lust, sensed their casual and horrible love affairs, saw boys fighting and listened to their tales of thieving and drunkenness, unmoved and strangely unaffected.

Once Tom did steal. That was while he still lived in the city. The grandmother was ill at the time and he himself was out of work. There was nothing to eat in the house, and so he went into a harness shop on a side street and stole a dollar and seventy-five cents out of the cash drawer.

The harness shop was run by an old man with a long mustache. He saw the boy lurking about and thought nothing of it. When he went out into the street to talk to a teamster Tom opened the cash drawer and taking the money walked away. Later he was caught and his grandmother settled the matter by offering to come twice a week for a month and scrub the shop. The boy was ashamed, but he was rather glad, too. “It is all right to be ashamed and makes me understand new things,” he said to the grandmother, who didn’t know what the boy was talking about but loved him so much that it didn’t matter whether she understood or not.

For a year Tom Foster lived in the banker’s stable and then lost his place there. He didn’t take very good care of the horses and he was a constant source of irritation to the banker’s wife. She told him to mow the lawn and he forgot. Then she sent him to the store or to the post office and he did not come back but joined a group of men and boys and spent the whole afternoon with them, standing about, listening and occasionally, when addressed, saying a few words. As in the city in the houses of prostitution and with the rowdy boys running through the streets at night, so in Winesburg among its citizens he had always the power to be a part of and yet distinctly apart from the life about him.

After Tom lost his place at Banker White’s he did not live with his grandmother, although often in the evening she came to visit him. He rented a room at the rear of a little frame building belonging to old Rufus Whiting. The building was on Duane Street, just off Main Street, and had been used for years as a law office by the old man, who had become too feeble and forgetful for the practice of his profession but did not realize his inefficiency. He liked Tom and let him have the room for a dollar a month. In the late afternoon when the lawyer had gone home the boy had the place to himself and spent hours lying on the floor by the stove and thinking of things. In the evening the grandmother came and sat in the lawyer’s chair to smoke a pipe while Tom remained silent, as he always did in the presence of everyone.

Often the old woman talked with great vigor. Sometimes she was angry about some happening at the banker’s house and scolded away for hours. Out of her own earnings she bought a mop and regularly scrubbed the lawyer’s office. Then when the place was spotlessly clean and smelled clean she lighted her clay pipe and she and Tom had a smoke together. “When you get ready to die then I will die also,” she said to the boy lying on the floor beside her chair.

Tom Foster enjoyed life in Winesburg. He did odd jobs, such as cutting wood for kitchen stoves and mowing the grass before houses. In late May and early June he picked strawberries in the fields. He had time to loaf and he enjoyed loafing. Banker White had given him a cast-off coat which was too large for him, but his grandmother cut it down, and he had also an overcoat, got at the same place, that was lined with fur. The fur was worn away in spots, but the coat was warm and in the winter Tom slept in it. He thought his method of getting along good enough and was happy and satisfied with the way life in Winesburg had turned out for him.

The most absurd little things made Tom Foster happy. That, I suppose, was why people loved him. In Hern’s Grocery they would be roasting coffee on Friday afternoon, preparatory to the Saturday rush of trade, and the rich odor invaded lower Main Street. Tom Foster appeared and sat on a box at the rear of the store. For an hour he did not move but sat perfectly still, filling his being with the spicy odor that made him half drunk with happiness. “I like it,” he said gently. “It makes me think of things far away, places and things like that.”

One night Tom Foster got drunk. That came about in a curious way. He never had been drunk before, and indeed in all his life had never taken a drink of anything intoxicating, but he felt he needed to be drunk that one time and so went and did it.

In Cincinnati, when he lived there, Tom had found out many things, things about ugliness and crime and lust. Indeed, he knew more of these things than anyone else in Winesburg. The matter of sex in particular had presented itself to him in a quite horrible way and had made a deep impression on his mind. He thought, after what he had seen of the women standing before the squalid houses on cold nights and the look he had seen in the eyes of the men who stopped to talk to them, that he would put sex altogether out of his own life. One of the women of the neighborhood tempted him once and he went into a room with her. He never forgot the smell of the room nor the greedy look that came into the eyes of the woman. It sickened him and in a very terrible way left a scar on his soul. He had always before thought of women as quite innocent things, much like his grandmother, but after that one experience in the room he dismissed women from his mind. So gentle was his nature that he could not hate anything and not being able to understand he decided to forget.

And Tom did forget until he came to Winesburg. After he had lived there for two years something began to stir in him. On all sides he saw youth making love and he was himself a youth. Before he knew what had happened he was in love also. He fell in love with Helen White, daughter of the man for whom he had worked, and found himself thinking of her at night.

That was a problem for Tom and he settled it in his own way. He let himself think of Helen White whenever her figure came into his mind and only concerned himself with the manner of his thoughts. He had a fight, a quiet determined little fight of his own, to keep his desires in the channel where he thought they belonged, but on the whole he was victorious.

And then came the spring night when he got drunk. Tom was wild on that night. He was like an innocent young buck of the forest that has eaten of some maddening weed. The thing began, ran its course, and was ended in one night, and you may be sure that no one in Winesburg was any the worse for Tom’s outbreak.

In the first place, the night was one to make a sensitive nature drunk. The trees along the residence streets of the town were all newly clothed in soft green leaves, in the gardens behind the houses men were puttering about in vegetable gardens, and in the air there was a hush, a waiting kind of silence very stirring to the blood.

Tom left his room on Duane Street just as the young night began to make itself felt. First he walked through the streets, going softly and quietly along, thinking thoughts that he tried to put into words. He said that Helen White was a flame dancing in the air and that he was a little tree without leaves standing out sharply against the sky. Then he said that she was a wind, a strong terrible wind, coming out of the darkness of a stormy sea and that he was a boat left on the shore of the sea by a fisherman.

That idea pleased the boy and he sauntered along playing with it. He went into Main Street and sat on the curbing before Wacker’s tobacco store. For an hour he lingered about listening to the talk of men, but it did not interest him much and he slipped away. Then he decided to get drunk and went into Willy’s saloon and bought a bottle of whiskey. Putting the bottle into his pocket, he walked out of town, wanting to be alone to think more thoughts and to drink the whiskey.

Tom got drunk sitting on a bank of new grass beside the road about a mile north of town. Before him was a white road and at his back an apple orchard in full bloom. He took a drink out of the bottle and then lay down on the grass. He thought of mornings in Winesburg and of how the stones in the graveled driveway by Banker White’s house were wet with dew and glistened in the morning light. He thought of the nights in the barn when it rained and he lay awake hearing the drumming of the raindrops and smelling the warm smell of horses and of hay. Then he thought of a storm that had gone roaring through Winesburg several days before and, his mind going back, he relived the night he had spent on the train with his grandmother when the two were coming from Cincinnati. Sharply he remembered how strange it had seemed to sit quietly in the coach and to feel the power of the engine hurling the train along through the night.

Tom got drunk in a very short time. He kept taking drinks from the bottle as the thoughts visited him and when his head began to reel got up and walked along the road going away from Winesburg. There was a bridge on the road that ran out of Winesburg north to Lake Erie and the drunken boy made his way along the road to the bridge. There he sat down. He tried to drink again, but when he had taken the cork out of the bottle he became ill and put it quickly back. His head was rocking back and forth and so he sat on the stone approach to the bridge and sighed. His head seemed to be flying about like a pinwheel and then projecting itself off into space and his arms and legs flopped helplessly about.

At eleven o’clock Tom got back into town. George Willard found him wandering about and took him into the Eagle printshop. Then he became afraid that the drunken boy would make a mess on the floor and helped him into the alleyway.

The reporter was confused by Tom Foster. The drunken boy talked of Helen White and said he had been with her on the shore of a sea and had made love to her. George had seen Helen White walking in the street with her father during the evening and decided that Tom was out of his head. A sentiment concerning Helen White that lurked in his own heart flamed up and he became angry. “Now you quit that,” he said. “I won’t let Helen White’s name be dragged into this. I won’t let that happen.” He began shaking Tom’s shoulder, trying to make him understand. “You quit it,” he said again.

For three hours the two young men, thus strangely thrown together, stayed in the printshop. When he had a little recovered George took Tom for a walk. They went into the country and sat on a log near the edge of a wood. Something in the still night drew them together and when the drunken boy’s head began to clear they talked.

“It was good to be drunk,” Tom Foster said. “It taught me something. I won’t have to do it again. I will think more dearly after this. You see how it is.”

George Willard did not see, but his anger concerning Helen White passed and he felt drawn toward the pale, shaken boy as he had never before been drawn toward anyone. With motherly solicitude, he insisted that Tom get to his feet and walk about. Again they went back to the printshop and sat in silence in the darkness.

The reporter could not get the purpose of Tom Foster’s action straightened out in his mind. When Tom spoke again of Helen White he again grew angry and began to scold. “You quit that,” he said sharply. “You haven’t been with her. What makes you say you have? What makes you keep saying such things? Now you quit it, do you hear?”

Tom was hurt. He couldn’t quarrel with George Willard because he was incapable of quarreling, so he got up to go away. When George Willard was insistent he put out his hand, laying it on the older boy’s arm, and tried to explain.

“Well,” he said softly, “I don’t know how it was. I was happy. You see how that was. Helen White made me happy and the night did too. I wanted to suffer, to be hurt somehow. I thought that was what I should do. I wanted to suffer, you see, because everyone suffers and does wrong. I thought of a lot of things to do, but they wouldn’t work. They all hurt someone else.”

Tom Foster’s voice arose, and for once in his life he became almost excited. “It was like making love, that’s what I mean,” he explained. “Don’t you see how it is? It hurt me to do what I did and made everything strange. That’s why I did it. I’m glad, too. It taught me something, that’s it, that’s what I wanted. Don’t you understand? I wanted to learn things, you see. That’s why I did it.”


DEATH
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THE STAIRWAY LEADING up to Doctor Reefy’s office, in the Heffner Block above the Paris Dry Goods store, was but dimly lighted. At the head of the stairway hung a lamp with a dirty chimney that was fastened by a bracket to the wall. The lamp had a tin reflector, brown with rust and covered with dust. The people who went up the stairway followed with their feet the feet of many who had gone before. The soft boards of the stairs had yielded under the pressure of feet and deep hollows marked the way.

At the top of the stairway a turn to the right brought you to the doctor’s door. To the left was a dark hallway filled with rubbish. Old chairs, carpenter’s horses, step ladders and empty boxes lay in the darkness waiting for shins to be barked. The pile of rubbish belonged to the Paris Dry Goods Company. When a counter or a row of shelves in the store became useless, clerks carried it up the stairway and threw it on the pile.

Doctor Reefy’s office was as large as a barn. A stove with a round paunch sat in the middle of the room. Around its base was piled sawdust, held in place by heavy planks nailed to the floor. By the door stood a huge table that had once been a part of the furniture of Herrick’s Clothing Store and that had been used for displaying custom-made clothes. It was covered with books, bottles, and surgical instruments. Near the edge of the table lay three or four apples left by John Spaniard, a tree nurseryman who was Doctor Reefy’s friend, and who had slipped the apples out of his pocket as he came in at the door.

At middle age Doctor Reefy was tall and awkward. The grey beard he later wore had not yet appeared, but on the upper lip grew a brown mustache. He was not a graceful man, as when he grew older, and was much occupied with the problem of disposing of his hands and feet.

On summer afternoons, when she had been married many years and when her son George was a boy of twelve or fourteen, Elizabeth Willard sometimes went up the worn steps to Doctor Reefy’s office. Already the woman’s naturally tall figure had begun to droop and to drag itself listlessly about. Ostensibly she went to see the doctor because of her health, but on the half dozen occasions when she had been to see him the outcome of the visits did not primarily concern her health. She and the doctor talked of that but they talked most of her life, of their two lives and of the ideas that had come to them as they lived their lives in Winesburg.

In the big empty office the man and the woman sat looking at each other and they were a good deal alike. Their bodies were different, as were also the color of their eyes, the length of their noses, and the circumstances of their existence, but something inside them meant the same thing, wanted the same release, would have left the same impression on the memory of an onlooker. Later, and when he grew older and married a young wife, the doctor often talked to her of the hours spent with the sick woman and expressed a good many things he had been unable to express to Elizabeth. He was almost a poet in his old age and his notion of what happened took a poetic turn. “I had come to the time in my life when prayer became necessary and so I invented gods and prayed to them,” he said. “I did not say my prayers in words nor did I kneel down but sat perfectly still in my chair. In the late afternoon when it was hot and quiet on Main Street or in the winter when the days were gloomy, the gods came into the office and I thought no one knew about them. Then I found that this woman Elizabeth knew, that she worshipped also the same gods. I have a notion that she came to the office because she thought the gods would be there but she was happy to find herself not alone just the same. It was an experience that cannot be explained, although I suppose it is always happening to men and women in all sorts of places.”

* * *

On the summer afternoons when Elizabeth and the doctor sat in the office and talked of their two lives they talked of other lives also. Sometimes the doctor made philosophic epigrams. Then he chuckled with amusement. Now and then after a period of silence, a word was said or a hint given that strangely illuminated the life of the speaker, a wish became a desire, or a dream, half dead, flared suddenly into life. For the most part the words came from the woman and she said them without looking at the man.

Each time she came to see the doctor the hotel keeper’s wife talked a little more freely and after an hour or two in his presence went down the stairway into Main Street feeling renewed and strengthened against the dullness of her days. With something approaching a girlhood swing to her body she walked along, but when she had got back to her chair by the window of her room and when darkness had come on and a girl from the hotel dining room brought her dinner on a tray, she let it grow cold. Her thoughts ran away to her girlhood with its passionate longing for adventure and she remembered the arms of men that had held her when adventure was a possible thing for her. Particularly she remembered one who had for a time been her lover and who in the moment of his passion had cried out to her more than a hundred times, saying the same words madly over and over: “You dear! You dear! You lovely dear!” The words, she thought, expressed something she would have liked to have achieved in life.

In her room in the shabby old hotel the sick wife of the hotel keeper began to weep and, putting her hands to her face, rocked back and forth. The words of her one friend, Doctor Reefy, rang in her ears. “Love is like a wind stirring the grass beneath trees on a black night,” he had said. “You must not try to make love definite. It is the divine accident of life. If you try to be definite and sure about it and to live beneath the trees, where soft night winds blow, the long hot day of disappointment comes swiftly and the gritty dust from passing wagons gathers upon lips inflamed and made tender by kisses.”

Elizabeth Willard could not remember her mother who had died when she was but five years old. Her girlhood had been lived in the most haphazard manner imaginable. Her father was a man who had wanted to be let alone and the affairs of the hotel would not let him alone. He also had lived and died a sick man. Every day he arose with a cheerful face, but by ten o’clock in the morning all the joy had gone out of his heart. When a guest complained of the fare in the hotel dining room or one of the girls who made up the beds got married and went away, he stamped on the floor and swore. At night when he went to bed he thought of his daughter growing up among the stream of people that drifted in and out of the hotel and was overcome with sadness. As the girl grew older and began to walk out in the evening with men he wanted to talk to her, but when he tried was not successful. He always forgot what he wanted to say and spent the time complaining of his own affairs.

In her girlhood and young womanhood Elizabeth had tried to be a real adventurer in life. At eighteen life had so gripped her that she was no longer a virgin but, although she had a half dozen lovers before she married Tom Willard, she had never entered upon an adventure prompted by desire alone. Like all the women in the world, she wanted a real lover. Always there was something she sought blindly, passionately, some hidden wonder in life. The tall beautiful girl with the swinging stride who had walked under the trees with men was forever putting out her hand into the darkness and trying to get hold of some other hand. In all the babble of words that fell from the lips of the men with whom she adventured she was trying to find what would be for her the true word.

Elizabeth had married Tom Willard, a clerk in her father’s hotel, because he was at hand and wanted to marry at the time when the determination to marry came to her. For a while, like most young girls, she thought marriage would change the face of life. If there was in her mind a doubt of the outcome of the marriage with Tom she brushed it aside. Her father was ill and near death at the time and she was perplexed because of the meaningless outcome of an affair in which she had just been involved. Other girls of her age in Winesburg were marrying men she had always known, grocery clerks or young farmers. In the evening they walked in Main Street with their husbands and when she passed they smiled happily. She began to think that the fact of marriage might be full of some hidden significance. Young wives with whom she talked spoke softly and shyly. “It changes things to have a man of your own,” they said.

On the evening before her marriage the perplexed girl had a talk with her father. Later she wondered if the hours alone with the sick man had not led to her decision to marry. The father talked of his life and advised the daughter to avoid being led into another such muddle. He abused Tom Willard, and that led Elizabeth to come to the clerk’s defense. The sick man became excited and tried to get out of bed. When she would not let him walk about he began to complain. “I’ve never been let alone,” he said. “Although I’ve worked hard I’ve not made the hotel pay. Even now I owe money at the bank. You’ll find that out when I’m gone.”

The voice of the sick man became tense with earnestness. Being unable to arise, he put out his hand and pulled the girl’s head down beside his own. “There’s a way out,” he whispered. “Don’t marry Tom Willard or anyone else here in Winesburg. There is eight hundred dollars in a tin box in my trunk. Take it and go away.”

Again the sick man’s voice became querulous. “You’ve got to promise,” he declared. “If you won’t promise not to marry, give me your word that you’ll never tell Tom about the money. It is mine and if I give it to you I’ve the right to make that demand. Hide it away. It is to make up to you for my failure as a father. Some time it may prove to be a door, a great open door to you. Come now, I tell you I’m about to die, give me your promise.”

* * *

In Doctor Reefy’s office, Elizabeth, a tired gaunt old woman at forty-one, sat in a chair near the stove and looked at the floor. By a small desk near the window sat the doctor. His hands played with a lead pencil that lay on the desk. Elizabeth talked of her life as a married woman. She became impersonal and forgot her husband, only using him as a lay figure to give point to her tale. “And then I was married and it did not turn out at all,” she said bitterly. “As soon as I had gone into it I began to be afraid. Perhaps I knew too much before and then perhaps I found out too much during my first night with him. I don’t remember.

“What a fool I was. When father gave me the money and tried to talk me out of the thought of marriage, I would not listen. I thought of what the girls who were married had said of it and I wanted marriage also. It wasn’t Tom I wanted, it was marriage. When father went to sleep I leaned out of the window and thought of the life I had led. I didn’t want to be a bad woman. The town was full of stories about me. I even began to be afraid Tom would change his mind.”

The woman’s voice began to quiver with excitement. To Doctor Reefy, who without realizing what was happening had begun to love her, there came an odd illusion. He thought that as she talked the woman’s body was changing, that she was becoming younger, straighter, stronger. When he could not shake off the illusion his mind gave it a professional twist. “It is good for both her body and her mind, this talking,” he muttered.

The woman began telling of an incident that had happened one afternoon a few months after her marriage. Her voice became steadier. “In the late afternoon I went for a drive alone,” she said. “I had a buggy and a little grey pony I kept in Moyer’s Livery. Tom was painting and repapering rooms in the hotel. He wanted money and I was trying to make up my mind to tell him about the eight hundred dollars father had given to me. I couldn’t decide to do it. I didn’t like him well enough. There was always paint on his hands and face during those days and he smelled of paint. He was trying to fix up the old hotel, and make it new and smart.”

The excited woman sat up very straight in her chair and made a quick girlish movement with her hand as she told of the drive alone on the spring afternoon. “It was cloudy and a storm threatened,” she said. “Black clouds made the green of the trees and the grass stand out so that the colors hurt my eyes. I went out Trunion Pike a mile or more and then turned into a side road. The little horse went quickly along up hill and down. I was impatient. Thoughts came and I wanted to get away from my thoughts. I began to beat the horse. The black clouds settled down and it began to rain. I wanted to go at a terrible speed, to drive on and on forever. I wanted to get out of town, out of my clothes, out of my marriage, out of my body, out of everything. I almost killed the horse, making him run, and when he could not run any more I got out of the buggy and ran afoot into the darkness until I fell and hurt my side. I wanted to run away from everything but I wanted to run towards something too. Don’t you see, dear, how it was?”

Elizabeth sprang out of the chair and began to walk about in the office. She walked as Doctor Reefy thought he had never seen anyone walk before. To her whole body there was a swing, a rhythm that intoxicated him. When she came and knelt on the floor beside his chair he took her into his arms and began to kiss her passionately. “I cried all the way home,” she said, as she tried to continue the story of her wild ride, but he did not listen. “You dear! You lovely dear! Oh you lovely dear!” he muttered and thought he held in his arms not the tired-out woman of forty-one but a lovely and innocent girl who had been able by some miracle to project herself out of the husk of the body of the tired-out woman.

Doctor Reefy did not see the woman he had held in his arms again until after her death. On the summer afternoon in the office when he was on the point of becoming her lover a half grotesque little incident brought his love-making quickly to an end. As the man and woman held each other tightly heavy feet came tramping up the office stairs. The two sprang to their feet and stood listening and trembling. The noise on the stairs was made by a clerk from the Paris Dry Goods Company. With a loud bang he threw an empty box on the pile of rubbish in the hallway and then went heavily down the stairs. Elizabeth followed him almost immediately. The thing that had come to life in her as she talked to her one friend died suddenly. She was hysterical, as was also Doctor Reefy, and did not want to continue the talk. Along the street she went with the blood still singing in her body, but when she turned out of Main Street and saw ahead the lights of the New Willard House, she began to tremble and her knees shook so that for a moment she thought she would fall in the street.

The sick woman spent the last few months of her life hungering for death. Along the road of death she went, seeking, hungering. She personified the figure of death and made him now a strong black-haired youth running over hills, now a stern quiet man marked and scarred by the business of living. In the darkness of her room she put out her hand, thrusting it from under the covers of her bed, and she thought that death like a living thing put out his hand to her. “Be patient, lover,” she whispered. “Keep yourself young and beautiful and be patient.”

On the evening when disease laid its heavy hand upon her and defeated her plans for telling her son George of the eight hundred dollars hidden away, she got out of bed and crept half across the room pleading with death for another hour of life. “Wait, dear! The boy! The boy! The boy!” she pleaded as she tried with all of her strength to fight off the arms of the lover she had wanted so earnestly.

* * *

Elizabeth died one day in March in the year when her son George became eighteen, and the young man had but little sense of the meaning of her death. Only time could give him that. For a month he had seen her lying white and still and speechless in her bed, and then one afternoon the doctor stopped him in the hallway and said a few words.

The young man went into his own room and closed the door. He had a queer empty feeling in the region of his stomach. For a moment he sat staring at, the floor and then jumping up went for a walk. Along the station platform he went, and around through residence streets past the high-school building, thinking almost entirely of his own affairs. The notion of death could not get hold of him and he was in fact a little annoyed that his mother had died on that day. He had just received a note from Helen White, the daughter of the town banker, in answer to one from him. “Tonight I could have gone to see her and now it will have to be put off,” he thought half angrily.

Elizabeth died on a Friday afternoon at three o’clock. It had been cold and rainy in the morning but in the afternoon the sun came out. Before she died she lay paralyzed for six days unable to speak or move and with only her mind and her eyes alive. For three of the six days she struggled, thinking of her boy, trying to say some few words in regard to his future, and in her eyes there was an appeal so touching that all who saw it kept the memory of the dying woman in their minds for years. Even Tom Willard, who had always half resented his wife, forgot his resentment and the tears ran out of his eyes and lodged in his mustache. The mustache had begun to turn grey and Tom colored it with dye. There was oil in the preparation he used for the purpose and the tears, catching in the mustache and being brushed away by his hand, formed a fine mist-like vapor. In his grief Tom Willard’s face looked like the face of a little dog that has been out a long time in bitter weather.

George came home along Main Street at dark on the day of his mother’s death and, after going to his own room to brush his hair and clothes, went along the hallway and into the room where the body lay. There was a candle on the dressing table by the door and Doctor Reefy sat in a chair by the bed. The doctor arose and started to go out. He put out his hand as though to greet the younger man and then awkwardly drew it back again. The air of the room was heavy with the presence of the two self-conscious human beings, and the man hurried away.

The dead woman’s son sat down in a chair and looked at the floor. He again thought of his own affairs and definitely decided he would make a change in his life, that he would leave Winesburg. “I will go to some city. Perhaps I can get a job on some newspaper,” he thought, and then his mind turned to the girl with whom he was to have spent this evening and again he was half angry at the turn of events that had prevented his going to her.

In the dimly lighted room with the dead woman the young man began to have thoughts. His mind played with thoughts of life as his mother’s mind had played with the thought of death. He closed his eyes and imagined that the red young lips of Helen White touched his own lips. His body trembled and his hands shook. And then something happened. The boy sprang to his feet and stood stiffly. He looked at the figure of the dead woman under the sheets and shame for his thoughts swept over him so that he began to weep. A new notion came into his mind and he turned and looked guiltily about as though afraid he would be observed.

George Willard became possessed of a madness to lift the sheet from the body of his mother and look at her face. The thought that had come into his mind gripped him terribly. He became convinced that not his mother but someone else lay in the bed before him. The conviction was so real that it was almost unbearable. The body under the sheets was long and in death looked young and graceful. To the boy, held by some strange fancy, it was unspeakably lovely. The feeling that the body before him was alive, that in another moment a lovely woman would spring out of the bed and confront him, became so overpowering that he could not bear the suspense. Again and again he put out his hand. Once he touched and half lifted the white sheet that covered her, but his courage failed and he, like Doctor Reefy, turned and went out of the room. In the hallway outside the door he stopped and trembled so that he had to put a hand against the wall to support himself. “That’s not my mother. That’s not my mother in there,” he whispered to himself and again his body shook with fright and uncertainty. When Aunt Elizabeth Swift, who had come to watch over the body, came out of an adjoining room he put his hand into hers and began to sob, shaking his head from side to side, half blind with grief. “My mother is dead,” he said, and then forgetting the woman he turned and stared at the door through which he had just come. “The dear, the dear, oh the lovely dear,” the boy, urged by some impulse outside himself, muttered aloud.

As for the eight hundred dollars the dead woman had kept hidden so long and that was to give George Willard his start in the city, it lay in the tin box behind the plaster by the foot of his mother’s bed. Elizabeth had put it there a week after her marriage, breaking the plaster away with a stick. Then she got one of the workmen her husband was at that time employing about the hotel to mend the wall. “I jammed the corner of the bed against it,” she had explained to her husband, unable at the moment to give up her dream of release, the release that after all came to her but twice in her life, in the moments when her lovers Death and Doctor Reefy held her in their arms.


SOPHISTICATION
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IT WAS EARLY evening of a day in the late fall and the Winesburg County Fair had brought crowds of country people into town. The day had been clear and the night came on warm and pleasant. On the Trunion Pike, where the road after it left town stretched away between berry fields now covered with dry brown leaves, the dust from passing wagons arose in clouds. Children, curled into little balls, slept on the straw scattered on wagon beds. Their hair was full of dust and their fingers black and sticky. The dust rolled away over the fields and the departing sun set it ablaze with colors.

In the main street of Winesburg crowds filled the stores and the sidewalks. Night came on, horses whinnied, the clerks in the stores ran madly about, children became lost and cried lustily, an American town worked terribly at the task of amusing itself.

Pushing his way through the crowds in Main Street, young George Willard concealed himself in the stairway leading to Doctor Reefy’s office and looked at the people. With feverish eyes he watched the faces drifting past under the store lights. Thoughts kept coming into his head and he did not want to think. He stamped impatiently on the wooden steps and looked sharply about. “Well, is she going to stay with him all day? Have I done all this waiting for nothing?” he muttered.

George Willard, the Ohio village boy, was fast growing into manhood and new thoughts had been coming into his mind. All that day, amid the jam of people at the Fair, he had gone about feeling lonely. He was about to leave Winesburg to go away to some city where he hoped to get work on a city newspaper and he felt grown up. The mood that had taken possession of him was a thing known to men and unknown to boys. He felt old and a little tired. Memories awoke in him. To his mind his new sense of maturity set him apart, made of him a half-tragic figure. He wanted someone to understand the feeling that had taken possession of him after his mother’s death.

There is a time in the life of every boy when he for the first time takes the backward view of life. Perhaps that is the moment when he crosses the line into manhood. The boy is walking through the street of his town. He is thinking of the future and of the figure he will cut in the world. Ambitions and regrets awake within him. Suddenly something happens; he stops under a tree and waits as for a voice calling his name. Ghosts of old things creep into his consciousness; the voices outside of himself whisper a message concerning the limitations of life. From being quite sure of himself and his future he becomes not at all sure. If he be an imaginative boy a door is torn open and for the first time he looks out upon the world, seeing, as though they marched in procession before him, the countless figures of men who before his time have come out of nothingness into the world, lived their lives and again disappeared into nothingness. The sadness of sophistication has come to the boy. With a little gasp he sees himself as merely a leaf blown by the wind through the streets of his village. He knows that in spite of all the stout talk of his fellows he must live and die in uncertainty, a thing blown by the winds, a thing destined like corn to wilt in the sun. He shivers and looks eagerly about. The eighteen years he has lived seem but a moment, a breathing space in the long march of humanity. Already he hears death calling. With all his heart he wants to come close to some other human, touch someone with his hands, be touched by the hand of another. If he prefers that the other be a woman, that is because he believes that a woman will be gentle, that she will understand. He wants, most of all, understanding.

When the moment of sophistication came to George Willard his mind turned to Helen White, the Winesburg banker’s daughter. Always he had been conscious of the girl growing into womanhood as he grew into manhood. Once on a summer night when he was eighteen, he had walked with her on a country road and in her presence had given way to an impulse to boast, to make himself appear big and significant in her eyes. Now he wanted to see her for another purpose. He wanted to tell her of the new impulses that had come to him. He had tried to make her think of him as a man when he knew nothing of manhood and now he wanted to be with her and to try to make her feel the change he believed had taken place in his nature.

As for Helen White, she also had come to a period of change. What George felt, she in her young woman’s way felt also. She was no longer a girl and hungered to reach into the grace and beauty of womanhood. She had come home from Cleveland, where she was attending college, to spend a day at the Fair. She also had begun to have memories. During the day she sat in the grand-stand with a young man, one of the instructors from the college, who was a guest of her mother’s. The young man was of a pedantic turn of mind and she felt at once he would not do for her purpose. At the Fair she was glad to be seen in his company as he was well dressed and a stranger. She knew that the fact of his presence would create an impression. During the day she was happy, but when night came on she began to grow restless. She wanted to drive the instructor away, to get out of his presence. While they sat together in the grand-stand and while the eyes of former schoolmates were upon them, she paid so much attention to her escort that he grew interested. “A scholar needs money. I should marry a woman with money,” he mused.

Helen White was thinking of George Willard even as he wandered gloomily through the crowds thinking of her. She remembered the summer evening when they had walked together and wanted to walk with him again. She thought that the months she had spent in the city, the going to theaters and the seeing of great crowds wandering in lighted thoroughfares, had changed her profoundly. She wanted him to feel and be conscious of the change in her nature.

The summer evening together that had left its mark on the memory of both the young man and woman had, when looked at quite sensibly, been rather stupidly spent. They had walked out of town along a country road. Then they had stopped by a fence near a field of young corn and George had taken off his coat and let it hang on his arm. “Well, I’ve stayed here in Winesburg — yes — I’ve not yet gone away but I’m growing up,” he had said. “I’ve been reading books and I’ve been thinking. I’m going to try to amount to something in life.

“Well,” he explained, “that isn’t the point. Perhaps I’d better quit talking.”

The confused boy put his hand on the girl’s arm. His voice trembled. The two started to walk back along the road toward town. In his desperation George boasted, “I’m going to be a big man, the biggest that ever lived here in Winesburg,” he declared. “I want you to do something, I don’t know what. Perhaps it is none of my business. I want you to try to be different from other women. You see the point. It’s none of my business I tell you. I want you to be a beautiful woman. You see what I want.”

The boy’s voice failed and in silence the two came back into town and went along the street to Helen White’s house. At the gate he tried to say something impressive. Speeches he had thought out came into his head, but they seemed utterly pointless. “I thought — I used to think — I had it in my mind you would marry Seth Richmond. Now I know you won’t,” was all he could find to say as she went through the gate and toward the door of her house.

On the warm fall evening as he stood in the stairway and looked at the crowd drifting through Main Street, George thought of the talk beside the field of young corn and was ashamed of the figure he had made of himself. In the street the people surged up and down like cattle confined in a pen. Buggies and wagons almost filled the narrow thoroughfare. A band played and small boys raced along the sidewalk, diving between the legs of men. Young men with shining red faces walked awkwardly about with girls on their arms. In a room above one of the stores, where a dance was to be held, the fiddlers tuned their instruments. The broken sounds floated down through an open window and out across the murmur of voices and the loud blare of the horns of the band. The medley of sounds got on young Willard’s nerves. Everywhere, on all sides, the sense of crowding, moving life closed in about him. He wanted to run away by himself and think. “If she wants to stay with that fellow she may. Why should I care? What difference does it make to me?” he growled and went along Main Street and through Hern’s Grocery into a side street.

George felt so utterly lonely and dejected that he wanted to weep but pride made him walk rapidly along, swinging his arms. He came to Wesley Moyer’s livery barn and stopped in the shadows to listen to a group of men who talked of a race Wesley’s stallion, Tony Tip, had won at the Fair during the afternoon. A crowd had gathered in front of the barn and before the crowd walked Wesley, prancing up and down boasting. He held a whip in his hand and kept tapping the ground. Little puffs of dust arose in the lamplight. “Hell, quit your talking,” Wesley exclaimed. “I wasn’t afraid, I knew I had ’em beat all the time. I wasn’t afraid.”

Ordinarily George Willard would have been intensely interested in the boasting of Moyer, the horseman. Now it made him angry. He turned and hurried away along the street. “Old windbag,” he sputtered. “Why does he want to be bragging? Why don’t he shut up?”

George went into a vacant lot and, as he hurried along, fell over a pile of rubbish. A nail protruding from an empty barrel tore his trousers. He sat down on the ground and swore. With a pin he mended the torn place and then arose and went on. “I’ll go to Helen White’s house, that’s what I’ll do. I’ll walk right in. I’ll say that I want to see her. I’ll walk right in and sit down, that’s what I’ll do,” he declared, climbing over a fence and beginning to run.

* * *

On the veranda of Banker White’s house Helen was restless and distraught. The instructor sat between the mother and daughter. His talk wearied the girl. Although he had also been raised in an Ohio town, the instructor began to put on the airs of the city. He wanted to appear cosmopolitan. “I like the chance you have given me to study the background out of which most of our girls come,” he declared. “It was good of you, Mrs. White, to have me down for the day.” He turned to Helen and laughed. “Your life is still bound up with the life of this town?” he asked. “There are people here in whom you are interested?” To the girl his voice sounded pompous and heavy.

Helen arose and went into the house. At the door leading to a garden at the back she stopped and stood listening. Her mother began to talk. “There is no one here fit to associate with a girl of Helen’s breeding,” she said.

Helen ran down a flight of stairs at the back of the house and into the garden. In the darkness she stopped and stood trembling. It seemed to her that the world was full of meaningless people saying words. Afire with eagerness she ran through a garden gate and, turning a corner by the banker’s barn, went into a little side street. “George! Where are you, George?” she cried, filled with nervous excitement. She stopped running, and leaned against a tree to laugh hysterically. Along the dark little street came George Willard, still saying words. “I’m going to walk right into her house. I’ll go right in and sit down,” he declared as he came up to her. He stopped and stared stupidly. “Come on,” he said and took hold of her hand. With hanging heads they walked away along the street under the trees. Dry leaves rustled under foot. Now that he had found her George wondered what he had better do and say.

* * *

At the upper end of the Fair Ground, in Winesburg, there is a half decayed old grand-stand. It has never been painted and the boards are all warped out of shape. The Fair Ground stands on top of a low hill rising out of the valley of Wine Creek and from the grand-stand one can see at night, over a cornfield, the lights of the town reflected against the sky.

George and Helen climbed the hill to the Fair Ground, coming by the path past Waterworks Pond. The feeling of loneliness and isolation that had come to the young man in the crowded streets of his town was both broken and intensified by the presence of Helen. What he felt was reflected in her.

In youth there are always two forces fighting in people. The warm unthinking little animal struggles against the thing that reflects and remembers, and the older, the more sophisticated thing had possession of George Willard. Sensing his mood, Helen walked beside him filled with respect. When they got to the grand-stand they climbed up under the roof and sat down on one of the long bench-like seats.

There is something memorable in the experience to be had by going into a fair ground that stands at the edge of a Middle Western town on a night after the annual fair has been held. The sensation is one never to be forgotten. On all sides are ghosts, not of the dead, but of living people. Here, during the day just passed, have come the people pouring in from the town and the country around. Farmers with their wives and children and all the people from the hundreds of little frame houses have gathered within these board walls. Young girls have laughed and men with beards have talked of the affairs of their lives. The place has been filled to overflowing with life. It has itched and squirmed with life and now it is night and the life has all gone away. The silence is almost terrifying. One conceals oneself standing silently beside the trunk of a tree and what there is of a reflective tendency in his nature is intensified. One shudders at the thought of the meaninglessness of life while at the same instant, and if the people of the town are his people, one loves life so intensely that tears come into the eyes.

In the darkness under the roof of the grand-stand, George Willard sat beside Helen White and felt very keenly his own insignificance in the scheme of existence. Now that he had come out of town where the presence of the people stirring about, busy with a multitude of affairs, had been so irritating, the irritation was all gone. The presence of Helen renewed and refreshed him. It was as though her woman’s hand was assisting him to make some minute readjustment of the machinery of his life. He began to think of the people in the town where he had always lived with something like reverence. He had reverence for Helen. He wanted to love and to be loved by her, but he did not want at the moment to be confused by her womanhood. In the darkness he took hold of her hand and when she crept close put a hand on her shoulder. A wind began to blow and he shivered. With all his strength he tried to hold and to understand the mood that had come upon him. In that high place in the darkness the two oddly sensitive human atoms held each other tightly and waited. In the mind of each was the same thought. “I have come to this lonely place and here is this other,” was the substance of the thing felt.

In Winesburg the crowded day had run itself out into the long night of the late fall. Farm horses jogged away along lonely country roads pulling their portion of weary people. Clerks began to bring samples of goods in off the sidewalks and lock the doors of stores. In the Opera House a crowd had gathered to see a show and further down Main Street the fiddlers, their instruments tuned, sweated and worked to keep the feet of youth flying over a dance floor.

In the darkness in the grand-stand Helen White and George Willard remained silent. Now and then the spell that held them was broken and they turned and tried in the dim light to see into each other’s eyes. They kissed but that impulse did not last. At the upper end of the Fair Ground a half dozen men worked over horses that had raced during the afternoon. The men had built a fire and were heating kettles of water. Only their legs could be seen as they passed back and forth in the light. When the wind blew the little flames of the fire danced crazily about.

George and Helen arose and walked away into the darkness. They went along a path past a field of corn that had not yet been cut. The wind whispered among the dry corn blades. For a moment during the walk back into town the spell that held them was broken. When they had come to the crest of Waterworks Hill they stopped by a tree and George again put his hands on the girl’s shoulders. She embraced him eagerly and then again they drew quickly back from that impulse. They stopped kissing and stood a little apart. Mutual respect grew big in them. They were both embarrassed and to relieve their embarrassment dropped into the animalism of youth. They laughed and began to pull and haul at each other. In some way chastened and purified by the mood they had been in, they became, not man and woman, not boy and girl, but excited little animals.

It was so they went down the hill. In the darkness they played like two splendid young things in a young world. Once, running swiftly forward, Helen tripped George and he fell. He squirmed and shouted. Shaking with laughter, he roiled down the hill. Helen ran after him. For just a moment she stopped in the darkness. There was no way of knowing what woman’s thoughts went through her mind but, when the bottom of the hill was reached and she came up to the boy, she took his arm and walked beside him in dignified silence. For some reason they could not have explained they had both got from their silent evening together the thing needed. Man or boy, woman or girl, they had for a moment taken hold of the thing that makes the mature life of men and women in the modern world possible.


DEPARTURE
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YOUNG GEORGE WILLARD got out of bed at four in the morning. It was April and the young tree leaves were just coming out of their buds. The trees along the residence streets in Winesburg are maple and the seeds are winged. When the wind blows they whirl crazily about, filling the air and making a carpet underfoot.

George came downstairs into the hotel office carrying a brown leather bag. His trunk was packed for departure. Since two o’clock he had been awake thinking of the journey he was about to take and wondering what he would find at the end of his journey. The boy who slept in the hotel office lay on a cot by the door. His mouth was open and he snored lustily. George crept past the cot and went out into the silent deserted main street. The east was pink with the dawn and long streaks of light climbed into the sky where a few stars still shone.

Beyond the last house on Trunion Pike in Winesburg there is a great stretch of open fields. The fields are owned by farmers who live in town and drive homeward at evening along Trunion Pike in light creaking wagons. In the fields are planted berries and small fruits. In the late afternoon in the hot summers when the road and the fields are covered with dust, a smoky haze lies over the great flat basin of land. To look across it is like looking out across the sea. In the spring when the land is green the effect is somewhat different. The land becomes a wide green billiard table on which tiny human insects toil up and down.

All through his boyhood and young manhood George Willard had been in the habit of walking on Trunion Pike. He had been in the midst of the great open place on winter nights when it was covered with snow and only the moon looked down at him; he had been there in the fall when bleak winds blew and on summer evenings when the air vibrated with the song of insects. On the April morning he wanted to go there again, to walk again in the silence. He did walk to where the road dipped down by a little stream two miles from town and then turned and walked silently back again. When he got to Main Street clerks were sweeping the sidewalks before the stores. “Hey, you George. How does it feel to be going away?” they asked.

The westbound train leaves Winesburg at seven forty-five in the morning. Tom Little is conductor. His train runs from Cleveland to where it connects with a great trunk line railroad with terminals in Chicago and New York. Tom has what in railroad circles is called an “easy run.” Every evening he returns to his family. In the fall and spring he spends his Sundays fishing in Lake Erie. He has a round red face and small blue eyes. He knows the people in the towns along his railroad better than a city man knows the people who live in his apartment building.

George came down the little incline from the New Willard House at seven o’clock. Tom Willard carried his bag. The son had become taller than the father.

On the station platform everyone shook the young man’s hand. More than a dozen people waited about. Then they talked of their own affairs. Even Will Henderson, who was lazy and often slept until nine, had got out of bed. George was embarrassed. Gertrude Wilmot, a tall thin woman of fifty who worked in the Winesburg post office, came along the station platform. She had never before paid any attention to George. Now she stopped and put out her hand. In two words she voiced what everyone felt. “Good luck,” she said sharply and then turning went on her way.

When the train came into the station George felt relieved. He scampered hurriedly aboard. Helen White came running along Main Street hoping to have a parting word with him, but he had found a seat and did not see her. When the train started Tom Little punched his ticket, grinned and, although he knew George well and knew on what adventure he was just setting out, made no comment. Tom had seen a thousand George Willards go out of their towns to the city. It was a commonplace enough incident with him. In the smoking car there was a man who had just invited Tom to go on a fishing trip to Sandusky Bay. He wanted to accept the invitation and talk over details.

George glanced up and down the car to be sure no one was looking, then took out his pocket-book and counted his money. His mind was occupied with a desire not to appear green. Almost the last words his father had said to him concerned the matter of his behavior when he got to the city. “Be a sharp one,” Tom Willard had said. “Keep your eyes on your money. Be awake. That’s the ticket. Don’t let anyone think you’re a greenhorn.”

After George counted his money he looked out of the window and was surprised to see that the train was still in Winesburg.

The young man, going out of his town to meet the adventure of life, began to think but he did not think of anything very big or dramatic. Things like his mother’s death, his departure from Winesburg, the uncertainty of his future life in the city, the serious and larger aspects of his life did not come into his mind.

He thought of little things — Turk Smollet wheeling boards through the main street of his town in the morning, a tall woman, beautifully gowned, who had once stayed overnight at his father’s hotel, Butch Wheeler the lamp lighter of Winesburg hurrying through the streets on a summer evening and holding a torch in his hand, Helen White standing by a window in the Winesburg post office and putting a stamp on an envelope.

The young man’s mind was carried away by his growing passion for dreams. One looking at him would not have thought him particularly sharp. With the recollection of little things occupying his mind he closed his eyes and leaned back in the car seat. He stayed that way for a long time and when he aroused himself and again looked out of the car window the town of Winesburg had disappeared and his life there had become but a background on which to paint the dreams of his manhood.


The Triumph of the Egg

[image: img22.jpg]

A BOOK OF IMPRESSIONS FROM AMERICAN LIFE IN TALES AND POEMS

CONTENTS

THE DUMB MAN

I WANT TO KNOW WHY

SEEDS

THE OTHER WOMAN

THE EGG

UNLIGHTED LAMPS

SENILITY

THE MAN IN THE BROWN COAT

BROTHERS

THE DOOR OF THE TRAP

THE NEW ENGLANDER

WAR

MOTHERHOOD

OUT OF NOWHERE INTO NOTHING.

 


[image: img51.png]

The first edition’s title page


TO

ROBERT AND JOHN ANDERSON


IMPRESSIONS IN CLAY

BY 

TENNESSEE MITCHELL


[image: img52.png]


[image: img53.png]


[image: img54.png]


[image: img55.png]


[image: img56.png]


[image: img57.png]


Tales are people who sit on the doorstep of the house of my mind.
It is cold outside and they sit waiting.
I look out at a window.

The tales have cold hands,
Their hands are freezing.

A short thickly-built tale arises and threshes his arms about.
His nose is red and he has two gold teeth.

There is an old female tale sitting hunched up in a cloak.

Many tales come to sit for a few moments on the doorstep and then go away. It is too cold for them outside. The street before the door of the house of my mind is filled with tales. They murmur and cry out, they are dying of cold and hunger.

I am a helpless man — my hands tremble.
I should be sitting on a bench like a tailor.
I should be weaving warm cloth out of the threads of thought.
The tales should be clothed.
They are freezing on the doorstep of the house of my mind.

I am a helpless man — my hands tremble.
I feel in the darkness but cannot find the doorknob.
I look out at a window.
Many tales are dying in the street before the house of my mind.


THE DUMB MAN
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THERE IS A story. — I cannot tell it. — I have no words. The story is almost forgotten but sometimes I remember.

The story concerns three men in a house in a street. If I could say the words I would sing the story. I would whisper it into the ears of women, of mothers. I would run through the streets saying it over and over. My tongue would be torn loose — it would rattle against my teeth.

The three men are in a room in the house. One is young and dandified.
He continually laughs.

There is a second man who has a long white beard. He is consumed with doubt but occasionally his doubt leaves him and he sleeps.

A third man there is who has wicked eyes and who moves nervously about the room rubbing his hands together. The three men are waiting — waiting.

Upstairs in the house there is a woman standing with her back to a wall, in half darkness by a window.

That is the foundation of my story and everything I will ever know is distilled in it.

I remember that a fourth man came to the house, a white silent man. Everything was as silent as the sea at night. His feet on the stone floor of the room where the three men were made no sound.

The man with the wicked eyes became like a boiling liquid — he ran back and forth like a caged animal. The old grey man was infected by his nervousness — he kept pulling at his beard.

The fourth man, the white one, went upstairs to the woman.

There she was — waiting.

How silent the house was — how loudly all the clocks in the neighborhood ticked. The woman upstairs craved love. That must have been the story. She hungered for love with her whole being. She wanted to create in love. When the white silent man came into her presence she sprang forward. Her lips were parted. There was a smile on her lips.

The white one said nothing. In his eyes there was no rebuke, no question. His eyes were as impersonal as stars.

Down stairs the wicked one whined and ran back and forth like a little lost hungry dog. The grey one tried to follow him about but presently grew tired and lay down on the floor to sleep. He never awoke again.

The dandified fellow lay on the floor too. He laughed and played with his tiny black mustache.

I have no words to tell what happened in my story. I cannot tell the story.

The white silent one may have been Death.

The waiting eager woman may have been Life.

Both the old grey bearded man and the wicked one puzzle me. I think and think but cannot understand them. Most of the time however I do not think of them at all. I keep thinking about the dandified man who laughed all through my story.

If I could understand him I could understand everything. I could run through the world telling a wonderful story. I would no longer be dumb.

Why was I not given words? Why am I dumb?

I have a wonderful story to tell but know no way to tell it.


I WANT TO KNOW WHY
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WE GOT UP at four in the morning, that first day in the east. On the evening before we had climbed off a freight train at the edge of town, and with the true instinct of Kentucky boys had found our way across town and to the race track and the stables at once. Then we knew we were all right. Hanley Turner right away found a nigger we knew. It was Bildad Johnson who in the winter works at Ed Becker’s livery barn in our home town, Beckersville. Bildad is a good cook as almost all our niggers are and of course he, like everyone in our part of Kentucky who is anyone at all, likes the horses. In the spring Bildad begins to scratch around. A nigger from our country can flatter and wheedle anyone into letting him do most anything he wants. Bildad wheedles the stable men and the trainers from the horse farms in our country around Lexington. The trainers come into town in the evening to stand around and talk and maybe get into a poker game. Bildad gets in with them. He is always doing little favors and telling about things to eat, chicken browned in a pan, and how is the best way to cook sweet potatoes and corn bread. It makes your mouth water to hear him.

When the racing season comes on and the horses go to the races and there is all the talk on the streets in the evenings about the new colts, and everyone says when they are going over to Lexington or to the spring meeting at Churchhill Downs or to Latonia, and the horsemen that have been down to New Orleans or maybe at the winter meeting at Havana in Cuba come home to spend a week before they start out again, at such a time when everything talked about in Beckersville is just horses and nothing else and the outfits start out and horse racing is in every breath of air you breathe, Bildad shows up with a job as cook for some outfit. Often when I think about it, his always going all season to the races and working in the livery barn in the winter where horses are and where men like to come and talk about horses, I wish I was a nigger. It’s a foolish thing to say, but that’s the way I am about being around horses, just crazy. I can’t help it.

Well, I must tell you about what we did and let you in on what I’m talking about. Four of us boys from Beckersville, all whites and sons of men who live in Beckersville regular, made up our minds we were going to the races, not just to Lexington or Louisville, I don’t mean, but to the big eastern track we were always hearing our Beckersville men talk about, to Saratoga. We were all pretty young then. I was just turned fifteen and I was the oldest of the four. It was my scheme.

I admit that and I talked the others into trying it. There was Hanley Turner and Henry Rieback and Tom Tumberton and myself. I had thirty- seven dollars I had earned during the winter working nights and Saturdays in Enoch Myer’s grocery. Henry Rieback had eleven dollars and the others, Hanley and Tom had only a dollar or two each. We fixed it all up and laid low until the Kentucky spring meetings were over and some of our men, the sportiest ones, the ones we envied the most, had cut out — then we cut out too.

I won’t tell you the trouble we had beating our way on freights and all. We went through Cleveland and Buffalo and other cities and saw Niagara Falls. We bought things there, souvenirs and spoons and cards and shells with pictures of the falls on them for our sisters and mothers, but thought we had better not send any of the things home. We didn’t want to put the folks on our trail and maybe be nabbed.

We got into Saratoga as I said at night and went to the track. Bildad fed us up. He showed us a place to sleep in hay over a shed and promised to keep still. Niggers are all right about things like that. They won’t squeal on you. Often a white man you might meet, when you had run away from home like that, might appear to be all right and give you a quarter or a half dollar or something, and then go right and give you away. White men will do that, but not a nigger. You can trust them. They are squarer with kids. I don’t know why.

At the Saratoga meeting that year there were a lot of men from home. Dave Williams and Arthur Mulford and Jerry Myers and others. Then there was a lot from Louisville and Lexington Henry Rieback knew but I didn’t. They were professional gamblers and Henry Rieback’s father is one too. He is what is called a sheet writer and goes away most of the year to tracks. In the winter when he is home in Beckersville he don’t stay there much but goes away to cities and deals faro. He is a nice man and generous, is always sending Henry presents, a bicycle and a gold watch and a boy scout suit of clothes and things like that.

My own father is a lawyer. He’s all right, but don’t make much money and can’t buy me things and anyway I’m getting so old now I don’t expect it. He never said nothing to me against Henry, but Hanley Turner and Tom Tumberton’s fathers did. They said to their boys that money so come by is no good and they didn’t want their boys brought up to hear gamblers’ talk and be thinking about such things and maybe embrace them.

That’s all right and I guess the men know what they are talking about, but I don’t see what it’s got to do with Henry or with horses either. That’s what I’m writing this story about. I’m puzzled. I’m getting to be a man and want to think straight and be O. K., and there’s something I saw at the race meeting at the eastern track I can’t figure out.

I can’t help it, I’m crazy about thoroughbred horses. I’ve always been that way. When I was ten years old and saw I was growing to be big and couldn’t be a rider I was so sorry I nearly died. Harry Hellinfinger in Beckersville, whose father is Postmaster, is grown up and too lazy to work, but likes to stand around in the street and get up jokes on boys like sending them to a hardware store for a gimlet to bore square holes and other jokes like that. He played one on me. He told me that if I would eat a half a cigar I would be stunted and not grow any more and maybe could be a rider. I did it. When father wasn’t looking I took a cigar out of his pocket and gagged it down some way. It made me awful sick and the doctor had to be sent for, and then it did no good. I kept right on growing. It was a joke. When I told what I had done and why most fathers would have whipped me but mine didn’t.

Well, I didn’t get stunted and didn’t die. It serves Harry Hellinfinger right. Then I made up my mind I would like to be a stable boy, but had to give that up too. Mostly niggers do that work and I knew father wouldn’t let me go into it. No use to ask him.

If you’ve never been crazy about thoroughbreds it’s because you’ve never been around where they are much and don’t know any better. They’re beautiful. There isn’t anything so lovely and clean and full of spunk and honest and everything as some race horses. On the big horse farms that are all around our town Beckersville there are tracks and the horses run in the early morning. More than a thousand times I’ve got out of bed before daylight and walked two or three miles to the tracks. Mother wouldn’t of let me go but father always says, “Let him alone.” So I got some bread out of the bread box and some butter and jam, gobbled it and lit out.

At the tracks you sit on the fence with men, whites and niggers, and they chew tobacco and talk, and then the colts are brought out. It’s early and the grass is covered with shiny dew and in another field a man is plowing and they are frying things in a shed where the track niggers sleep, and you know how a nigger can giggle and laugh and say things that make you laugh. A white man can’t do it and some niggers can’t but a track nigger can every time.

And so the colts are brought out and some are just galloped by stable boys, but almost every morning on a big track owned by a rich man who lives maybe in New York, there are always, nearly every morning, a few colts and some of the old race horses and geldings and mares that are cut loose.

It brings a lump up into my throat when a horse runs. I don’t mean all horses but some. I can pick them nearly every time. It’s in my blood like in the blood of race track niggers and trainers. Even when they just go slop-jogging along with a little nigger on their backs I can tell a winner. If my throat hurts and it’s hard for me to swallow, that’s him. He’ll run like Sam Hill when you let him out. If he don’t win every time it’ll be a wonder and because they’ve got him in a pocket behind another or he was pulled or got off bad at the post or something. If I wanted to be a gambler like Henry Rieback’s father I could get rich. I know I could and Henry says so too. All I would have to do is to wait ‘til that hurt comes when I see a horse and then bet every cent. That’s what I would do if I wanted to be a gambler, but I don’t.

When you’re at the tracks in the morning — not the race tracks but the training tracks around Beckersville — you don’t see a horse, the kind I’ve been talking about, very often, but it’s nice anyway. Any thoroughbred, that is sired right and out of a good mare and trained by a man that knows how, can run. If he couldn’t what would he be there for and not pulling a plow?

Well, out of the stables they come and the boys are on their backs and it’s lovely to be there. You hunch down on top of the fence and itch inside you. Over in the sheds the niggers giggle and sing. Bacon is being fried and coffee made. Everything smells lovely. Nothing smells better than coffee and manure and horses and niggers and bacon frying and pipes being smoked out of doors on a morning like that. It just gets you, that’s what it does.

But about Saratoga. We was there six days and not a soul from home seen us and everything came off just as we wanted it to, fine weather and horses and races and all. We beat our way home and Bildad gave us a basket with fried chicken and bread and other eatables in, and I had eighteen dollars when we got back to Beckersville. Mother jawed and cried but Pop didn’t say much. I told everything we done except one thing. I did and saw that alone. That’s what I’m writing about. It got me upset. I think about it at night. Here it is.

At Saratoga we laid up nights in the hay in the shed Bildad had showed us and ate with the niggers early and at night when the race people had all gone away. The men from home stayed mostly in the grandstand and betting field, and didn’t come out around the places where the horses are kept except to the paddocks just before a race when the horses are saddled. At Saratoga they don’t have paddocks under an open shed as at Lexington and Churchill Downs and other tracks down in our country, but saddle the horses right out in an open place under trees on a lawn as smooth and nice as Banker Bohon’s front yard here in Beckersville. It’s lovely. The horses are sweaty and nervous and shine and the men come out and smoke cigars and look at them and the trainers are there and the owners, and your heart thumps so you can hardly breathe.

Then the bugle blows for post and the boys that ride come running out with their silk clothes on and you run to get a place by the fence with the niggers.

I always am wanting to be a trainer or owner, and at the risk of being seen and caught and sent home I went to the paddocks before every race. The other boys didn’t but I did.

We got to Saratoga on a Friday and on Wednesday the next week the big
Mullford Handicap was to be run. Middlestride was in it and Sunstreak.
The weather was fine and the track fast. I couldn’t sleep the night
before.

What had happened was that both these horses are the kind it makes my throat hurt to see. Middlestride is long and looks awkward and is a gelding. He belongs to Joe Thompson, a little owner from home who only has a half dozen horses. The Mullford Handicap is for a mile and Middlestride can’t untrack fast. He goes away slow and is always way back at the half, then he begins to run and if the race is a mile and a quarter he’ll just eat up everything and get there.

Sunstreak is different. He is a stallion and nervous and belongs on the biggest farm we’ve got in our country, the Van Riddle place that belongs to Mr. Van Riddle of New York. Sunstreak is like a girl you think about sometimes but never see. He is hard all over and lovely too. When you look at his head you want to kiss him. He is trained by Jerry Tillford who knows me and has been good to me lots of times, lets me walk into a horse’s stall to look at him close and other things. There isn’t anything as sweet as that horse. He stands at the post quiet and not letting on, but he is just burning up inside. Then when the barrier goes up he is off like his name, Sunstreak. It makes you ache to see him. It hurts you. He just lays down and runs like a bird dog. There can’t anything I ever see run like him except Middlestride when he gets untracked and stretches himself.

Gee! I ached to see that race and those two horses run, ached and dreaded it too. I didn’t want to see either of our horses beaten. We had never sent a pair like that to the races before. Old men in Beckersville said so and the niggers said so. It was a fact.

Before the race I went over to the paddocks to see. I looked a last look at Middlestride, who isn’t such a much standing in a paddock that way, then I went to see Sunstreak.

It was his day. I knew when I see him. I forgot all about being seen myself and walked right up. All the men from Beckersville were there and no one noticed me except Jerry Tillford. He saw me and something happened. I’ll tell you about that.

I was standing looking at that horse and aching. In some way, I can’t tell how, I knew just how Sunstreak felt inside. He was quiet and letting the niggers rub his legs and Mr. Van Riddle himself put the saddle on, but he was just a raging torrent inside. He was like the water in the river at Niagara Falls just before its goes plunk down. That horse wasn’t thinking about running. He don’t have to think about that. He was just thinking about holding himself back ‘til the time for the running came. I knew that. I could just in a way see right inside him. He was going to do some awful running and I knew it. He wasn’t bragging or letting on much or prancing or making a fuss, but just waiting. I knew it and Jerry Tillford his trainer knew. I looked up and then that man and I looked into each other’s eyes. Something happened to me. I guess I loved the man as much as I did the horse because he knew what I knew. Seemed to me there wasn’t anything in the world but that man and the horse and me. I cried and Jerry Tillford had a shine in his eyes. Then I came away to the fence to wait for the race. The horse was better than me, more steadier, and now I know better than Jerry. He was the quietest and he had to do the running.

Sunstreak ran first of course and he busted the world’s record for a mile. I’ve seen that if I never see anything more. Everything came out just as I expected. Middlestride got left at the post and was way back and closed up to be second, just as I knew he would. He’ll get a world’s record too some day. They can’t skin the Beckersville country on horses.

I watched the race calm because I knew what would happen. I was sure. Hanley Turner and Henry Rieback and Tom Tumberton were all more excited than me.

A funny thing had happened to me. I was thinking about Jerry Tillford the trainer and how happy he was all through the race. I liked him that afternoon even more than I ever liked my own father. I almost forgot the horses thinking that way about him. It was because of what I had seen in his eyes as he stood in the paddocks beside Sunstreak before the race started. I knew he had been watching and working with Sunstreak since the horse was a baby colt, had taught him to run and be patient and when to let himself out and not to quit, never. I knew that for him it was like a mother seeing her child do something brave or wonderful. It was the first time I ever felt for a man like that.

After the race that night I cut out from Tom and Hanley and Henry. I wanted to be by myself and I wanted to be near Jerry Tillford if I could work it. Here is what happened.

The track in Saratoga is near the edge of town. It is all polished up and trees around, the evergreen kind, and grass and everything painted and nice. If you go past the track you get to a hard road made of asphalt for automobiles, and if you go along this for a few miles there is a road turns off to a little rummy-looking farm house set in a yard.

That night after the race I went along that road because I had seen Jerry and some other men go that way in an automobile. I didn’t expect to find them. I walked for a ways and then sat down by a fence to think. It was the direction they went in. I wanted to be as near Jerry as I could. I felt close to him. Pretty soon I went up the side road — I don’t know why — and came to the rummy farm house. I was just lonesome to see Jerry, like wanting to see your father at night when you are a young kid. Just then an automobile came along and turned in. Jerry was in it and Henry Rieback’s father, and Arthur Bedford from home, and Dave Williams and two other men I didn’t know. They got out of the car and went into the house, all but Henry Rieback’s father who quarreled with them and said he wouldn’t go. It was only about nine o’clock, but they were all drunk and the rummy looking farm house was a place for bad women to stay in. That’s what it was. I crept up along a fence and looked through a window and saw.

It’s what give me the fantods. I can’t make it out. The women in the house were all ugly mean-looking women, not nice to look at or be near. They were homely too, except one who was tall and looked a little like the gelding Middlestride, but not clean like him, but with a hard ugly mouth. She had red hair. I saw everything plain. I got up by an old rose bush by an open window and looked. The women had on loose dresses and sat around in chairs. The men came in and some sat on the women’s laps. The place smelled rotten and there was rotten talk, the kind a kid hears around a livery stable in a town like Beckersville in the winter but don’t ever expect to hear talked when there are women around. It was rotten. A nigger wouldn’t go into such a place.

I looked at Jerry Tillford. I’ve told you how I had been feeling about him on account of his knowing what was going on inside of Sunstreak in the minute before he went to the post for the race in which he made a world’s record.

Jerry bragged in that bad woman house as I know Sunstreak wouldn’t never have bragged. He said that he made that horse, that it was him that won the race and made the record. He lied and bragged like a fool. I never heard such silly talk.

And then, what do you suppose he did! He looked at the woman in there, the one that was lean and hard-mouthed and looked a little like the gelding Middlestride, but not clean like him, and his eyes began to shine just as they did when he looked at me and at Sunstreak in the paddocks at the track in the afternoon. I stood there by the window — gee! — but I wished I hadn’t gone away from the tracks, but had stayed with the boys and the niggers and the horses. The tall rotten looking woman was between us just as Sunstreak was in the paddocks in the afternoon.

Then, all of a sudden, I began to hate that man. I wanted to scream and rush in the room and kill him. I never had such a feeling before. I was so mad clean through that I cried and my fists were doubled up so my finger nails cut my hands.

And Jerry’s eyes kept shining and he waved back and forth, and then he went and kissed that woman and I crept away and went back to the tracks and to bed and didn’t sleep hardly any, and then next day I got the other kids to start home with me and never told them anything I seen.

I been thinking about it ever since. I can’t make it out. Spring has come again and I’m nearly sixteen and go to the tracks mornings same as always, and I see Sunstreak and Middlestride and a new colt named Strident I’ll bet will lay them all out, but no one thinks so but me and two or three niggers.

But things are different. At the tracks the air don’t taste as good or smell as good. It’s because a man like Jerry Tillford, who knows what he does, could see a horse like Sunstreak run, and kiss a woman like that the same day. I can’t make it out. Darn him, what did he want to do like that for? I keep thinking about it and it spoils looking at horses and smelling things and hearing niggers laugh and everything. Sometimes I’m so mad about it I want to fight someone. It gives me the fantods. What did he do it for? I want to know why.


SEEDS
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HE WAS A small man with a beard and was very nervous. I remember how the cords of his neck were drawn taut.

For years he had been trying to cure people of illness by the method called psychoanalysis. The idea was the passion of his life. “I came here because I am tired,” he said dejectedly. “My body is not tired but something inside me is old and worn-out. I want joy. For a few days or weeks I would like to forget men and women and the influences that make them the sick things they are.”

There is a note that comes into the human voice by which you may know real weariness. It comes when one has been trying with all his heart and soul to think his way along some difficult road of thought. Of a sudden he finds himself unable to go on. Something within him stops. A tiny explosion takes place. He bursts into words and talks, perhaps foolishly. Little side currents of his nature he didn’t know were there run out and get themselves expressed. It is at such times that a man boasts, uses big words, makes a fool of himself in general.

And so it was the doctor became shrill. He jumped up from the steps where we had been sitting, talking and walked about. “You come from the West. You have kept away from people. You have preserved yourself — damn you! I haven’t—” His voice had indeed become shrill. “I have entered into lives. I have gone beneath the surface of the lives of men and women. Women especially I have studied — our own women, here in America.”

“You have loved them?” I suggested.

“Yes,” he said. “Yes — you are right there. I have done that. It is the only way I can get at things. I have to try to love. You see how that is? It’s the only way. Love must be the beginning of things with me.”

I began to sense the depths of his weariness. “We will go swim in the lake,” I urged.

“I don’t want to swim or do any damn plodding thing. I want to run and shout,” he declared. “For awhile, for a few hours, I want to be like a dead leaf blown by the winds over these hills. I have one desire and one only — to free myself.”

We walked in a dusty country road. I wanted him to know that I thought
I understood, so I put the case in my own way.

When he stopped and stared at me I talked. “You are no more and no better than myself,” I declared. “You are a dog that has rolled in offal, and because you are not quite a dog you do not like the smell of your own hide.”

In turn my voice became shrill. “You blind fool,” I cried impatiently. “Men like you are fools. You cannot go along that road. It is given to no man to venture far along the road of lives.”

I became passionately in earnest. “The illness you pretend to cure is the universal illness,” I said. “The thing you want to do cannot be done. Fool — do you expect love to be understood?”

We stood in the road and looked at each other. The suggestion of a sneer played about the corners of his mouth. He put a hand on my shoulder and shook me. “How smart we are — how aptly we put things!”

He spat the words out and then turned and walked a little away. “You think you understand, but you don’t understand,” he cried. “What you say can’t be done can be done. You’re a liar. You cannot be so definite without missing something vague and fine. You miss the whole point. The lives of people are like young trees in a forest. They are being choked by climbing vines. The vines are old thoughts and beliefs planted by dead men. I am myself covered by crawling creeping vines that choke me.”

He laughed bitterly. “And that’s why I want to run and play,” he said. “I want to be a leaf blown by the wind over hills. I want to die and be born again, and I am only a tree covered with vines and slowly dying. I am, you see, weary and want to be made clean. I am an amateur venturing timidly into lives,” he concluded. “I am weary and want to be made clean. I am covered by creeping crawling things.”

* * * * *

A woman from Iowa came here to Chicago and took a room in a house on the west-side. She was about twenty-seven years old and ostensibly she came to the city to study advanced methods for teaching music.

A certain young man also lived in the west-side house. His room faced a long hall on the second floor of the house and the one taken by the woman was across the hall facing his room.

In regard to the young man — there is something very sweet in his nature. He is a painter but I have often wished he would decide to become a writer. He tells things with understanding and he does not paint brilliantly.

And so the woman from Iowa lived in the west-side house and came home from the city in the evening. She looked like a thousand other women one sees in the streets every day. The only thing that at all made her stand out among the women in the crowds was that she was a little lame. Her right foot was slightly deformed and she walked with a limp. For three months she lived in the house — where she was the only woman except the landlady — and then a feeling in regard to her began to grow up among the men of the house.

The men all said the same thing concerning her. When they met in the hallway at the front of the house they stopped, laughed and whispered. “She wants a lover,” they said and winked. “She may not know it but a lover is what she needs.”

One knowing Chicago and Chicago men would think that an easy want to be satisfied. I laughed when my friend — whose name is LeRoy — told me the story, but he did not laugh. He shook his head. “It wasn’t so easy,” he said. “There would be no story were the matter that simple.”

LeRoy tried to explain. “Whenever a man approached her she became alarmed,” he said. Men kept smiling and speaking to her. They invited her to dinner and to the theatre, but nothing would induce her to walk in the streets with a man. She never went into the streets at night. When a man stopped and tried to talk with her in the hallway she turned her eyes to the floor and then ran into her room. Once a young drygoods clerk who lived there induced her to sit with him on the steps before the house.

He was a sentimental fellow and took hold of her hand. When she began to cry he was alarmed and arose. He put a hand on her shoulder and tried to explain, but under the touch of his fingers her whole body shook with terror. “Don’t touch me,” she cried, “don’t let your hands touch me!” She began to scream and people passing in the street stopped to listen. The drygoods clerk was alarmed and ran upstairs to his own room. He bolted the door and stood listening. “It is a trick,” he declared in a trembling voice. “She is trying to make trouble. I did nothing to her. It was an accident and anyway what’s the matter? I only touched her arm with my fingers.”

Perhaps a dozen times LeRoy has spoken to me of the experience of the Iowa woman in the west-side house. The men there began to hate her. Although she would have nothing to do with them she would not let them alone. In a hundred ways she continually invited approaches that when made she repelled. When she stood naked in the bathroom facing the hallway where the men passed up and down she left the door slightly ajar. There was a couch in the living room down stairs, and when men were present she would sometimes enter and without saying a word throw herself down before them. On the couch she lay with lips drawn slightly apart. Her eyes stared at the ceiling. Her whole physical being seemed to be waiting for something. The sense of her filled the room. The men standing about pretended not to see. They talked loudly. Embarrassment took possession of them and one by one they crept quietly away.

One evening the woman was ordered to leave the house. Someone, perhaps the drygoods clerk, had talked to the landlady and she acted at once. “If you leave tonight I shall like it that much better,” LeRoy heard the elder woman’s voice saying. She stood in the hallway before the Iowa woman’s room. The landlady’s voice rang through the house.

LeRoy the painter is tall and lean and his life has been spent in devotion to ideas. The passions of his brain have consumed the passions of his body. His income is small and he has not married. Perhaps he has never had a sweetheart. He is not without physical desire but he is not primarily concerned with desire.

On the evening when the Iowa woman was ordered to leave the west-side house, she waited until she thought the landlady had gone down stairs, and then went into LeRoy’s room. It was about eight o’clock and he sat by a window reading a book. The woman did not knock but opened the door. She said nothing but ran across the floor and knelt at his feet. LeRoy said that her twisted foot made her run like a wounded bird, that her eyes were burning and that her breath came in little gasps. “Take me,” she said, putting her face down upon his knees and trembling violently. “Take me quickly. There must be a beginning to things. I can’t stand the waiting. You must take me at once.”

You may be quite sure LeRoy was perplexed by all this. From what he has said I gathered that until that evening he had hardly noticed the woman. I suppose that of all the men in the house he had been the most indifferent to her. In the room something happened. The landlady followed the woman when she ran to LeRoy, and the two women confronted him. The woman from Iowa knelt trembling and frightened at his feet. The landlady was indignant. LeRoy acted on impulse. An inspiration came to him. Putting his hand on the kneeling woman’s shoulder he shook her violently. “Now behave yourself,” he said quickly. “I will keep my promise.” He turned to the landlady and smiled. “We have been engaged to be married,” he said. “We have quarreled. She came here to be near me. She has been unwell and excited. I will take her away. Please don’t let yourself be annoyed. I will take her away.”

When the woman and LeRoy got out of the house she stopped weeping and put her hand into his. Her fears had all gone away. He found a room for her in another house and then went with her into a park and sat on a bench.

* * * * *

Everything LeRoy has told me concerning this woman strengthens my belief in what I said to the man that day in the mountains. You cannot venture along the road of lives. On the bench he and the woman talked until midnight and he saw and talked with her many times later. Nothing came of it. She went back, I suppose, to her place in the West.

In the place from which she had come the woman had been a teacher of music. She was one of four sisters, all engaged in the same sort of work and, LeRoy says, all quiet capable women. Their father had died when the eldest girl was not yet ten, and five years later the mother died also. The girls had a house and a garden.

In the nature of things I cannot know what the lives of the women were like but of this one may be quite certain — they talked only of women’s affairs, thought only of women’s affairs. No one of them ever had a lover. For years no man came near the house.

Of them all only the youngest, the one who came to Chicago, was visibly affected by the utterly feminine quality of their lives. It did something to her. All day and every day she taught music to young girls and then went home to the women. When she was twenty-five she began to think and to dream of men. During the day and through the evening she talked with women of women’s affairs, and all the time she wanted desperately to be loved by a man. She went to Chicago with that hope in mind. LeRoy explained her attitude in the matter and her strange behavior in the west-side house by saying she had thought too much and acted too little. “The life force within her became decentralized,” he declared. “What she wanted she could not achieve. The living force within could not find expression. When it could not get expressed in one way it took another. Sex spread itself out over her body. It permeated the very fibre of her being. At the last she was sex personified, sex become condensed and impersonal. Certain words, the touch of a man’s hand, sometimes even the sight of a man passing in the street did something to her.”

* * * * *

Yesterday I saw LeRoy and he talked to me again of the woman and her strange and terrible fate.

We walked in the park by the lake. As we went along the figure of the woman kept coming into my mind. An idea came to me.

“You might have been her lover,” I said. “That was possible. She was not afraid of you.”

LeRoy stopped. Like the doctor who was so sure of his ability to walk into lives he grew angry and scolded. For a moment he stared at me and then a rather odd thing happened. Words said by the other man in the dusty road in the hills came to LeRoy’s lips and were said over again. The suggestion of a sneer played about the corners of his mouth. “How smart we are. How aptly we put things,” he said.

The voice of the young man who walked with me in the park by the lake in the city became shrill. I sensed the weariness in him. Then he laughed and said quietly and softly, “It isn’t so simple. By being sure of yourself you are in danger of losing all of the romance of life. You miss the whole point. Nothing in life can be settled so definitely. The woman — you see — was like a young tree choked by a climbing vine. The thing that wrapped her about had shut out the light. She was a grotesque as many trees in the forest are grotesques. Her problem was such a difficult one that thinking of it has changed the whole current of my life. At first I was like you. I was quite sure. I thought I would be her lover and settle the matter.”

LeRoy turned and walked a little away. Then he came back and took hold of my arm. A passionate earnestness took possession of him. His voice trembled. “She needed a lover, yes, the men in the house were quite right about that,” he said. “She needed a lover and at the same time a lover was not what she needed. The need of a lover was, after all, a quite secondary thing. She needed to be loved, to be long and quietly and patiently loved. To be sure she is a grotesque, but then all the people in the world are grotesques. We all need to be loved. What would cure her would cure the rest of us also. The disease she had is, you see, universal. We all want to be loved and the world has no plan for creating our lovers.”

LeRoy’s voice dropped and he walked beside me in silence. We turned away from the lake and walked under trees. I looked closely at him. The cords of his neck were drawn taut. “I have seen under the shell of life and I am afraid,” he mused. “I am myself like the woman. I am covered with creeping crawling vine-like things. I cannot be a lover. I am not subtle or patient enough. I am paying old debts. Old thoughts and beliefs — seeds planted by dead men — spring up in my soul and choke me.”

For a long time we walked and LeRoy talked, voicing the thoughts that came into his mind. I listened in silence. His mind struck upon the refrain voiced by the man in the mountains. “I would like to be a dead dry thing,” he muttered looking at the leaves scattered over the grass. “I would like to be a leaf blown away by the wind.” He looked up and his eyes turned to where among the trees we could see the lake in the distance. “I am weary and want to be made clean. I am a man covered by creeping crawling things. I would like to be dead and blown by the wind over limitless waters,” he said. “I want more than anything else in the world to be clean.”


THE OTHER WOMAN
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“I AM IN love with my wife,” he said — a superfluous remark, as I had not questioned his attachment to the woman he had married. We walked for ten minutes and then he said it again. I turned to look at him. He began to talk and told me the tale I am now about to set down.

The thing he had on his mind happened during what must have been the most eventful week of his life. He was to be married on Friday afternoon. On Friday of the week before he got a telegram announcing his appointment to a government position. Something else happened that made him very proud and glad. In secret he was in the habit of writing verses and during the year before several of them had been printed in poetry magazines. One of the societies that give prizes for what they think the best poems published during the year put his name at the head of its list. The story of his triumph was printed in the newspapers of his home city and one of them also printed his picture.

As might have been expected he was excited and in a rather highly strung nervous state all during that week. Almost every evening he went to call on his fiancée, the daughter of a judge. When he got there the house was filled with people and many letters, telegrams and packages were being received. He stood a little to one side and men and women kept coming up to speak to him. They congratulated him upon his success in getting the government position and on his achievement as a poet. Everyone seemed to be praising him and when he went home and to bed he could not sleep. On Wednesday evening he went to the theatre and it seemed to him that people all over the house recognized him. Everyone nodded and smiled. After the first act five or six men and two women left their seats to gather about him. A little group was formed. Strangers sitting along the same row of seats stretched their necks and looked. He had never received so much attention before, and now a fever of expectancy took possession of him.

As he explained when he told me of his experience, it was for him an altogether abnormal time. He felt like one floating in air. When he got into bed after seeing so many people and hearing so many words of praise his head whirled round and round. When he closed his eyes a crowd of people invaded his room. It seemed as though the minds of all the people of his city were centred on himself. The most absurd fancies took possession of him. He imagined himself riding in a carriage through the streets of a city. Windows were thrown open and people ran out at the doors of houses. “There he is. That’s him,” they shouted, and at the words a glad cry arose. The carriage drove into a street blocked with people. A hundred thousand pairs of eyes looked up at him. “There you are! What a fellow you have managed to make of yourself!” the eyes seemed to be saying.

My friend could not explain whether the excitement of the people was due to the fact that he had written a new poem or whether, in his new government position, he had performed some notable act. The apartment where he lived at that time was on a street perched along the top of a cliff far out at the edge of his city, and from his bedroom window he could look down over trees and factory roofs to a river. As he could not sleep and as the fancies that kept crowding in upon him only made him more excited, he got out of bed and tried to think.

As would be natural under such circumstances, he tried to control his thoughts, but when he sat by the window and was wide awake a most unexpected and humiliating thing happened. The night was clear and fine. There was a moon. He wanted to dream of the woman who was to be his wife, to think out lines for noble poems or make plans that would affect his career. Much to his surprise his mind refused to do anything of the sort.

At a corner of the street where he lived there was a small cigar store and newspaper stand run by a fat man of forty and his wife, a small active woman with bright grey eyes. In the morning he stopped there to buy a paper before going down to the city. Sometimes he saw only the fat man, but often the man had disappeared and the woman waited on him. She was, as he assured me at least twenty times in telling me his tale, a very ordinary person with nothing special or notable about her, but for some reason he could not explain, being in her presence stirred him profoundly. During that week in the midst of his distraction she was the only person he knew who stood out clear and distinct in his mind. When he wanted so much to think noble thoughts he could think only of her. Before he knew what was happening his imagination had taken hold of the notion of having a love affair with the woman.

“I could not understand myself,” he declared, in telling me the story. “At night, when the city was quiet and when I should have been asleep, I thought about her all the time. After two or three days of that sort of thing the consciousness of her got into my daytime thoughts. I was terribly muddled. When I went to see the woman who is now my wife I found that my love for her was in no way affected by my vagrant thoughts. There was but one woman in the world I wanted to live with and to be my comrade in undertaking to improve my own character and my position in the world, but for the moment, you see, I wanted this other woman to be in my arms. She had worked her way into my being. On all sides people were saying I was a big man who would do big things, and there I was. That evening when I went to the theatre I walked home because I knew I would be unable to sleep, and to satisfy the annoying impulse in myself I went and stood on the sidewalk before the tobacco shop. It was a two story building, and I knew the woman lived upstairs with her husband. For a long time I stood in the darkness with my body pressed against the wall of the building, and then I thought of the two of them up there and no doubt in bed together. That made me furious.

“Then I grew more furious with myself. I went home and got into bed, shaken with anger. There are certain books of verse and some prose writings that have always moved me deeply, and so I put several books on a table by my bed.

“The voices in the books were like the voices of the dead. I did not hear them. The printed words would not penetrate into my consciousness. I tried to think of the woman I loved, but her figure had also become something far away, something with which I for the moment seemed to have nothing to do. I rolled and tumbled about in the bed. It was a miserable experience.

“On Thursday morning I went into the store. There stood the woman alone. I think she knew how I felt. Perhaps she had been thinking of me as I had been thinking of her. A doubtful hesitating smile played about the corners of her mouth. She had on a dress made of cheap cloth and there was a tear on the shoulder. She must have been ten years older than myself. When I tried to put my pennies on the glass counter, behind which she stood, my hand trembled so that the pennies made a sharp rattling noise. When I spoke the voice that came out of my throat did not sound like anything that had ever belonged to me. It barely arose above a thick whisper. ‘I want you,’ I said. ‘I want you very much. Can’t you run away from your husband? Come to me at my apartment at seven tonight.’

“The woman did come to my apartment at seven. That morning she didn’t say anything at all. For a minute perhaps we stood looking at each other. I had forgotten everything in the world but just her. Then she nodded her head and I went away. Now that I think of it I cannot remember a word I ever heard her say. She came to my apartment at seven and it was dark. You must understand this was in the month of October. I had not lighted a light and I had sent my servant away.

“During that day I was no good at all. Several men came to see me at my office, but I got all muddled up in trying to talk with them. They attributed my rattle-headedness to my approaching marriage and went away laughing.

“It was on that morning, just the day before my marriage, that I got a long and very beautiful letter from my fiancée. During the night before she also had been unable to sleep and had got out of bed to write the letter. Everything she said in it was very sharp and real, but she herself, as a living thing, seemed to have receded into the distance. It seemed to me that she was like a bird, flying far away in distant skies, and that I was like a perplexed bare-footed boy standing in the dusty road before a farm house and looking at her receding figure. I wonder if you will understand what I mean?

“In regard to the letter. In it she, the awakening woman, poured out her heart. She of course knew nothing of life, but she was a woman. She lay, I suppose, in her bed feeling nervous and wrought up as I had been doing. She realized that a great change was about to take place in her life and was glad and afraid too. There she lay thinking of it all. Then she got out of bed and began talking to me on the bit of paper. She told me how afraid she was and how glad too. Like most young women she had heard things whispered. In the letter she was very sweet and fine. ‘For a long time, after we are married, we will forget we are a man and woman,’ she wrote. ‘We will be human beings. You must remember that I am ignorant and often I will be very stupid. You must love me and be very patient and kind. When I know more, when after a long time you have taught me the way of life, I will try to repay you. I will love you tenderly and passionately. The possibility of that is in me or I would not want to marry at all. I am afraid but I am also happy. O, I am so glad our marriage time is near at hand!’

“Now you see clearly enough what a mess I was in. In my office, after I had read my fiancée’s letter, I became at once very resolute and strong. I remember that I got out of my chair and walked about, proud of the fact that I was to be the husband of so noble a woman. Right away I felt concerning her as I had been feeling about myself before I found out what a weak thing I was. To be sure I took a strong resolution that I would not be weak. At nine that evening I had planned to run in to see my fiancée. ‘I’m all right now,’ I said to myself. ‘The beauty of her character has saved me from myself. I will go home now and send the other woman away.’ In the morning I had telephoned to my servant and told him that I did not want him to be at the apartment that evening and I now picked up the telephone to tell him to stay at home.

“Then a thought came to me. ‘I will not want him there in any event,’ I told myself. ‘What will he think when he sees a woman coming in my place on the evening before the day I am to be married?’ I put the telephone down and prepared to go home. ‘If I want my servant out of the apartment it is because I do not want him to hear me talk with the woman. I cannot be rude to her. I will have to make some kind of an explanation,’ I said to myself.

“The woman came at seven o’clock, and, as you may have guessed, I let her in and forgot the resolution I had made. It is likely I never had any intention of doing anything else. There was a bell on my door, but she did not ring, but knocked very softly. It seems to me that everything she did that evening was soft and quiet, but very determined and quick. Do I make myself clear? When she came I was standing just within the door where I had been standing and waiting for a half hour. My hands were trembling as they had trembled in the morning when her eyes looked at me and when I tried to put the pennies on the counter in the store. When I opened the door she stepped quickly in and I took her into my arms. We stood together in the darkness. My hands no longer trembled. I felt very happy and strong.

“Although I have tried to make everything clear I have not told you what the woman I married is like. I have emphasized, you see, the other woman. I make the blind statement that I love my wife, and to a man of your shrewdness that means nothing at all. To tell the truth, had I not started to speak of this matter I would feel more comfortable. It is inevitable that I give you the impression that I am in love with the tobacconist’s wife. That’s not true. To be sure I was very conscious of her all during the week before my marriage, but after she had come to me at my apartment she went entirely out of my mind.

“Am I telling the truth? I am trying very hard to tell what happened to me. I am saying that I have not since that evening thought of the woman who came to my apartment. Now, to tell the facts of the case, that is not true. On that evening I went to my fiancée at nine, as she had asked me to do in her letter. In a kind of way I cannot explain the other woman went with me. This is what I mean — you see I had been thinking that if anything happened between me and the tobacconist’s wife I would not be able to go through with my marriage. ‘It is one thing or the other with me,’ I had said to myself.

“As a matter of fact I went to see my beloved on that evening filled with a new faith in the outcome of our life together. I am afraid I muddle this matter in trying to tell it. A moment ago I said the other woman, the tobacconist’s wife, went with me. I do not mean she went in fact. What I am trying to say is that something of her faith in her own desires and her courage in seeing things through went with me. Is that clear to you? When I got to my fiancée’s house there was a crowd of people standing about. Some were relatives from distant places I had not seen before. She looked up quickly when I came into the room. My face must have been radiant. I never saw her so moved. She thought her letter had affected me deeply, and of course it had. Up she jumped and ran to meet me. She was like a glad child. Right before the people who turned and looked inquiringly at us, she said the thing that was in her mind. ‘O, I am so happy,’ she cried. ‘You have understood. We will be two human beings. We will not have to be husband and wife.’

“As you may suppose everyone laughed, but I did not laugh. The tears came into my eyes. I was so happy I wanted to shout. Perhaps you understand what I mean. In the office that day when I read the letter my fiancée had written I had said to myself, ‘I will take care of the dear little woman.’ There was something smug, you see, about that. In her house when she cried out in that way, and when everyone laughed, what I said to myself was something like this: ‘We will take care of ourselves.’ I whispered something of the sort into her ears. To tell you the truth I had come down off my perch. The spirit of the other woman did that to me. Before all the people gathered about I held my fiancée close and we kissed. They thought it very sweet of us to be so affected at the sight of each other. What they would have thought had they known the truth about me God only knows!

“Twice now I have said that after that evening I never thought of the other woman at all. That is partially true but, sometimes in the evening when I am walking alone in the street or in the park as we are walking now, and when evening comes softly and quickly as it has come to-night, the feeling of her comes sharply into my body and mind. After that one meeting I never saw her again. On the next day I was married and I have never gone back into her street. Often however as I am walking along as I am doing now, a quick sharp earthy feeling takes possession of me. It is as though I were a seed in the ground and the warm rains of the spring had come. It is as though I were not a man but a tree.

“And now you see I am married and everything is all right. My marriage is to me a very beautiful fact. If you were to say that my marriage is not a happy one I could call you a liar and be speaking the absolute truth. I have tried to tell you about this other woman. There is a kind of relief in speaking of her. I have never done it before. I wonder why I was so silly as to be afraid that I would give you the impression I am not in love with my wife. If I did not instinctively trust your understanding I would not have spoken. As the matter stands I have a little stirred myself up. To-night I shall think of the other woman. That sometimes occurs. It will happen after I have gone to bed. My wife sleeps in the next room to mine and the door is always left open. There will be a moon to-night, and when there is a moon long streaks of light fall on her bed. I shall awake at midnight to-night. She will be lying asleep with one arm thrown over her head.

“What is it that I am now talking about? A man does not speak of his wife lying in bed. What I am trying to say is that, because of this talk, I shall think of the other woman to-night. My thoughts will not take the form they did during the week before I was married. I will wonder what has become of the woman. For a moment I will again feel myself holding her close. I will think that for an hour I was closer to her than I have ever been to anyone else. Then I will think of the time when I will be as close as that to my wife. She is still, you see, an awakening woman. For a moment I will close my eyes and the quick, shrewd, determined eyes of that other woman will look into mine. My head will swim and then I will quickly open my eyes and see again the dear woman with whom I have undertaken to live out my life. Then I will sleep and when I awake in the morning it will be as it was that evening when I walked out of my dark apartment after having had the most notable experience of my life. What I mean to say, you understand is that, for me, when I awake, the other woman will be utterly gone.”


THE EGG
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MY FATHER WAS, I am sure, intended by nature to be a cheerful, kindly man. Until he was thirty-four years old he worked as a farm-hand for a man named Thomas Butterworth whose place lay near the town of Bidwell, Ohio. He had then a horse of his own and on Saturday evenings drove into town to spend a few hours in social intercourse with other farm- hands. In town he drank several glasses of beer and stood about in Ben Head’s saloon — crowded on Saturday evenings with visiting farm-hands. Songs were sung and glasses thumped on the bar. At ten o’clock father drove home along a lonely country road, made his horse comfortable for the night and himself went to bed, quite happy in his position in life. He had at that time no notion of trying to rise in the world.

It was in the spring of his thirty-fifth year that father married my mother, then a country school-teacher, and in the following spring I came wriggling and crying into the world. Something happened to the two people. They became ambitious. The American passion for getting up in the world took possession of them.

It may have been that mother was responsible. Being a school-teacher she had no doubt read books and magazines. She had, I presume, read of how Garfield, Lincoln, and other Americans rose from poverty to fame and greatness and as I lay beside her — in the days of her lying-in — she may have dreamed that I would some day rule men and cities. At any rate she induced father to give up his place as a farm-hand, sell his horse and embark on an independent enterprise of his own. She was a tall silent woman with a long nose and troubled grey eyes. For herself she wanted nothing. For father and myself she was incurably ambitious.

The first venture into which the two people went turned out badly. They rented ten acres of poor stony land on Griggs’s Road, eight miles from Bidwell, and launched into chicken raising. I grew into boyhood on the place and got my first impressions of life there. From the beginning they were impressions of disaster and if, in my turn, I am a gloomy man inclined to see the darker side of life, I attribute it to the fact that what should have been for me the happy joyous days of childhood were spent on a chicken farm.

One unversed in such matters can have no notion of the many and tragic things that can happen to a chicken. It is born out of an egg, lives for a few weeks as a tiny fluffy thing such as you will see pictured on Easter cards, then becomes hideously naked, eats quantities of corn and meal bought by the sweat of your father’s brow, gets diseases called pip, cholera, and other names, stands looking with stupid eyes at the sun, becomes sick and dies. A few hens, and now and then a rooster, intended to serve God’s mysterious ends, struggle through to maturity. The hens lay eggs out of which come other chickens and the dreadful cycle is thus made complete. It is all unbelievably complex. Most philosophers must have been raised on chicken farms. One hopes for so much from a chicken and is so dreadfully disillusioned. Small chickens, just setting out on the journey of life, look so bright and alert and they are in fact so dreadfully stupid. They are so much like people they mix one up in one’s judgments of life. If disease does not kill them they wait until your expectations are thoroughly aroused and then walk under the wheels of a wagon — to go squashed and dead back to their maker. Vermin infest their youth, and fortunes must be spent for curative powders. In later life I have seen how a literature has been built up on the subject of fortunes to be made out of the raising of chickens. It is intended to be read by the gods who have just eaten of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. It is a hopeful literature and declares that much may be done by simple ambitious people who own a few hens. Do not be led astray by it. It was not written for you. Go hunt for gold on the frozen hills of Alaska, put your faith in the honesty of a politician, believe if you will that the world is daily growing better and that good will triumph over evil, but do not read and believe the literature that is written concerning the hen. It was not written for you.

I, however, digress. My tale does not primarily concern itself with the hen. If correctly told it will centre on the egg. For ten years my father and mother struggled to make our chicken farm pay and then they gave up that struggle and began another. They moved into the town of Bidwell, Ohio and embarked in the restaurant business. After ten years of worry with incubators that did not hatch, and with tiny — and in their own way lovely — balls of fluff that passed on into semi-naked pullethood and from that into dead hen-hood, we threw all aside and packing our belongings on a wagon drove down Griggs’s Road toward Bidwell, a tiny caravan of hope looking for a new place from which to start on our upward journey through life.

We must have been a sad looking lot, not, I fancy, unlike refugees fleeing from a battlefield. Mother and I walked in the road. The wagon that contained our goods had been borrowed for the day from Mr. Albert Griggs, a neighbor. Out of its sides stuck the legs of cheap chairs and at the back of the pile of beds, tables, and boxes filled with kitchen utensils was a crate of live chickens, and on top of that the baby carriage in which I had been wheeled about in my infancy. Why we stuck to the baby carriage I don’t know. It was unlikely other children would be born and the wheels were broken. People who have few possessions cling tightly to those they have. That is one of the facts that make life so discouraging.

Father rode on top of the wagon. He was then a bald-headed man of forty-five, a little fat and from long association with mother and the chickens he had become habitually silent and discouraged. All during our ten years on the chicken farm he had worked as a laborer on neighboring farms and most of the money he had earned had been spent for remedies to cure chicken diseases, on Wilmer’s White Wonder Cholera Cure or Professor Bidlow’s Egg Producer or some other preparations that mother found advertised in the poultry papers. There were two little patches of hair on father’s head just above his ears. I remember that as a child I used to sit looking at him when he had gone to sleep in a chair before the stove on Sunday afternoons in the winter. I had at that time already begun to read books and have notions of my own and the bald path that led over the top of his head was, I fancied, something like a broad road, such a road as Caesar might have made on which to lead his legions out of Rome and into the wonders of an unknown world. The tufts of hair that grew above father’s ears were, I thought, like forests. I fell into a half-sleeping, half-waking state and dreamed I was a tiny thing going along the road into a far beautiful place where there were no chicken farms and where life was a happy eggless affair.

One might write a book concerning our flight from the chicken farm into town. Mother and I walked the entire eight miles — she to be sure that nothing fell from the wagon and I to see the wonders of the world. On the seat of the wagon beside father was his greatest treasure. I will tell you of that.

On a chicken farm where hundreds and even thousands of chickens come out of eggs surprising things sometimes happen. Grotesques are born out of eggs as out of people. The accident does not often occur — perhaps once in a thousand births. A chicken is, you see, born that has four legs, two pairs of wings, two heads or what not. The things do not live. They go quickly back to the hand of their maker that has for a moment trembled. The fact that the poor little things could not live was one of the tragedies of life to father. He had some sort of notion that if he could but bring into henhood or roosterhood a five-legged hen or a two-headed rooster his fortune would be made. He dreamed of taking the wonder about to county fairs and of growing rich by exhibiting it to other farm-hands.

At any rate he saved all the little monstrous things that had been born on our chicken farm. They were preserved in alcohol and put each in its own glass bottle. These he had carefully put into a box and on our journey into town it was carried on the wagon seat beside him. He drove the horses with one hand and with the other clung to the box. When we got to our destination the box was taken down at once and the bottles removed. All during our days as keepers of a restaurant in the town of Bidwell, Ohio, the grotesques in their little glass bottles sat on a shelf back of the counter. Mother sometimes protested but father was a rock on the subject of his treasure. The grotesques were, he declared, valuable. People, he said, liked to look at strange and wonderful things.

Did I say that we embarked in the restaurant business in the town of Bidwell, Ohio? I exaggerated a little. The town itself lay at the foot of a low hill and on the shore of a small river. The railroad did not run through the town and the station was a mile away to the north at a place called Pickleville. There had been a cider mill and pickle factory at the station, but before the time of our coming they had both gone out of business. In the morning and in the evening busses came down to the station along a road called Turner’s Pike from the hotel on the main street of Bidwell. Our going to the out of the way place to embark in the restaurant business was mother’s idea. She talked of it for a year and then one day went off and rented an empty store building opposite the railroad station. It was her idea that the restaurant would be profitable. Travelling men, she said, would be always waiting around to take trains out of town and town people would come to the station to await incoming trains. They would come to the restaurant to buy pieces of pie and drink coffee. Now that I am older I know that she had another motive in going. She was ambitious for me. She wanted me to rise in the world, to get into a town school and become a man of the towns.

At Pickleville father and mother worked hard as they always had done. At first there was the necessity of putting our place into shape to be a restaurant. That took a month. Father built a shelf on which he put tins of vegetables. He painted a sign on which he put his name in large red letters. Below his name was the sharp command— “EAT HERE” — that was so seldom obeyed. A show case was bought and filled with cigars and tobacco. Mother scrubbed the floor and the walls of the room. I went to school in the town and was glad to be away from the farm and from the presence of the discouraged, sad-looking chickens. Still I was not very joyous. In the evening I walked home from school along Turner’s Pike and remembered the children I had seen playing in the town school yard. A troop of little girls had gone hopping about and singing. I tried that. Down along the frozen road I went hopping solemnly on one leg. “Hippity Hop To The Barber Shop,” I sang shrilly. Then I stopped and looked doubtfully about. I was afraid of being seen in my gay mood. It must have seemed to me that I was doing a thing that should not be done by one who, like myself, had been raised on a chicken farm where death was a daily visitor.

Mother decided that our restaurant should remain open at night. At ten in the evening a passenger train went north past our door followed by a local freight. The freight crew had switching to do in Pickleville and when the work was done they came to our restaurant for hot coffee and food. Sometimes one of them ordered a fried egg. In the morning at four they returned north-bound and again visited us. A little trade began to grow up. Mother slept at night and during the day tended the restaurant and fed our boarders while father slept. He slept in the same bed mother had occupied during the night and I went off to the town of Bidwell and to school. During the long nights, while mother and I slept, father cooked meats that were to go into sandwiches for the lunch baskets of our boarders. Then an idea in regard to getting up in the world came into his head. The American spirit took hold of him. He also became ambitious.

In the long nights when there was little to do father had time to think. That was his undoing. He decided that he had in the past been an unsuccessful man because he had not been cheerful enough and that in the future he would adopt a cheerful outlook on life. In the early morning he came upstairs and got into bed with mother. She woke and the two talked. From my bed in the corner I listened.

It was father’s idea that both he and mother should try to entertain the people who came to eat at our restaurant. I cannot now remember his words, but he gave the impression of one about to become in some obscure way a kind of public entertainer. When people, particularly young people from the town of Bidwell, came into our place, as on very rare occasions they did, bright entertaining conversation was to be made. From father’s words I gathered that something of the jolly inn- keeper effect was to be sought. Mother must have been doubtful from the first, but she said nothing discouraging. It was father’s notion that a passion for the company of himself and mother would spring up in the breasts of the younger people of the town of Bidwell. In the evening bright happy groups would come singing down Turner’s Pike. They would troop shouting with joy and laughter into our place. There would be song and festivity. I do not mean to give the impression that father spoke so elaborately of the matter. He was as I have said an uncommunicative man. “They want some place to go. I tell you they want some place to go,” he said over and over. That was as far as he got. My own imagination has filled in the blanks.

For two or three weeks this notion of father’s invaded our house. We did not talk much, but in our daily lives tried earnestly to make smiles take the place of glum looks. Mother smiled at the boarders and I, catching the infection, smiled at our cat. Father became a little feverish in his anxiety to please. There was no doubt, lurking somewhere in him, a touch of the spirit of the showman. He did not waste much of his ammunition on the railroad men he served at night but seemed to be waiting for a young man or woman from Bidwell to come in to show what he could do. On the counter in the restaurant there was a wire basket kept always filled with eggs, and it must have been before his eyes when the idea of being entertaining was born in his brain. There was something pre-natal about the way eggs kept themselves connected with the development of his idea. At any rate an egg ruined his new impulse in life. Late one night I was awakened by a roar of anger coming from father’s throat. Both mother and I sat upright in our beds. With trembling hands she lighted a lamp that stood on a table by her head. Downstairs the front door of our restaurant went shut with a bang and in a few minutes father tramped up the stairs. He held an egg in his hand and his hand trembled as though he were having a chill. There was a half insane light in his eyes. As he stood glaring at us I was sure he intended throwing the egg at either mother or me. Then he laid it gently on the table beside the lamp and dropped on his knees beside mother’s bed. He began to cry like a boy and I, carried away by his grief, cried with him. The two of us filled the little upstairs room with our wailing voices. It is ridiculous, but of the picture we made I can remember only the fact that mother’s hand continually stroked the bald path that ran across the top of his head. I have forgotten what mother said to him and how she induced him to tell her of what had happened downstairs. His explanation also has gone out of my mind. I remember only my own grief and fright and the shiny path over father’s head glowing in the lamp light as he knelt by the bed.

As to what happened downstairs. For some unexplainable reason I know the story as well as though I had been a witness to my father’s discomfiture. One in time gets to know many unexplainable things. On that evening young Joe Kane, son of a merchant of Bidwell, came to Pickleville to meet his father, who was expected on the ten o’clock evening train from the South. The train was three hours late and Joe came into our place to loaf about and to wait for its arrival. The local freight train came in and the freight crew were fed. Joe was left alone in the restaurant with father.

From the moment he came into our place the Bidwell young man must have been puzzled by my father’s actions. It was his notion that father was angry at him for hanging around. He noticed that the restaurant keeper was apparently disturbed by his presence and he thought of going out. However, it began to rain and he did not fancy the long walk to town and back. He bought a five-cent cigar and ordered a cup of coffee. He had a newspaper in his pocket and took it out and began to read. “I’m waiting for the evening train. It’s late,” he said apologetically.

For a long time father, whom Joe Kane had never seen before, remained silently gazing at his visitor. He was no doubt suffering from an attack of stage fright. As so often happens in life he had thought so much and so often of the situation that now confronted him that he was somewhat nervous in its presence.

For one thing, he did not know what to do with his hands. He thrust one of them nervously over the counter and shook hands with Joe Kane. “How- de-do,” he said. Joe Kane put his newspaper down and stared at him. Father’s eye lighted on the basket of eggs that sat on the counter and he began to talk. “Well,” he began hesitatingly, “well, you have heard of Christopher Columbus, eh?” He seemed to be angry. “That Christopher Columbus was a cheat,” he declared emphatically. “He talked of making an egg stand on its end. He talked, he did, and then he went and broke the end of the egg.”

My father seemed to his visitor to be beside himself at the duplicity of Christopher Columbus. He muttered and swore. He declared it was wrong to teach children that Christopher Columbus was a great man when, after all, he cheated at the critical moment. He had declared he would make an egg stand on end and then when his bluff had been called he had done a trick. Still grumbling at Columbus, father took an egg from the basket on the counter and began to walk up and down. He rolled the egg between the palms of his hands. He smiled genially. He began to mumble words regarding the effect to be produced on an egg by the electricity that comes out of the human body. He declared that without breaking its shell and by virtue of rolling it back and forth in his hands he could stand the egg on its end. He explained that the warmth of his hands and the gentle rolling movement he gave the egg created a new centre of gravity, and Joe Kane was mildly interested. “I have handled thousands of eggs,” father said. “No one knows more about eggs than I do.”

He stood the egg on the counter and it fell on its side. He tried the trick again and again, each time rolling the egg between the palms of his hands and saying the words regarding the wonders of electricity and the laws of gravity. When after a half hour’s effort he did succeed in making the egg stand for a moment he looked up to find that his visitor was no longer watching. By the time he had succeeded in calling Joe Kane’s attention to the success of his effort the egg had again rolled over and lay on its side.

Afire with the showman’s passion and at the same time a good deal disconcerted by the failure of his first effort, father now took the bottles containing the poultry monstrosities down from their place on the shelf and began to show them to his visitor. “How would you like to have seven legs and two heads like this fellow?” he asked, exhibiting the most remarkable of his treasures. A cheerful smile played over his face. He reached over the counter and tried to slap Joe Kane on the shoulder as he had seen men do in Ben Head’s saloon when he was a young farm-hand and drove to town on Saturday evenings. His visitor was made a little ill by the sight of the body of the terribly deformed bird floating in the alcohol in the bottle and got up to go. Coming from behind the counter father took hold of the young man’s arm and led him back to his seat. He grew a little angry and for a moment had to turn his face away and force himself to smile. Then he put the bottles back on the shelf. In an outburst of generosity he fairly compelled Joe Kane to have a fresh cup of coffee and another cigar at his expense. Then he took a pan and filling it with vinegar, taken from a jug that sat beneath the counter, he declared himself about to do a new trick. “I will heat this egg in this pan of vinegar,” he said. “Then I will put it through the neck of a bottle without breaking the shell. When the egg is inside the bottle it will resume its normal shape and the shell will become hard again. Then I will give the bottle with the egg in it to you. You can take it about with you wherever you go. People will want to know how you got the egg in the bottle. Don’t tell them. Keep them guessing. That is the way to have fun with this trick.”

Father grinned and winked at his visitor. Joe Kane decided that the man who confronted him was mildly insane but harmless. He drank the cup of coffee that had been given him and began to read his paper again. When the egg had been heated in vinegar father carried it on a spoon to the counter and going into a back room got an empty bottle. He was angry because his visitor did not watch him as he began to do his trick, but nevertheless went cheerfully to work. For a long time he struggled, trying to get the egg to go through the neck of the bottle. He put the pan of vinegar back on the stove, intending to reheat the egg, then picked it up and burned his fingers. After a second bath in the hot vinegar the shell of the egg had been softened a little but not enough for his purpose. He worked and worked and a spirit of desperate determination took possession of him. When he thought that at last the trick was about to be consummated the delayed train came in at the station and Joe Kane started to go nonchalantly out at the door. Father made a last desperate effort to conquer the egg and make it do the thing that would establish his reputation as one who knew how to entertain guests who came into his restaurant. He worried the egg. He attempted to be somewhat rough with it. He swore and the sweat stood out on his forehead. The egg broke under his hand. When the contents spurted over his clothes, Joe Kane, who had stopped at the door, turned and laughed.

A roar of anger rose from my father’s throat. He danced and shouted a string of inarticulate words. Grabbing another egg from the basket on the counter, he threw it, just missing the head of the young man as he dodged through the door and escaped.

Father came upstairs to mother and me with an egg in his hand. I do not know what he intended to do. I imagine he had some idea of destroying it, of destroying all eggs, and that he intended to let mother and me see him begin. When, however, he got into the presence of mother something happened to him. He laid the egg gently on the table and dropped on his knees by the bed as I have already explained. He later decided to close the restaurant for the night and to come upstairs and get into bed. When he did so he blew out the light and after much muttered conversation both he and mother went to sleep. I suppose I went to sleep also, but my sleep was troubled.

I awoke at dawn and for a long time looked at the egg that lay on the table. I wondered why eggs had to be and why from the egg came the hen who again laid the egg. The question got into my blood. It has stayed there, I imagine, because I am the son of my father. At any rate, the problem remains unsolved in my mind. And that, I conclude, is but another evidence of the complete and final triumph of the egg — at least as far as my family is concerned.


UNLIGHTED LAMPS
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MARY COCHRAN WENT out of the rooms where she lived with her father, Doctor Lester Cochran, at seven o’clock on a Sunday evening. It was June of the year nineteen hundred and eight and Mary was eighteen years old. She walked along Tremont to Main Street and across the railroad tracks to Upper Main, lined with small shops and shoddy houses, a rather quiet cheerless place on Sundays when there were few people about. She had told her father she was going to church but did not intend doing anything of the kind. She did not know what she wanted to do. “I’ll get off by myself and think,” she told herself as she walked slowly along. The night she thought promised to be too fine to be spent sitting in a stuffy church and hearing a man talk of things that had apparently nothing to do with her own problem. Her own affairs were approaching a crisis and it was time for her to begin thinking seriously of her future.

The thoughtful serious state of mind in which Mary found herself had been induced in her by a conversation had with her father on the evening before. Without any preliminary talk and quite suddenly and abruptly he had told her that he was a victim of heart disease and might die at any moment. He had made the announcement as they stood together in the Doctor’s office, back of which were the rooms in which the father and daughter lived.

It was growing dark outside when she came into the office and found him sitting alone. The office and living rooms were on the second floor of an old frame building in the town of Huntersburg, Illinois, and as the Doctor talked he stood beside his daughter near one of the windows that looked down into Tremont Street. The hushed murmur of the town’s Saturday night life went on in Main Street just around a corner, and the evening train, bound to Chicago fifty miles to the east, had just passed. The hotel bus came rattling out of Lincoln Street and went through Tremont toward the hotel on Lower Main. A cloud of dust kicked up by the horses’ hoofs floated on the quiet air. A straggling group of people followed the bus and the row of hitching posts on Tremont Street was already lined with buggies in which farmers and their wives had driven into town for the evening of shopping and gossip.

After the station bus had passed three or four more buggies were driven into the street. From one of them a young man helped his sweetheart to alight. He took hold of her arm with a certain air of tenderness, and a hunger to be touched thus tenderly by a man’s hand, that had come to Mary many times before, returned at almost the same moment her father made the announcement of his approaching death.

As the Doctor began to speak Barney Smithfield, who owned a livery barn that opened into Tremont Street directly opposite the building in which the Cochrans lived, came back to his place of business from his evening meal. He stopped to tell a story to a group of men gathered before the barn door and a shout of laughter arose. One of the loungers in the street, a strongly built young man in a checkered suit, stepped away from the others and stood before the liveryman. Having seen Mary he was trying to attract her attention. He also began to tell a story and as he talked he gesticulated, waved his arms and from time to time looked over his shoulder to see if the girl still stood by the window and if she were watching.

Doctor Cochran had told his daughter of his approaching death in a cold quiet voice. To the girl it had seemed that everything concerning her father must be cold and quiet. “I have a disease of the heart,” he said flatly, “have long suspected there was something of the sort the matter with me and on Thursday when I went into Chicago I had myself examined. The truth is I may die at any moment. I would not tell you but for one reason — I will leave little money and you must be making plans for the future.”

The Doctor stepped nearer the window where his daughter stood with her hand on the frame. The announcement had made her a little pale and her hand trembled. In spite of his apparent coldness he was touched and wanted to reassure her. “There now,” he said hesitatingly, “it’ll likely be all right after all. Don’t worry. I haven’t been a doctor for thirty years without knowing there’s a great deal of nonsense about these pronouncements on the part of experts. In a matter like this, that is to say when a man has a disease of the heart, he may putter about for years.” He laughed uncomfortably. “I’ve even heard it said that the best way to insure a long life is to contract a disease of the heart.”

With these words the Doctor had turned and walked out of his office, going down a wooden stairway to the street. He had wanted to put his arm about his daughter’s shoulder as he talked to her, but never having shown any feeling in his relations with her could not sufficiently release some tight thing in himself.

Mary had stood for a long time looking down into the street. The young man in the checkered suit, whose name was Duke Yetter, had finished telling his tale and a shout of laughter arose. She turned to look toward the door through which her father had passed and dread took possession of her. In all her life there had never been anything warm and close. She shivered although the night was warm and with a quick girlish gesture passed her hand over her eyes.

The gesture was but an expression of a desire to brush away the cloud of fear that had settled down upon her but it was misinterpreted by Duke Yetter who now stood a little apart from the other men before the livery barn. When he saw Mary’s hand go up he smiled and turning quickly to be sure he was unobserved began jerking his head and making motions with his hand as a sign that he wished her to come down into the street where he would have an opportunity to join her.

* * * * *

On the Sunday evening Mary, having walked through Upper Main, turned into Wilmott, a street of workmens’ houses. During that year the first sign of the march of factories westward from Chicago into the prairie towns had come to Huntersburg. A Chicago manufacturer of furniture had built a plant in the sleepy little farming town, hoping thus to escape the labor organizations that had begun to give him trouble in the city. At the upper end of town, in Wilmott, Swift, Harrison and Chestnut Streets and in cheap, badly-constructed frame houses, most of the factory workers lived. On the warm summer evening they were gathered on the porches at the front of the houses and a mob of children played in the dusty streets. Red-faced men in white shirts and without collars and coats slept in chairs or lay sprawled on strips of grass or on the hard earth before the doors of the houses. The laborers’ wives had gathered in groups and stood gossiping by the fences that separated the yards. Occasionally the voice of one of the women arose sharp and distinct above the steady flow of voices that ran like a murmuring river through the hot little streets.

In the roadway two children had got into a fight. A thick-shouldered red-haired boy struck another boy who had a pale sharp-featured face, a blow on the shoulder. Other children came running. The mother of the red-haired boy brought the promised fight to an end. “Stop it Johnny, I tell you to stop it. I’ll break your neck if you don’t,” the woman screamed.

The pale boy turned and walked away from his antagonist. As he went slinking along the sidewalk past Mary Cochran his sharp little eyes, burning with hatred, looked up at her.

Mary went quickly along. The strange new part of her native town with the hubbub of life always stirring and asserting itself had a strong fascination for her. There was something dark and resentful in her own nature that made her feel at home in the crowded place where life carried itself off darkly, with a blow and an oath. The habitual silence of her father and the mystery concerning the unhappy married life of her father and mother, that had affected the attitude toward her of the people of the town, had made her own life a lonely one and had encouraged in her a rather dogged determination to in some way think her own way through the things of life she could not understand.

And back of Mary’s thinking there was an intense curiosity and a courageous determination toward adventure. She was like a little animal of the forest that has been robbed of its mother by the gun of a sportsman and has been driven by hunger to go forth and seek food. Twenty times during the year she had walked alone at evening in the new and fast growing factory district of her town. She was eighteen and had begun to look like a woman, and she felt that other girls of the town of her own age would not have dared to walk in such a place alone. The feeling made her somewhat proud and as she went along she looked boldly about.

Among the workers in Wilmott Street, men and women who had been brought to town by the furniture manufacturer, were many who spoke in foreign tongues. Mary walked among them and liked the sound of the strange voices. To be in the street made her feel that she had gone out of her town and on a voyage into a strange land. In Lower Main Street or in the residence streets in the eastern part of town where lived the young men and women she had always known and where lived also the merchants, the clerks, the lawyers and the more well-to-do American workmen of Huntersburg, she felt always a secret antagonism to herself. The antagonism was not due to anything in her own character. She was sure of that. She had kept so much to herself that she was in fact but little known. “It is because I am the daughter of my mother,” she told herself and did not walk often in the part of town where other girls of her class lived.

Mary had been so often in Wilmott Street that many of the people had begun to feel acquainted with her. “She is the daughter of some farmer and has got into the habit of walking into town,” they said. A red- haired, broad-hipped woman who came out at the front door of one of the houses nodded to her. On a narrow strip of grass beside another house sat a young man with his back against a tree. He was smoking a pipe, but when he looked up and saw her he took the pipe from his mouth. She decided he must be an Italian, his hair and eyes were so black. “Ne bella! si fai un onore a passare di qua,” he called waving his hand and smiling.

Mary went to the end of Wilmott Street and came out upon a country road. It seemed to her that a long time must have passed since she left her father’s presence although the walk had in fact occupied but a few minutes. By the side of the road and on top of a small hill there was a ruined barn, and before the barn a great hole filled with the charred timbers of what had once been a farmhouse. A pile of stones lay beside the hole and these were covered with creeping vines. Between the site of the house and the barn there was an old orchard in which grew a mass of tangled weeds.

Pushing her way in among the weeds, many of which were covered with blossoms, Mary found herself a seat on a rock that had been rolled against the trunk of an old apple tree. The weeds half concealed her and from the road only her head was visible. Buried away thus in the weeds she looked like a quail that runs in the tall grass and that on hearing some unusual sound, stops, throws up its head and looks sharply about.

The doctor’s daughter had been to the decayed old orchard many times before. At the foot of the hill on which it stood the streets of the town began, and as she sat on the rock she could hear faint shouts and cries coming out of Wilmott Street. A hedge separated the orchard from the fields on the hillside. Mary intended to sit by the tree until darkness came creeping over the land and to try to think out some plan regarding her future. The notion that her father was soon to die seemed both true and untrue, but her mind was unable to take hold of the thought of him as physically dead. For the moment death in relation to her father did not take the form of a cold inanimate body that was to be buried in the ground, instead it seemed to her that her father was not to die but to go away somewhere on a journey. Long ago her mother had done that. There was a strange hesitating sense of relief in the thought. “Well,” she told herself, “when the time comes I also shall be setting out, I shall get out of here and into the world.” On several occasions Mary had gone to spend a day with her father in Chicago and she was fascinated by the thought that soon she might be going there to live. Before her mind’s eye floated a vision of long streets filled with thousands of people all strangers to herself. To go into such streets and to live her life among strangers would be like coming out of a waterless desert and into a cool forest carpeted with tender young grass.

In Huntersburg she had always lived under a cloud and now she was becoming a woman and the close stuffy atmosphere she had always breathed was becoming constantly more and more oppressive. It was true no direct question had ever been raised touching her own standing in the community life, but she felt that a kind of prejudice against her existed. While she was still a baby there had been a scandal involving her father and mother. The town of Huntersburg had rocked with it and when she was a child people had sometimes looked at her with mocking sympathetic eyes. “Poor child! It’s too bad,” they said. Once, on a cloudy summer evening when her father had driven off to the country and she sat alone in the darkness by his office window, she heard a man and woman in the street mention her name. The couple stumbled along in the darkness on the sidewalk below the office window. “That daughter of Doc Cochran’s is a nice girl,” said the man. The woman laughed. “She’s growing up and attracting men’s attention now. Better keep your eyes in your head. She’ll turn out bad. Like mother, like daughter,” the woman replied.

For ten or fifteen minutes Mary sat on the stone beneath the tree in the orchard and thought of the attitude of the town toward herself and her father. “It should have drawn us together,” she told herself, and wondered if the approach of death would do what the cloud that had for years hung over them had not done. It did not at the moment seem to her cruel that the figure of death was soon to visit her father. In a way Death had become for her and for the time a lovely and gracious figure intent upon good. The hand of death was to open the door out of her father’s house and into life. With the cruelty of youth she thought first of the adventurous possibilities of the new life.

Mary sat very still. In the long weeds the insects that had been disturbed in their evening song began to sing again. A robin flew into the tree beneath which she sat and struck a clear sharp note of alarm. The voices of people in the town’s new factory district came softly up the hillside. They were like bells of distant cathedrals calling people to worship. Something within the girl’s breast seemed to break and putting her head into her hands she rocked slowly back and forth. Tears came accompanied by a warm tender impulse toward the living men and women of Huntersburg.

And then from the road came a call. “Hello there kid,” shouted a voice, and Mary sprang quickly to her feet. Her mellow mood passed like a puff of wind and in its place hot anger came.

In the road stood Duke Yetter who from his loafing place before the livery barn had seen her set out for the Sunday evening walk and had followed. When she went through Upper Main Street and into the new factory district he was sure of his conquest. “She doesn’t want to be seen walking with me,” he had told himself, “that’s all right. She knows well enough I’ll follow but doesn’t want me to put in an appearance until she is well out of sight of her friends. She’s a little stuck up and needs to be brought down a peg, but what do I care? She’s gone out of her way to give me this chance and maybe she’s only afraid of her dad.”

Duke climbed the little incline out of the road and came into the orchard, but when he reached the pile of stones covered by vines he stumbled and fell. He arose and laughed. Mary had not waited for him to reach her but had started toward him, and when his laugh broke the silence that lay over the orchard she sprang forward and with her open hand struck him a sharp blow on the cheek. Then she turned and as he stood with his feet tangled in the vines ran out to the road. “If you follow or speak to me I’ll get someone to kill you,” she shouted.

Mary walked along the road and down the hill toward Wilmott Street. Broken bits of the story concerning her mother that had for years circulated in town had reached her ears. Her mother, it was said, had disappeared on a summer night long ago and a young town rough, who had been in the habit of loitering before Barney Smithfield’s Livery Barn, had gone away with her. Now another young rough was trying to make up to her. The thought made her furious.

Her mind groped about striving to lay hold of some weapon with which she could strike a more telling blow at Duke Yetter. In desperation it lit upon the figure of her father already broken in health and now about to die. “My father just wants the chance to kill some such fellow as you,” she shouted, turning to face the young man, who having got clear of the mass of vines in the orchard, had followed her into the road. “My father just wants to kill someone because of the lies that have been told in this town about mother.”

Having given way to the impulse to threaten Duke Yetter Mary was instantly ashamed of her outburst and walked rapidly along, the tears running from her eyes. With hanging head Duke walked at her heels. “I didn’t mean no harm, Miss Cochran,” he pleaded. “I didn’t mean no harm. Don’t tell your father. I was only funning with you. I tell you I didn’t mean no harm.”

* * * * *

The light of the summer evening had begun to fall and the faces of the people made soft little ovals of light as they stood grouped under the dark porches or by the fences in Wilmott Street. The voices of the children had become subdued and they also stood in groups. They became silent as Mary passed and stood with upturned faces and staring eyes. “The lady doesn’t live very far. She must be almost a neighbor,” she heard a woman’s voice saying in English. When she turned her head she saw only a crowd of dark-skinned men standing before a house. From within the house came the sound of a woman’s voice singing a child to sleep.

The young Italian, who had called to her earlier in the evening and who was now apparently setting out of his own Sunday evening’s adventures, came along the sidewalk and walked quickly away into the darkness. He had dressed himself in his Sunday clothes and had put on a black derby hat and a stiff white collar, set off by a red necktie. The shining whiteness of the collar made his brown skin look almost black. He smiled boyishly and raised his hat awkwardly but did not speak.

Mary kept looking back along the street to be sure Duke Yetter had not followed but in the dim light could see nothing of him. Her angry excited mood went away.

She did not want to go home and decided it was too late to go to church. From Upper Main Street there was a short street that ran eastward and fell rather sharply down a hillside to a creek and a bridge that marked the end of the town’s growth in that direction. She went down along the street to the bridge and stood in the failing light watching two boys who were fishing in the creek.

A broad-shouldered man dressed in rough clothes came down along the street and stopping on the bridge spoke to her. It was the first time she had ever heard a citizen of her home town speak with feeling of her father. “You are Doctor Cochran’s daughter?” he asked hesitatingly. “I guess you don’t know who I am but your father does.” He pointed toward the two boys who sat with fishpoles in their hands on the weed-grown bank of the creek. “Those are my boys and I have four other children,” he explained. “There is another boy and I have three girls. One of my daughters has a job in a store. She is as old as yourself.” The man explained his relations with Doctor Cochran. He had been a farm laborer, he said, and had but recently moved to town to work in the furniture factory. During the previous winter he had been ill for a long time and had no money. While he lay in bed one of his boys fell out of a barn loft and there was a terrible cut in his head.

“Your father came every day to see us and he sewed up my Tom’s head.” The laborer turned away from Mary and stood with his cap in his hand looking toward the boys. “I was down and out and your father not only took care of me and the boys but he gave my old woman money to buy the things we had to have from the stores in town here, groceries and medicines.” The man spoke in such low tones that Mary had to lean forward to hear his words. Her face almost touched the laborer’s shoulder. “Your father is a good man and I don’t think he is very happy,” he went on. “The boy and I got well and I got work here in town but he wouldn’t take any money from me. ‘You know how to live with your children and with your wife. You know how to make them happy. Keep your money and spend it on them,’ that’s what he said to me.”

The laborer went on across the bridge and along the creek bank toward the spot where his two sons sat fishing and Mary leaned on the railing of the bridge and looked at the slow moving water. It was almost black in the shadows under the bridge and she thought that it was thus her father’s life had been lived. “It has been like a stream running always in shadows and never coming out into the sunlight,” she thought, and fear that her own life would run on in darkness gripped her. A great new love for her father swept over her and in fancy she felt his arms about her. As a child she had continually dreamed of caresses received at her father’s hands and now the dream came back. For a long time she stood looking at the stream and she resolved that the night should not pass without an effort on her part to make the old dream come true. When she again looked up the laborer had built a little fire of sticks at the edge of the stream. “We catch bullheads here,” he called. “The light of the fire draws them close to the shore. If you want to come and try your hand at fishing the boys will lend you one of the poles.”

“O, I thank you, I won’t do it tonight,” Mary said, and then fearing she might suddenly begin weeping and that if the man spoke to her again she would find herself unable to answer, she hurried away. “Good bye!” shouted the man and the two boys. The words came quite spontaneously out of the three throats and created a sharp trumpet-like effect that rang like a glad cry across the heaviness of her mood.

* * * * *

When his daughter Mary went out for her evening walk Doctor Cochran sat for an hour alone in his office. It began to grow dark and the men who all afternoon had been sitting on chairs and boxes before the livery barn across the street went home for the evening meal. The noise of voices grew faint and sometimes for five or ten minutes there was silence. Then from some distant street came a child’s cry. Presently church bells began to ring.

The Doctor was not a very neat man and sometimes for several days he forgot to shave. With a long lean hand he stroked his half grown beard. His illness had struck deeper than he had admitted even to himself and his mind had an inclination to float out of his body. Often when he sat thus his hands lay in his lap and he looked at them with a child’s absorption. It seemed to him they must belong to someone else. He grew philosophic. “It’s an odd thing about my body. Here I’ve lived in it all these years and how little use I have had of it. Now it’s going to die and decay never having been used. I wonder why it did not get another tenant.” He smiled sadly over this fancy but went on with it. “Well I’ve had thoughts enough concerning people and I’ve had the use of these lips and a tongue but I’ve let them lie idle. When my Ellen was here living with me I let her think me cold and unfeeling while something within me was straining and straining trying to tear itself loose.”

He remembered how often, as a young man, he had sat in the evening in silence beside his wife in this same office and how his hands had ached to reach across the narrow space that separated them and touch her hands, her face, her hair.

Well, everyone in town had predicted his marriage would turn out badly! His wife had been an actress with a company that came to Huntersburg and got stranded there. At the same time the girl became ill and had no money to pay for her room at the hotel. The young doctor had attended to that and when the girl was convalescent took her to ride about the country in his buggy. Her life had been a hard one and the notion of leading a quiet existence in the little town appealed to her.

And then after the marriage and after the child was born she had suddenly found herself unable to go on living with the silent cold man. There had been a story of her having run away with a young sport, the son of a saloon keeper who had disappeared from town at the same time, but the story was untrue. Lester Cochran had himself taken her to Chicago where she got work with a company going into the far western states. Then he had taken her to the door of her hotel, had put money into her hands and in silence and without even a farewell kiss had turned and walked away.

The Doctor sat in his office living over that moment and other intense moments when he had been deeply stirred and had been on the surface so cool and quiet. He wondered if the woman had known. How many times he had asked himself that question. After he left her that night at the hotel door she never wrote. “Perhaps she is dead,” he thought for the thousandth time.

A thing happened that had been happening at odd moments for more than a year. In Doctor Cochran’s mind the remembered figure of his wife became confused with the figure of his daughter. When at such moments he tried to separate the two figures, to make them stand out distinct from each other, he was unsuccessful. Turning his head slightly he imagined he saw a white girlish figure coming through a door out of the rooms in which he and his daughter lived. The door was painted white and swung slowly in a light breeze that came in at an open window. The wind ran softly and quietly through the room and played over some papers lying on a desk in a corner. There was a soft swishing sound as of a woman’s skirts. The doctor arose and stood trembling. “Which is it? Is it you Mary or is it Ellen?” he asked huskily.

On the stairway leading up from the street there was the sound of heavy feet and the outer door opened. The doctor’s weak heart fluttered and he dropped heavily back into his chair.

A man came into the room. He was a farmer, one of the doctor’s patients, and coming to the centre of the room he struck a match, held it above his head and shouted. “Hello!” he called. When the doctor arose from his chair and answered he was so startled that the match fell from his hand and lay burning faintly at his feet.

The young farmer had sturdy legs that were like two pillars of stone supporting a heavy building, and the little flame of the match that burned and fluttered in the light breeze on the floor between his feet threw dancing shadows along the walls of the room. The doctor’s confused mind refused to clear itself of his fancies that now began to feed upon this new situation.

He forgot the presence of the farmer and his mind raced back over his life as a married man. The flickering light on the wall recalled another dancing light. One afternoon in the summer during the first year after his marriage his wife Ellen had driven with him into the country. They were then furnishing their rooms and at a farmer’s house Ellen had seen an old mirror, no longer in use, standing against a wall in a shed. Because of something quaint in the design the mirror had taken her fancy and the farmer’s wife had given it to her. On the drive home the young wife had told her husband of her pregnancy and the doctor had been stirred as never before. He sat holding the mirror on his knees while his wife drove and when she announced the coming of the child she looked away across the fields.

How deeply etched, that scene in the sick man’s mind! The sun was going down over young corn and oat fields beside the road. The prairie land was black and occasionally the road ran through short lanes of trees that also looked black in the waning light.

The mirror on his knees caught the rays of the departing sun and sent a great ball of golden light dancing across the fields and among the branches of trees. Now as he stood in the presence of the farmer and as the little light from the burning match on the floor recalled that other evening of dancing lights, he thought he understood the failure of his marriage and of his life. On that evening long ago when Ellen had told him of the coming of the great adventure of their marriage he had remained silent because he had thought no words he could utter would express what he felt. There had been a defense for himself built up. “I told myself she should have understood without words and I’ve all my life been telling myself the same thing about Mary. I’ve been a fool and a coward. I’ve always been silent because I’ve been afraid of expressing myself — like a blundering fool. I’ve been a proud man and a coward.

“Tonight I’ll do it. If it kills me I’ll make myself talk to the girl,” he said aloud, his mind coming back to the figure of his daughter.

“Hey! What’s that?” asked the farmer who stood with his hat in his hand waiting to tell of his mission.

The doctor got his horse from Barney Smithfield’s livery and drove off to the country to attend the farmer’s wife who was about to give birth to her first child. She was a slender narrow-hipped woman and the child was large, but the doctor was feverishly strong. He worked desperately and the woman, who was frightened, groaned and struggled. Her husband kept coming in and going out of the room and two neighbor women appeared and stood silently about waiting to be of service. It was past ten o’clock when everything was done and the doctor was ready to depart for town.

The farmer hitched his horse and brought it to the door and the doctor drove off feeling strangely weak and at the same time strong. How simple now seemed the thing he had yet to do. Perhaps when he got home his daughter would have gone to bed but he would ask her to get up and come into the office. Then he would tell the whole story of his marriage and its failure sparing himself no humiliation. “There was something very dear and beautiful in my Ellen and I must make Mary understand that. It will help her to be a beautiful woman,” he thought, full of confidence in the strength of his resolution.

He got to the door of the livery barn at eleven o’clock and Barney Smithfield with young Duke Yetter and two other men sat talking there. The liveryman took his horse away into the darkness of the barn and the doctor stood for a moment leaning against the wall of the building. The town’s night watchman stood with the group by the barn door and a quarrel broke out between him and Duke Yetter, but the doctor did not hear the hot words that flew back and forth or Duke’s loud laughter at the night watchman’s anger. A queer hesitating mood had taken possession of him.

There was something he passionately desired to do but could not remember. Did it have to do with his wife Ellen or Mary his daughter? The figures of the two women were again confused in his mind and to add to the confusion there was a third figure, that of the woman he had just assisted through child birth. Everything was confusion. He started across the street toward the entrance of the stairway leading to his office and then stopped in the road and stared about. Barney Smithfield having returned from putting his horse in the stall shut the door of the barn and a hanging lantern over the door swung back and forth. It threw grotesque dancing shadows down over the faces and forms of the men standing and quarreling beside the wall of the barn.

* * * * *

Mary sat by a window in the doctor’s office awaiting his return. So absorbed was she in her own thoughts that she was unconscious of the voice of Duke Yetter talking with the men in the street.

When Duke had come into the street the hot anger of the early part of the evening had returned and she again saw him advancing toward her in the orchard with the look of arrogant male confidence in his eyes but presently she forgot him and thought only of her father. An incident of her childhood returned to haunt her. One afternoon in the month of May when she was fifteen her father had asked her to accompany him on an evening drive into the country. The doctor went to visit a sick woman at a farmhouse five miles from town and as there had been a great deal of rain the roads were heavy. It was dark when they reached the farmer’s house and they went into the kitchen and ate cold food off a kitchen table. For some reason her father had, on that evening, appeared boyish and almost gay. On the road he had talked a little. Even at that early age Mary had grown tall and her figure was becoming womanly. After the cold supper in the farm kitchen he walked with her around the house and she sat on a narrow porch. For a moment her father stood before her. He put his hands into his trouser pockets and throwing back his head laughed almost heartily. “It seems strange to think you will soon be a woman,” he said. “When you do become a woman what do you suppose is going to happen, eh? What kind of a life will you lead? What will happen to you?”

The doctor sat on the porch beside the child and for a moment she had thought he was about to put his arm around her. Then he jumped up and went into the house leaving her to sit alone in the darkness.

As she remembered the incident Mary remembered also that on that evening of her childhood she had met her father’s advances in silence. It seemed to her that she, not her father, was to blame for the life they had led together. The farm laborer she had met on the bridge had not felt her father’s coldness. That was because he had himself been warm and generous in his attitude toward the man who had cared for him in his hour of sickness and misfortune. Her father had said that the laborer knew how to be a father and Mary remembered with what warmth the two boys fishing by the creek had called to her as she went away into the darkness. “Their father has known how to be a father because his children have known how to give themselves,” she thought guiltily. She also would give herself. Before the night had passed she would do that. On that evening long ago and as she rode home beside her father he had made another unsuccessful effort to break through the wall that separated them. The heavy rains had swollen the streams they had to cross and when they had almost reached town he had stopped the horse on a wooden bridge. The horse danced nervously about and her father held the reins firmly and occasionally spoke to him. Beneath the bridge the swollen stream made a great roaring sound and beside the road in a long flat field there was a lake of flood water. At that moment the moon had come out from behind clouds and the wind that blew across the water made little waves. The lake of flood water was covered with dancing lights. “I’m going to tell you about your mother and myself,” her father said huskily, but at that moment the timbers of the bridge began to crack dangerously and the horse plunged forward. When her father had regained control of the frightened beast they were in the streets of the town and his diffident silent nature had reasserted itself.

Mary sat in the darkness by the office window and saw her father drive into the street. When his horse had been put away he did not, as was his custom, come at once up the stairway to the office but lingered in the darkness before the barn door. Once he started to cross the street and then returned into the darkness.

Among the men who for two hours had been sitting and talking quietly a quarrel broke out. Jack Fisher the town nightwatchman had been telling the others the story of a battle in which he had fought during the Civil War and Duke Yetter had begun bantering him. The nightwatchman grew angry. Grasping his nightstick he limped up and down. The loud voice of Duke Yetter cut across the shrill angry voice of the victim of his wit. “You ought to a flanked the fellow, I tell you Jack. Yes sir ‘ee, you ought to a flanked that reb and then when you got him flanked you ought to a knocked the stuffings out of the cuss. That’s what I would a done,” Duke shouted, laughing boisterously. “You would a raised hell, you would,” the night watchman answered, filled with ineffectual wrath.

The old soldier went off along the street followed by the laughter of Duke and his companions and Barney Smithfield, having put the doctor’s horse away, came out and closed the barn door. A lantern hanging above the door swung back and forth. Doctor Cochran again started across the street and when he had reached the foot of the stairway turned and shouted to the men. “Good night,” he called cheerfully. A strand of hair was blown by the light summer breeze across Mary’s cheek and she jumped to her feet as though she had been touched by a hand reached out to her from the darkness. A hundred times she had seen her father return from drives in the evening but never before had he said anything at all to the loiterers by the barn door. She became half convinced that not her father but some other man was now coming up the stairway.

The heavy dragging footsteps rang loudly on the wooden stairs and Mary heard her father set down the little square medicine case he always carried. The strange cheerful hearty mood of the man continued but his mind was in a confused riot. Mary imagined she could see his dark form in the doorway. “The woman has had a baby,” said the hearty voice from the landing outside the door. “Who did that happen to? Was it Ellen or that other woman or my little Mary?”

A stream of words, a protest came from the man’s lips. “Who’s been having a baby? I want to know. Who’s been having a baby? Life doesn’t work out. Why are babies always being born?” he asked.

A laugh broke from the doctor’s lips and his daughter leaned forward and gripped the arms of her chair. “A babe has been born,” he said again. “It’s strange eh, that my hands should have helped a baby be born while all the time death stood at my elbow?”

Doctor Cochran stamped upon the floor of the landing. “My feet are cold and numb from waiting for life to come out of life,” he said heavily. “The woman struggled and now I must struggle.”

Silence followed the stamping of feet and the tired heavy declaration from the sick man’s lips. From the street below came another loud shout of laughter from Duke Yetter.

And then Doctor Cochran fell backward down the narrow stairs to the street. There was no cry from him, just the clatter of his shoes upon the stairs and the terrible subdued sound of the body falling.

Mary did not move from her chair. With closed eyes she waited. Her heart pounded. A weakness complete and overmastering had possession of her and from feet to head ran little waves of feeling as though tiny creatures with soft hair-like feet were playing upon her body.

It was Duke Yetter who carried the dead man up the stairs and laid him on a bed in one of the rooms back of the office. One of the men who had been sitting with him before the door of the barn followed lifting his hands and dropping them nervously. Between his fingers he held a forgotten cigarette the light from which danced up and down in the darkness.


SENILITY
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HE WAS AN old man and he sat on the steps of the railroad station in a small Kentucky town.

A well dressed man, some traveler from the city, approached and stood before him.

The old man became self-conscious.

His smile was like the smile of a very young child. His face was all sunken and wrinkled and he had a huge nose.

“Have you any coughs, colds, consumption or bleeding sickness?” he asked. In his voice there was a pleading quality.

The stranger shook his head. The old man arose.

“The sickness that bleeds is a terrible nuisance,” he said. His tongue protruded from between his teeth and he rattled it about. He put his hand on the stranger’s arm and laughed.

“Bully, pretty,” he exclaimed. “I cure them all — coughs, colds, consumption and the sickness that bleeds. I take warts from the hand — I cannot explain how I do it — it is a mystery — I charge nothing — my name is Tom — do you like me?”

The stranger was cordial. He nodded his head. The old man became reminiscent. “My father was a hard man,” he declared. “He was like me, a blacksmith by trade, but he wore a plug hat. When the corn was high he said to the poor, ‘go into the fields and pick’ but when the war came he made a rich man pay five dollars for a bushel of corn.”

“I married against his will. He came to me and he said, ‘Tom I do not like that girl.’”

“‘But I love her,’ I said.

“‘I don’t,’ he said.

“My father and I sat on a log. He was a pretty man and wore a plug hat.
‘I will get the license,’ I said.

“‘I will give you no money,’ he said.

“My marriage cost me twenty-one dollars — I worked in the corn — it rained and the horses were blind — the clerk said, ‘Are you over twenty- one?’ I said ‘yes’ and she said ‘yes.’ We had chalked it on our shoes. My father said, ‘I give you your freedom.’ We had no money. My marriage cost twenty-one dollars. She is dead.”

The old man looked at the sky. It was evening and the sun had set. The sky was all mottled with grey clouds. “I paint beautiful pictures and give them away,” he declared. “My brother is in the penitentiary. He killed a man who called him an ugly name.”

The decrepit old man held his hands before the face of the stranger. He opened and shut them. They were black with grime. “I pick out warts,” he explained plaintively. “They are as soft as your hands.”

“I play on an accordion. You are thirty-seven years old. I sat beside my brother in the penitentiary. He is a pretty man with pompadour hair. ‘Albert’ I said, ‘are you sorry you killed a man?’ ‘No,’ he said, ‘I am not sorry. I would kill ten, a hundred, a thousand!’”

The old man began to weep and to wipe his hands with a soiled handkerchief. He attempted to take a chew of tobacco and his false teeth became displaced. He covered his mouth with his hands and was ashamed.

“I am old. You are thirty-seven years old but I am older than that,” he whispered.

“My brother is a bad man — he is full of hate — he is pretty and has pompadour hair, but he would kill and kill. I hate old age — I am ashamed that I am old.

“I have a pretty new wife. I wrote her four letters and she replied. She came here and we married — I love to see her walk — O, I buy her pretty clothes.

“Her foot is not straight — it is twisted — my first wife is dead — I pick warts off the hand with my fingers and no blood comes — I cure coughs, colds, consumption and the sickness that bleeds — people can write to me and I answer the letters — if they send me no money it is no matter — all is free.”

Again the old man wept and the stranger tried to comfort him. “You are a happy man?” the stranger asked.

“Yes,” said the old man, “and a good man too. Ask everywhere about me — my name is Tom, a blacksmith — my wife walks prettily although she has a twisted foot — I have bought her a long dress — she is thirty and I am seventy-five — she has many pairs of shoes — I have bought them for her, but her foot is twisted — I buy straight shoes — 

“She thinks I do not know — everybody thinks Tom does not know — I have bought her a long dress that comes down to the ground — my name is Tom, a blacksmith — I am seventy-five and I hate old age — I take warts off the hands and no blood comes — people may write to me and I answer the letters — all is free.”


THE MAN IN THE BROWN COAT

[image: img58.jpg]

          Napoleon went down into a battle riding on a horse.
           Alexander went down into a battle riding on a horse.
           General Grant got off a horse and walked in a wood.
           General Hindenburg stood on a hill.
           The moon came up out of a clump of bushes.

* * * * *

I am writing a history of the things men do. I have written three such histories and I am but a young man. Already I have written three hundred, four hundred thousand words.

My wife is somewhere in this house where for hours now I have been sitting and writing. She is a tall woman with black hair, turning a little grey. Listen, she is going softly up a flight of stairs. All day she goes softly about, doing the housework in our house.

I came here to this town from another town in the state of Iowa. My father was a workman, a house painter. He did not rise in the world as I have done. I worked my way through college and became an historian. We own this house in which I sit. This is my room in which I work. Already I have written three histories of peoples. I have told how states were formed and battles fought. You may see my books standing straight up on the shelves of libraries. They stand up like sentries.

I am tall like my wife and my shoulders are a little stooped. Although I write boldly I am a shy man. I like being at work alone in this room with the door closed. There are many books here. Nations march back and forth in the books. It is quiet here but in the books a great thundering goes on.

* * * * *

          Napoleon rides down a hill and into a battle.
           General Grant walks in a wood.
           Alexander rides down a hill and into a battle.

* * * * *

My wife has a serious, almost stern look. Sometimes the thoughts I have concerning her frighten me. In the afternoon she leaves our house and goes for a walk. Sometimes she goes to stores, sometimes to visit a neighbor. There is a yellow house opposite our house. My wife goes out at a side door and passes along the street between our house and the yellow house.

The side door of our house bangs. There is a moment of waiting. My wife’s face floats across the yellow background of a picture.

* * * * *

          General Pershing rode down a hill and into a battle.
           Alexander rode down a hill and into a battle.

* * * * *

Little things are growing big in my mind. The window before my desk makes a little framed place like a picture. Every day I sit staring. I wait with an odd sensation of something impending. My hand trembles. The face that floats through the picture does something I don’t understand. The face floats, then it stops. It goes from the right hand side to the left hand side, then it stops.

The face comes into my mind and goes out — the face floats in my mind. The pen has fallen from my fingers. The house is silent. The eyes of the floating face are turned away from me.

My wife is a girl who came here to this town from another town in the state of Ohio. We keep a servant but my wife often sweeps the floors and she sometimes makes the bed in which we sleep together. We sit together in the evening but I do not know her. I cannot shake myself out of myself. I wear a brown coat and I cannot come out of my coat. I cannot come out of myself. My wife is very gentle and she speaks softly but she cannot come out of herself.

My wife has gone out of the house. She does not know that I know every little thought of her life. I know what she thought when she was a child and walked in the streets of an Ohio town. I have heard the voices of her mind. I have heard the little voices. I heard the voice of fear crying when she was first overtaken with passion and crawled into my arms. Again I heard the voices of fear when her lips said words of courage to me as we sat together on the first evening after we were married and moved into this house.

It would be strange if I could sit here, as I am doing now, while my own face floated across the picture made by the yellow house and the window. It would be strange and beautiful if I could meet my wife, come into her presence.

The woman whose face floated across my picture just now knows nothing of me. I know nothing of her. She has gone off, along a street. The voices of her mind are talking. I am here in this room, as alone as ever any man God made.

It would be strange and beautiful if I could float my face across my picture. If my floating face could come into her presence, if it could come into the presence of any man or any woman — that would be a strange and beautiful thing to have happen.

* * * * *

          Napoleon went down into a battle riding on a horse.
           General Grant went into a wood.
           Alexander went down into a battle riding on a horse.

* * * * *

I’ll tell you what — sometimes the whole life of this world floats in a human face in my mind. The unconscious face of the world stops and stands still before me.

Why do I not say a word out of myself to the others? Why, in all our life together, have I never been able to break through the wall to my wife?

Already I have written three hundred, four hundred thousand words. Are there no words that lead into life? Some day I shall speak to myself. Some day I shall make a testament unto myself.


BROTHERS
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I AM AT my house in the country and it is late October. It rains. Back of my house is a forest and in front there is a road and beyond that open fields. The country is one of low hills, flattening suddenly into plains. Some twenty miles away, across the flat country, lies the huge city Chicago.

On this rainy day the leaves of the trees that line the road before my window are falling like rain, the yellow, red and golden leaves fall straight down heavily. The rain beats them brutally down. They are denied a last golden flash across the sky. In October leaves should be carried away, out over the plains, in a wind. They should go dancing away.

Yesterday morning I arose at daybreak and went for a walk. There was a heavy fog and I lost myself in it. I went down into the plains and returned to the hills, and everywhere the fog was as a wall before me. Out of it trees sprang suddenly, grotesquely, as in a city street late at night people come suddenly out of the darkness into the circle of light under a street lamp. Above there was the light of day forcing itself slowly into the fog. The fog moved slowly. The tops of trees moved slowly. Under the trees the fog was dense, purple. It was like smoke lying in the streets of a factory town.

An old man came up to me in the fog. I know him well. The people here call him insane. “He is a little cracked,” they say. He lives alone in a little house buried deep in the forest and has a small dog he carries always in his arms. On many mornings I have met him walking on the road and he has told me of men and women who are his brothers and sisters, his cousins, aunts, uncles, brothers-in-law. It is confusing. He cannot draw close to people near at hand so he gets hold of a name out of a newspaper and his mind plays with it. On one morning he told me he was a cousin to the man named Cox who at the time when I write is a candidate for the presidency. On another morning he told me that Caruso the singer had married a woman who was his sister-in-law. “She is my wife’s sister,” he said, holding the little dog close. His grey watery eyes looked appealing up to me. He wanted me to believe. “My wife was a sweet slim girl,” he declared. “We lived together in a big house and in the morning walked about arm in arm. Now her sister has married Caruso the singer. He is of my family now.”

As someone had told me the old man had never married, I went away wondering. One morning in early September I came upon him sitting under a tree beside a path near his house. The dog barked at me and then ran and crept into his arms. At that time the Chicago newspapers were filled with the story of a millionaire who had got into trouble with his wife because of an intimacy with an actress. The old man told me that the actress was his sister. He is sixty years old and the actress whose story appeared in the newspapers is twenty but he spoke of their childhood together. “You would not realize it to see us now but we were poor then,” he said. “It’s true. We lived in a little house on the side of a hill. Once when there was a storm, the wind nearly swept our house away. How the wind blew! Our father was a carpenter and he built strong houses for other people but our own house he did not build very strong!” He shook his head sorrowfully. “My sister the actress has got into trouble. Our house is not built very strongly,” he said as I went away along the path.

* * * * *

For a month, two months, the Chicago newspapers, that are delivered every morning in our village, have been filled with the story of a murder. A man there has murdered his wife and there seems no reason for the deed. The tale runs something like this — 

The man, who is now on trial in the courts and will no doubt be hanged, worked in a bicycle factory where he was a foreman and lived with his wife and his wife’s mother in an apartment in Thirty-second Street. He loved a girl who worked in the office of the factory where he was employed. She came from a town in Iowa and when she first came to the city lived with her aunt who has since died. To the foreman, a heavy stolid looking man with grey eyes, she seemed the most beautiful woman in the world. Her desk was by a window at an angle of the factory, a sort of wing of the building, and the foreman, down in the shop had a desk by another window. He sat at his desk making out sheets containing the record of the work done by each man in his department. When he looked up he could see the girl sitting at work at her desk. The notion got into his head that she was peculiarly lovely. He did not think of trying to draw close to her or of winning her love. He looked at her as one might look at a star or across a country of low hills in October when the leaves of the trees are all red and yellow gold. “She is a pure, virginal thing,” he thought vaguely. “What can she be thinking about as she sits there by the window at work.”

In fancy the foreman took the girl from Iowa home with him to his apartment in Thirty-second Street and into the presence of his wife and his mother-in-law. All day in the shop and during the evening at home he carried her figure about with him in his mind. As he stood by a window in his apartment and looked out toward the Illinois Central railroad tracks and beyond the tracks to the lake, the girl was there beside him. Down below women walked in the street and in every woman he saw there was something of the Iowa girl. One woman walked as she did, another made a gesture with her hand that reminded of her. All the women he saw except his wife and his mother-in-law were like the girl he had taken inside himself.

The two women in his own house puzzled and confused him. They became suddenly unlovely and commonplace. His wife in particular was like some strange unlovely growth that had attached itself to his body.

In the evening after the day at the factory he went home to his own place and had dinner. He had always been a silent man and when he did not talk no one minded. After dinner he with his wife went to a picture show. There were two children and his wife expected another. They came into the apartment and sat down. The climb up two flights of stairs had wearied his wife. She sat in a chair beside her mother groaning with weariness.

The mother-in-law was the soul of goodness. She took the place of a servant in the home and got no pay. When her daughter wanted to go to a picture show she waved her hand and smiled. “Go on,” she said. “I don’t want to go. I’d rather sit here.” She got a book and sat reading. The little boy of nine awoke and cried. He wanted to sit on the po-po. The mother-in-law attended to that.

After the man and his wife came home the three people sat in silence for an hour or two before bed time. The man pretended to read a newspaper. He looked at his hands. Although he had washed them carefully grease from the bicycle frames left dark stains under the nails. He thought of the Iowa girl and of her white quick hands playing over the keys of a typewriter. He felt dirty and uncomfortable.

The girl at the factory knew the foreman had fallen in love with her and the thought excited her a little. Since her aunt’s death she had gone to live in a rooming house and had nothing to do in the evening. Although the foreman meant nothing to her she could in a way use him. To her he became a symbol. Sometimes he came into the office and stood for a moment by the door. His large hands were covered with black grease. She looked at him without seeing. In his place in her imagination stood a tall slender young man. Of the foreman she saw only the grey eyes that began to burn with a strange fire. The eyes expressed eagerness, a humble and devout eagerness. In the presence of a man with such eyes she felt she need not be afraid.

She wanted a lover who would come to her with such a look in his eyes. Occasionally, perhaps once in two weeks, she stayed a little late at the office, pretending to have work that must be finished. Through the window she could see the foreman waiting. When everyone had gone she closed her desk and went into the street. At the same moment the foreman came out at the factory door.

They walked together along the street a half dozen blocks to where she got aboard her car. The factory was in a place called South Chicago and as they went along evening was coming on. The streets were lined with small unpainted frame houses and dirty faced children ran screaming in the dusty roadway. They crossed over a bridge. Two abandoned coal barges lay rotting in the stream.

He went by her side walking heavily and striving to conceal his hands. He had scrubbed them carefully before leaving the factory but they seemed to him like heavy dirty pieces of waste matter hanging at his side. Their walking together happened but a few times and during one summer. “It’s hot,” he said. He never spoke to her of anything but the weather. “It’s hot,” he said. “I think it may rain.”

She dreamed of the lover who would some time come, a tall fair young man, a rich man owning houses and lands. The workingman who walked beside her had nothing to do with her conception of love. She walked with him, stayed at the office until the others had gone to walk unobserved with him because of his eyes, because of the eager thing in his eyes that was at the same time humble, that bowed down to her. In his presence there was no danger, could be no danger. He would never attempt to approach too closely, to touch her with his hands. She was safe with him.

In his apartment in the evening the man sat under the electric light with his wife and his mother-in-law. In the next room his two children were asleep. In a short time his wife would have another child. He had been with her to a picture show and in a short time they would get into bed together.

He would lie awake thinking, would hear the creaking of the springs of a bed where, in another room, his mother-in-law was crawling between the sheets. Life was too intimate. He would lie awake eager, expectant — expecting, what?

Nothing. Presently one of the children would cry. It wanted to get out of bed and sit on the po-po. Nothing strange or unusual or lovely would or could happen. Life was too close, intimate. Nothing that could happen in the apartment could in any way stir him; the things his wife might say, her occasional half-hearted outbursts of passion, the goodness of his mother-in-law who did the work of a servant without pay — 

He sat in the apartment under the electric light pretending to read a newspaper — thinking. He looked at his hands. They were large, shapeless, a working-man’s hands.

The figure of the girl from Iowa walked about the room. With her he went out of the apartment and walked in silence through miles of streets. It was not necessary to say words. He walked with her by a sea, along the crest of a mountain. The night was clear and silent and the stars shone. She also was a star. It was not necessary to say words.

Her eyes were like stars and her lips were like soft hills rising out of dim, star lit plains. “She is unattainable, she is far off like the stars,” he thought. “She is unattainable like the stars but unlike the stars she breathes, she lives, like myself she has being.”

One evening, some six weeks ago, the man who worked as foreman in the bicycle factory killed his wife and he is now in the courts being tried for murder. Every day the newspapers are filled with the story. On the evening of the murder he had taken his wife as usual to a picture show and they started home at nine. In Thirty-second Street, at a corner near their apartment building, the figure of a man darted suddenly out of an alleyway and then darted back again. The incident may have put the idea of killing his wife into the man’s head.

They got to the entrance to the apartment building and stepped into a dark hallway. Then quite suddenly and apparently without thought the man took a knife out of his pocket. “Suppose that man who darted into the alleyway had intended to kill us,” he thought. Opening the knife he whirled about and struck at his wife. He struck twice, a dozen times — madly. There was a scream and his wife’s body fell.

The janitor had neglected to light the gas in the lower hallway. Afterwards, the foreman, decided, that was the reason he did it, that and the fact that the dark slinking figure of a man darted out of an alleyway and then darted back again. “Surely,” he told himself, “I could never have done it had the gas been lighted.”

He stood in the hallway thinking. His wife was dead and with her had died her unborn child. There was a sound of doors opening in the apartments above. For several minutes nothing happened. His wife and her unborn child were dead — that was all.

He ran upstairs thinking quickly. In the darkness on the lower stairway he had put the knife back into his pocket and, as it turned out later, there was no blood on his hands or on his clothes. The knife he later washed carefully in the bathroom, when the excitement had died down a little. He told everyone the same story. “There has been a holdup,” he explained. “A man came slinking out of an alleyway and followed me and my wife home. He followed us into the hallway of the building and there was no light. The janitor has neglected to light the gas.” Well — there had been a struggle and in the darkness his wife had been killed. He could not tell how it had happened. “There was no light. The janitor has neglected to light the gas,” he kept saying.

For a day or two they did not question him specially and he had time to get rid of the knife. He took a long walk and threw it away into the river in South Chicago where the two abandoned coal barges lay rotting under the bridge, the bridge he had crossed when on the summer evenings he walked to the street car with the girl who was virginal and pure, who was far off and unattainable, like a star and yet not like a star.

And then he was arrested and right away he confessed — told everything. He said he did not know why he killed his wife and was careful to say nothing of the girl at the office. The newspapers tried to discover the motive for the crime. They are still trying. Someone had seen him on the few evenings when he walked with the girl and she was dragged into the affair and had her picture printed in the papers. That has been annoying for her as of course she has been able to prove she had nothing to do with the man.

* * * * *

Yesterday morning a heavy fog lay over our village here at the edge of the city and I went for a long walk in the early morning. As I returned out of the lowlands into our hill country I met the old man whose family has so many and such strange ramifications. For a time he walked beside me holding the little dog in his arms. It was cold and the dog whined and shivered. In the fog the old man’s face was indistinct. It moved slowly back and forth with the fog banks of the upper air and with the tops of trees. He spoke of the man who has killed his wife and whose name is being shouted in the pages of the city newspapers that come to our village each morning. As he walked beside me he launched into a long tale concerning a life he and his brother, who has now become a murderer, once lived together. “He is my brother,” he said over and over, shaking his head. He seemed afraid I would not believe. There was a fact that must be established. “We were boys together that man and I,” he began again. “You see we played together in a barn back of our father’s house. Our father went away to sea in a ship. That is the way our names became confused. You understand that. We have different names, but we are brothers. We had the same father. We played together in a barn back of our father’s house. For hours we lay together in the hay in the barn and it was warm there.”

In the fog the slender body of the old man became like a little gnarled tree. Then it became a thing suspended in air. It swung back and forth like a body hanging on the gallows. The face beseeched me to believe the story the lips were trying to tell. In my mind everything concerning the relationship of men and women became confused, a muddle. The spirit of the man who had killed his wife came into the body of the little old man there by the roadside.

It was striving to tell me the story it would never be able to tell in the court room in the city, in the presence of the judge. The whole story of mankind’s loneliness, of the effort to reach out to unattainable beauty tried to get itself expressed from the lips of a mumbling old man, crazed with loneliness, who stood by the side of a country road on a foggy morning holding a little dog in his arms.

The arms of the old man held the dog so closely that it began to whine with pain. A sort of convulsion shook his body. The soul seemed striving to wrench itself out of the body, to fly away through the fog, down across the plain to the city, to the singer, the politician, the millionaire, the murderer, to its brothers, cousins, sisters, down in the city. The intensity of the old man’s desire was terrible and in sympathy my body began to tremble. His arms tightened about the body of the little dog so that it cried with pain. I stepped forward and tore the arms away and the dog fell to the ground and lay whining. No doubt it had been injured. Perhaps ribs had been crushed. The old man stared at the dog lying at his feet as in the hallway of the apartment building the worker from the bicycle factory had stared at his dead wife. “We are brothers,” he said again. “We have different names but we are brothers. Our father you understand went off to sea.”

* * * * *

I am sitting in my house in the country and it rains. Before my eyes the hills fall suddenly away and there are the flat plains and beyond the plains the city. An hour ago the old man of the house in the forest went past my door and the little dog was not with him. It may be that as we talked in the fog he crushed the life out of his companion. It may be that the dog like the workman’s wife and her unborn child is now dead. The leaves of the trees that line the road before my window are falling like rain — the yellow, red and golden leaves fall straight down, heavily. The rain beat them brutally down. They are denied a last golden flash across the sky. In October leaves should be carried away, out over the plains, in a wind. They should go dancing away.


THE DOOR OF THE TRAP
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WINIFRED WALKER UNDERSTOOD some things clearly enough. She understood that when a man is put behind iron bars he is in prison. Marriage was marriage to her.

It was that to her husband Hugh Walker, too, as he found out. Still he didn’t understand. It might have been better had he understood, then he might at least have found himself. He didn’t. After his marriage five or six years passed like shadows of wind blown trees playing on a wall. He was in a drugged, silent state. In the morning and evening every day he saw his wife. Occasionally something happened within him and he kissed her. Three children were born. He taught mathematics in the little college at Union Valley, Illinois, and waited.

For what? He began to ask himself that question. It came to him at first faintly like an echo. Then it became an insistent question. “I want answering,” the question seemed to say. “Stop fooling along. Give your attention to me.”

Hugh walked through the streets of the Illinois town. “Well, I’m married. I have children,” he muttered.

He went home to his own house. He did not have to live within his income from the little college, and so the house was rather large and comfortably furnished. There was a negro woman who took care of the children and another who cooked and did the housework. One of the women was in the habit of crooning low soft negro songs. Sometimes Hugh stopped at the house door and listened. He could see through the glass in the door into the room where his family was gathered. Two children played with blocks on the floor. His wife sat sewing. The old negress sat in a rocking chair with his youngest child, a baby, in her arms. The whole room seemed under the spell of the crooning voice. Hugh fell under the spell. He waited in silence. The voice carried him far away somewhere, into forests, along the edges of swamps. There was nothing very definite about his thinking. He would have given a good deal to be able to be definite.

He went inside the house. “Well, here I am,” his mind seemed to say, “here I am. This is my house, these are my children.”

He looked at his wife Winifred. She had grown a little plump since their marriage. “Perhaps it is the mother in her coming out, she has had three children,” he thought.

The crooning old negro woman went away, taking the youngest child with her. He and Winifred held a fragmentary conversation. “Have you been well to-day, dear?” she asked. “Yes,” he answered.

If the two older children were intent on their play his chain of thought was not broken. His wife never broke it as the children did when they came running to pull and tear at him. Throughout the early evening, after the children went to bed, the surface of the shell of him was not broken at all. A brother college professor and his wife came in or he and Winifred went to a neighbor’s house. There was talk. Even when he and Winifred were alone together in the house there was talk. “The shutters are becoming loose,” she said. The house was an old one and had green shutters. They were continually coming loose and at night blew back and forth on their hinges making a loud banging noise.

Hugh made some remark. He said he would see a carpenter about the shutters. Then his mind began playing away, out of his wife’s presence, out of the house, in another sphere. “I am a house and my shutters are loose,” his mind said. He thought of himself as a living thing inside a shell, trying to break out. To avoid distracting conversation he got a book and pretended to read. When his wife had also begun to read he watched her closely, intently. Her nose was so and so and her eyes so and so. She had a little habit with her hands. When she became lost in the pages of a book the hand crept up to her cheek, touched it and then was put down again. Her hair was not in very good order. Since her marriage and the coming of the children she had not taken good care of her body. When she read her body slumped down in the chair. It became bag-like. She was one whose race had been run.

Hugh’s mind played all about the figure of his wife but did not really approach the woman who sat before him. It was so with his children. Sometimes, just for a moment, they were living things to him, things as alive as his own body. Then for long periods they seemed to go far away like the crooning voice of the negress.

It was odd that the negress was always real enough. He felt an understanding existed between himself and the negress. She was outside his life. He could look at her as at a tree. Sometimes in the evening when she had been putting the children to bed in the upper part of the house and when he sat with a book in his hand pretending to read, the old black woman came softly through the room, going toward the kitchen. She did not look at Winifred, but at Hugh. He thought there was a strange, soft light in her old eyes. “I understand you, my son,” her eyes seemed to say.

Hugh was determined to get his life cleaned up if he could manage it. “All right, then,” he said, as though speaking to a third person in the room. He was quite sure there was a third person there and that the third person was within himself, inside his body. He addressed the third person.

“Well, there is this woman, this person I married, she has the air of something accomplished,” he said, as though speaking aloud. Sometimes it almost seemed to him he had spoken aloud and he looked quickly and sharply at his wife. She continued reading, lost in her book. “That may be it,” he went on. “She has had these children. They are accomplished facts to her. They came out of her body, not out of mine. Her body has done something. Now it rests. If she is becoming a little bag-like, that’s all right.”

He got up and making some trivial excuse got out of the room and out of the house. In his youth and young manhood the long periods of walking straight ahead through the country, that had come upon him like visitations of some recurring disease, had helped. Walking solved nothing. It only tired his body, but when his body was tired he could sleep. After many days of walking and sleeping something occurred. The reality of life was in some queer way re-established in his mind. Some little thing happened. A man walking in the road before him threw a stone at a dog that ran barking out of a farm-house. It was evening perhaps, and he walked in a country of low hills. Suddenly he came out upon the top of one of the hills. Before him the road dipped down into darkness but to the west, across fields, there was a farm-house. The sun had gone down, but a faint glow lit the western horizon. A. woman came out of the farmhouse and went toward a barn. He could not see her figure distinctly. She seemed to be carrying something, no doubt a milk pail; she was going to a barn to milk a cow.

The man in the road who had thrown the stone at the farm dog had turned and seen Hugh in the road behind him. He was a little ashamed of having been afraid of the dog. For a moment he seemed about to wait and speak to Hugh, and then was overcome with confusion and hurried away. He was a middle-aged man, but quite suddenly and unexpectedly he looked like a boy.

As for the farm woman, dimly seen going toward a distant barn, she also stopped and looked toward him. It was impossible she should have seen him. She was dressed in white and he could see her but dimly against the blackish green of the trees of an orchard behind her. Still she stood looking and seemed to look directly into his eyes. He had a queer sensation of her having been lifted by an unseen hand and brought to him. It seemed to him he knew all about her life, all about the life of the man who had thrown the stone at the dog.

In his youth, when life had stepped out of his grasp, Hugh had walked and walked until several such things had occurred and then suddenly he was all right again and could again work and live among men.

After his marriage and after such an evening at home he started walking rapidly as soon as he left the house. As quickly as possible he got out of town and struck out along a road that led over the rolling prairie. “Well, I can’t walk for days and days as I did once,” he thought. “There are certain facts in life and I must face facts. Winifred, my wife, is a fact, and my children are facts. I must get my fingers on facts. I must live by them and with them. It’s the way lives are lived.”

Hugh got out of town and on to a road that ran between cornfields. He was an athletic looking man and wore loose fitting clothes. He went along distraught and puzzled. In a way he felt like a man capable of taking a man’s place in life and in another way he didn’t at all.

The country spread out, wide, in all directions. It was always night when he walked thus and he could not see, but the realization of distances was always with him. “Everything goes on and on but I stand still,” he thought. He had been a professor in the little college for six years. Young men and women had come into a room and he had taught them. It was nothing. Words and figures had been played with. An effort had been made to arouse minds.

For what?

There was the old question, always coming back, always wanting answering as a little animal wants food. Hugh gave up trying to answer. He walked rapidly, trying to grow physically tired. He made his mind attend to little things in the effort to forget distances. One night he got out of the road and walked completely around a cornfield. He counted the stalks in each hill of corn and computed the number of stalks in a whole field. “It should yield twelve hundred bushels of corn, that field,” he said to himself dumbly, as though it mattered to him. He pulled a little handful of cornsilk out of the top of an ear of corn and played with it. He tried to fashion himself a yellow moustache. “I’d be quite a fellow with a trim yellow moustache,” he thought.

One day in his class-room Hugh suddenly began to look with new interest at his pupils. A young girl attracted his attention. She sat beside the son of a Union Valley merchant and the young man was writing something on the back of a book. She looked at it and then turned her head away. The young man waited.

It was winter and the merchant’s son had asked the girl to go with him to a skating party. Hugh, however, did not know that. He felt suddenly old. When he asked the girl a question she was confused. Her voice trembled.

When the class was dismissed an amazing thing happened. He asked the merchant’s son to stay for a moment and, when the two were alone together in the room, he grew suddenly and furiously angry. His voice was, however, cold and steady. “Young man,” he said, “you do not come into this room to write on the back of a book and waste your time. If I see anything of the kind again I’ll do something you don’t expect. I’ll throw you out through a window, that’s what I’ll do.”

Hugh made a gesture and the young man went away, white and silent. Hugh felt miserable. For several days he thought about the girl who had quite accidentally attracted his attention. “I’ll get acquainted with her. I’ll find out about her,” he thought.

It was not an unusual thing for professors in the college at Union Valley to take students home to their houses. Hugh decided he would take the girl to his home. He thought about it several days and late one afternoon saw her going down the college hill ahead of him.

The girl’s name was Mary Cochran and she had come to the school but a few months before from a place called Huntersburg, Illinois, no doubt just such another place as Union Valley. He knew nothing of her except that her father was dead, her mother too, perhaps. He walked rapidly down the hill to overtake her. “Miss Cochran,” he called, and was surprised to find that his voice trembled a little. “What am I so eager about?” he asked himself. A new life began in Hugh Walker’s house. It was good for the man to have some one there who did not belong to him, and Winifred Walker and the children accepted the presence of the girl. Winifred urged her to come again. She did come several times a week.

To Mary Cochran it was comforting to be in the presence of a family of children. On winter afternoons she took Hugh’s two sons and a sled and went to a small hill near the house. Shouts arose. Mary Cochran pulled the sled up the hill and the children followed. Then they all came tearing down together.

The girl, developing rapidly into womanhood, looked upon Hugh Walker as something that stood completely outside her own life. She and the man who had become suddenly and intensely interested in her had little to say to each other and Winifred seemed to have accepted her without question as an addition to the household. Often in the afternoon when the two negro women were busy she went away leaving the two older children in Mary’s charge.

It was late afternoon and perhaps Hugh had walked home with Mary from the college. In the spring he worked in the neglected garden. It had been plowed and planted, but he took a hoe and rake and puttered about. The children played about the house with the college girl. Hugh did not look at them but at her. “She is one of the world of people with whom I live and with whom I am supposed to work here,” he thought. “Unlike Winifred and these children she does not belong to me. I could go to her now, touch her fingers, look at her and then go away and never see her again.”

That thought was a comfort to the distraught man. In the evening when he went out to walk the sense of distance that lay all about him did not tempt him to walk and walk, going half insanely forward for hours, trying to break through an intangible wall.

He thought about Mary Cochran. She was a girl from a country town. She must be like millions of American girls. He wondered what went on in her mind as she sat in his class-room, as she walked beside him along the streets of Union Valley, as she played with the children in the yard beside his house.

In the winter, when in the growing darkness of a late afternoon Mary and the children built a snow man in the yard, he went upstairs and stood in the darkness to look out a window. The tall straight figure of the girl, dimly seen, moved quickly about. “Well, nothing has happened to her. She may be anything or nothing. Her figure is like a young tree that has not borne fruit,” he thought. He went away to his own room and sat for a long time in the darkness. That night when he left the house for his evening’s walk he did not stay long but hurried home and went to his own room. He locked the door. Unconsciously he did not want Winifred to come to the door and disturb his thoughts. Sometimes she did that.

All the time she read novels. She read the novels of Robert Louis
Stevenson. When she had read them all she began again.

Sometimes she came upstairs and stood talking by his door. She told some tale, repeated some wise saying that had fallen unexpectedly from the lips of the children. Occasionally she came into the room and turned out the light. There was a couch by a window. She went to sit on the edge of the couch. Something happened. It was as it had been before their marriage. New life came into her figure. He also went to sit on the couch and she put up her hand and touched his face.

Hugh did not want that to happen now. He stood within the room for a moment and then unlocked the door and went to the head of the stairs. “Be quiet when you come up, Winifred. I have a headache and am going to try to sleep,” he lied.

When he had gone back to his own room and locked the door again he felt safe. He did not undress but threw himself on the couch and turned out the light.

He thought about Mary Cochran, the school girl, but was sure he thought about her in a quite impersonal way. She was like the woman going to milk cows he had seen across hills when he was a young fellow and walked far and wide over the country to cure the restlessness in himself. In his life she was like the man who threw the stone at dog.

“Well, she is unformed; she is like a young tree,” he told himself again. “People are like that. They just grow up suddenly out of childhood. It will happen to my own children. My little Winifred that cannot yet say words will suddenly be like this girl. I have not selected her to think about for any particular reason. For some reason I have drawn away from life and she has brought me back. It might have happened when I saw a child playing in the street or an old man going up a stairway into a house. She does not belong to me. She will go away out of my sight. Winifred and the children will stay on and on here and I will stay on and on. We are imprisoned by the fact that we belong to each other. This Mary Cochran is free, or at least she is free as far as this prison is concerned. No doubt she will, after a while make a prison of her own and live in it, but I will have nothing to do with the matter.”

By the time Mary Cochran was in her third year in the college at Union Valley she had become almost a fixture in the Walker household. Still she did not know Hugh. She knew the children better than he did, perhaps better than their mother. In the fall she and the two boys went to the woods to gather nuts. In the winter they went skating on a little pond near the house.

Winifred accepted her as she accepted everything, the service of the two negroes, the coming of the children, the habitual silence of her husband.

And then quite suddenly and unexpectedly Hugh’s silence, that had lasted all through his married life, was broken up. He walked homeward with a German who had the chair of modern languages in the school and got into a violent quarrel. He stopped to speak to men on the street. When he went to putter about in the garden he whistled and sang.

One afternoon in the fall he came home and found the whole family assembled in the living room of the house. The children were playing on the floor and the negress sat in the chair by the window with his youngest child in her arms, crooning one of the negro songs. Mary Cochran was there. She sat reading a book.

Hugh walked directly toward her and looked over her shoulder. At that moment Winifred came into the room. He reached forward and snatched the book out of the girl’s hands. She looked up startled. With an oath he threw it into the fire that burned in an open grate at the side of the room. A flood of words ran from him. He cursed books and people and schools. “Damn it all,” he said. “What makes you want to read about life? What makes people want to think about life? Why don’t they live? Why don’t they leave books and thoughts and schools alone?”

He turned to look at his wife who had grown pale and stared at him with a queer fixed uncertain stare. The old negro woman got up and went quickly away. The two older children began to cry. Hugh was miserable. He looked at the startled girl in the chair who also had tears in her eyes, and at his wife. His fingers pulled nervously at his coat. To the two women he looked like a boy who had been caught stealing food in a pantry. “I am having one of my silly irritable spells,” he said, looking at his wife but in reality addressing the girl. “You see I am more serious than I pretend to be. I was not irritated by your book but by something else. I see so much that can be done in life and I do so little.”

He went upstairs to his own room wondering why he had lied to the two women, why he continually lied to himself.

Did he lie to himself? He tried to answer the question but couldn’t. He was like one who walks in the darkness of the hallway of a house and comes to a blank wall. The old desire to run away from life, to wear himself out physically, came back upon him like a madness.

For a long time he stood in the darkness inside his own room. The children stopped crying and the house became quiet again. He could hear his wife’s voice speaking softly and presently the back door of the house banged and he knew the schoolgirl had gone away.

Life in the house began again. Nothing happened. Hugh ate his dinner in silence and went for a long walk. For two weeks Mary Cochran did not come to his house and then one day he saw her on the college grounds. She was no longer one of his pupils. “Please do not desert us because of my rudeness,” he said. The girl blushed and said nothing. When he got home that evening she was in the yard beside the house playing with the children. He went at once to his own room. A hard smile came and went on his face. “She isn’t like a young tree any more. She is almost like Winifred. She is almost like a person who belongs here, who belongs to me and my life,” he thought.

* * * * *

Mary Cochran’s visits to the Walker household came to an end very abruptly. One evening when Hugh was in his room she came up the stairway with the two boys. She had dined with the family and was putting the two boys into their beds. It was a privilege she claimed when she dined with the Walkers.

Hugh had hurried upstairs immediately after dining. He knew where his wife was. She was downstairs, sitting under a lamp, reading one of the books of Robert Louis Stevenson.

For a long time Hugh could hear the voices of his children on the floor above. Then the thing happened.

Mary Cochran came down the stairway that led past the door of his room. She stopped, turned back and climbed the stairs again to the room above. Hugh arose and stepped into the hallway. The schoolgirl had returned to the children’s room because she had been suddenly overtaken with a hunger to kiss Hugh’s oldest boy, now a lad of nine. She crept into the room and stood for a long time looking at the two boys, who unaware of her presence had gone to sleep. Then she stole forward and kissed the boy lightly. When she went out of the room Hugh stood in the darkness waiting for her. He took hold of her hand and led her down the stairs to his own room.

She was terribly afraid and her fright in an odd way pleased him. “Well,” he whispered, “you can’t understand now what’s going to happen here but some day you will. I’m going to kiss you and then I’m going to ask you to go out of this house and never come back.”

He held the girl against his body and kissed her upon the cheeks and lips. When he led her to the door she was so weak with fright and with new, strange, trembling desires that she could with difficulty make her way down the stair and into his wife’s presence. “She will lie now,” he thought, and heard her voice coming up the stairs like an echo to his thoughts. “I have a terrible headache. I must hurry home,” he heard her voice saying. The voice was dull and heavy. It was not the voice of a young girl.

“She is no longer like a young tree,” he thought. He was glad and proud of what he had done. When he heard the door at the back of the house close softly his heart jumped. A strange quivering light came into his eyes. “She will be imprisoned but I will have nothing to do with it. She will never belong to me. My hands will never build a prison for her,” he thought with grim pleasure.


THE NEW ENGLANDER
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HER NAME WAS Elsie Leander and her girlhood was spent on her father’s farm in Vermont. For several generations the Leanders had all lived on the same farm and had all married thin women, and so she was thin. The farm lay in the shadow of a mountain and the soil was not very rich. From the beginning and for several generations there had been a great many sons and few daughters in the family. The sons had gone west or to New York City and the daughters had stayed at home and thought such thoughts as come to New England women who see the sons of their fathers’ neighbors slipping away, one by one, into the West.

Her father’s house was a small white frame affair and when you went out at the back door, past a small barn and chicken house, you got into a path that ran up the side of a hill and into an orchard. The trees were all old and gnarled. At the back of the orchard the hill dropped away and bare rocks showed.

Inside the fence a large grey rock stuck high up out of the ground. As Elsie sat with her back to the rock, with a mangled hillside at her feet, she could see several large mountains, apparently but a short distance away, and between herself and the mountains lay many tiny fields surrounded by neatly built stone walls. Everywhere rocks appeared. Large ones, too heavy to be moved, stuck out of the ground in the centre of the fields. The fields were like cups filled with a green liquid that turned grey in the fall and white in the winter. The mountains, far off but apparently near at hand, were like giants ready at any moment to reach out their hands and take the cups one by one and drink off the green liquid. The large rocks in the fields were like the thumbs of the giants.

Elsie had three brothers, born before her, but they had all gone away. Two of them had gone to live with her uncle in the West and her oldest brother had gone to New York City where he had married and prospered. All through his youth and manhood her father had worked hard and had lived a hard life, but his son in New York City had begun to send money home, and after that things went better. He still worked every day about the barn or in the fields but he did not worry about the future. Elsie’s mother did house work in the mornings and in the afternoons sat in a rocking chair in her tiny living room and thought of her sons while she crocheted table covers and tidies for the backs of chairs. She was a silent woman, very thin and with very thin bony hands. She did not ease herself into a rocking chair but sat down and got up suddenly, and when she crocheted her back was as straight as the back of a drill sergeant.

The mother rarely spoke to the daughter. Sometimes in the afternoons as the younger woman went up the hillside to her place by the rock at the back of the orchard, her father came out of the barn and stopped her. He put a hand on her shoulder and asked her where she was going. “To the rock,” she said and her father laughed. His laughter was like the creaking of a rusty barn door hinge and the hand he had laid on her shoulders was thin like her own hands and like her mother’s hands. The father went into the barn shaking his head. “She’s like her mother. She is herself like a rock,” he thought. At the head of the path that led from the house to the orchard there was a great cluster of bayberry bushes. The New England farmer came out of his barn to watch his daughter go along the path, but she had disappeared behind the bushes. He looked away past his house to the fields and to the mountains in the distance. He also saw the green cup-like fields and the grim mountains. There was an almost imperceptible tightening of the muscles of his half worn-out old body. For a long time he stood in silence and then, knowing from long experience the danger of having thoughts, he went back into the barn and busied himself with the mending of an agricultural tool that had been mended many times before.

The son of the Leanders who went to live in New York City was the father of one son, a thin sensitive boy who looked like Elsie. The son died when he was twenty-three years old and some years later the father died and left his money to the old people on the New England farm. The two Leanders who had gone west had lived there with their father’s brother, a farmer, until they grew into manhood. Then Will, the younger, got a job on a railroad. He was killed one winter morning. It was a cold snowy day and when the freight train he was in charge of as conductor left the city of Des Moines, he started to run over the tops of the cars. His feet slipped and he shot down into space. That was the end of him.

Of the new generation there was only Elsie and her brother Tom, whom she had never seen, left alive. Her father and mother talked of going west to Tom for two years before they came to a decision. Then it took another year to dispose of the farm and make preparations. During the whole time Elsie did not think much about the change about to take place in her life.

The trip west on the railroad train jolted Elsie out of herself. In spite of her detached attitude toward life she became excited. Her mother sat up very straight and stiff in the seat in the sleeping car and her father walked up and down in the aisle. After a night when the younger of the two women did not sleep but lay awake with red burning cheeks and with her thin fingers incessantly picking at the bed clothes in her berth while the train went through towns and cities, crawled up the sides of hills and fell down into forest-clad valleys, she got up and dressed to sit all day looking at a new kind of land. The train ran for a day and through another sleepless night in a flat land where every field was as large as a farm in her own country. Towns appeared and disappeared in a continual procession. The whole land was so unlike anything she had ever known that she began to feel unlike herself. In the valley where she had been born and where she had lived all her days everything had an air of finality. Nothing could be changed. The tiny fields were chained to the earth. They were fixed in their places and surrounded by aged stone walls. The fields like the mountains that looked down at them were as unchangeable as the passing days. She had a feeling they had always been so, would always be so.

Elsie sat like her mother, upright in the car seat and with a back like the back of a drill sergeant. The train ran swiftly along through Ohio and Indiana. Her thin hands like her mother’s hands were crossed and locked. One passing casually through the car might have thought both women prisoners handcuffed and bound to their seats. Night came on and she again got into her berth. Again she lay awake and her thin cheeks became flushed, but she thought new thoughts. Her hands were no longer gripped together and she did not pick at the bed clothes. Twice during the night she stretched herself and yawned, a thing she had never in her life done before. The train stopped at a town on the prairies, and as there was something the matter with one of the wheels of the car in which she lay the trainsmen came with flaming torches to tinker it. There was a great pounding and shouting. When the train went on its way she wanted to get out of her berth and run up and down in the aisle of the car. The fancy had come to her that the men tinkering with the car wheel were new men out of the new land who with strong hammers had broken away the doors of her prison. They had destroyed forever the programme she had made for her life.

Elsie was filled with joy at the thought that the train was still going on into the West. She wanted to go on forever in a straight line into the unknown. She fancied herself no longer on a train and imagined she had become a winged thing flying through space. Her long years of sitting alone by the rock on the New England farm had got her into the habit of expressing her thoughts aloud. Her thin voice broke the silence that lay over the sleeping car and her father and mother, both also lying awake, sat up in their berth to listen.

Tom Leander, the only living male representative of the new generation of Leanders, was a loosely built man of forty inclined to corpulency. At twenty he had married the daughter of a neighboring farmer, and when his wife inherited some money she and Tom moved into the town of Apple Junction in Iowa where Tom opened a grocery. The venture prospered as did Tom’s matrimonial venture. When his brother died in New York City and his father, mother, and sister decided to come west Tom was already the father of a daughter and four sons.

On the prairies north of town and in the midst of a vast level stretch of cornfields, there was a partly completed brick house that had belonged to a rich farmer named Russell who had begun to build the house intending to make it the most magnificent place in the county, but when it was almost completed he had found himself without money and heavily in debt. The farm, consisting of several hundred acres of corn land, had been split into three farms and sold. No one had wanted the huge unfinished brick house. For years it had stood vacant, its windows staring out over the fields that had been planted almost up to the door.

In buying the Russell house Tom was moved by two motives. He had a notion that in New England the Leanders had been rather magnificent people. His memory of his father’s place in the Vermont valley was shadowy, but in speaking of it to his wife he became very definite. “We had good blood in us, we Leanders,” he said, straightening his shoulders. “We lived in a big house. We were important people.”

Wanting his father and mother to feel at home in the new place, Tom had also another motive. He was not a very energetic man and, although he had done well enough as keeper of a grocery, his success was largely due to the boundless energy of his wife. She did not pay much attention to her household and her children, like little animals, had to take care of themselves, but in any matter concerning the store her word was law.

To have his father the owner of the Russell place Tom felt would establish him as a man of consequence in the eyes of his neighbors. “I can tell you what, they’re used to a big house,” he said to his wife. “I tell you what, my people are used to living in style.”

* * * * *

The exaltation that had come over Elsie on the train wore away in the presence of the grey empty Iowa fields, but something of the effect of it remained with her for months. In the big brick house life went on much as it had in the tiny New England house where she had always lived. The Leanders installed themselves in three or four rooms on the ground floor. After a few weeks the furniture that had been shipped by freight arrived and was hauled out from town in one of Tom’s grocery wagons. There were three or four acres of ground covered with great piles of boards the unsuccessful farmer had intended to use in the building of stables. Tom sent men to haul the boards away and Elsie’s father prepared to plant a garden. They had come west in April and as soon as they were installed in the house ploughing and planting began in the fields nearby. The habit of a lifetime returned to the daughter of the house. In the new place there was no gnarled orchard surrounded by a half-ruined stone fence. All of the fences in all of the fields that stretched away out of sight to the north, south, east, and west were made of wire and looked like spider webs against the blackness of the ground when it had been freshly ploughed.

There was however the house itself. It was like an island rising out of the sea. In an odd way the house, although it was less than ten years old, was very old. Its unnecessary bigness represented an old impulse in men. Elsie felt that. At the east side there was a door leading to a stairway that ran into the upper part of the house that was kept locked. Two or three stone steps led up to it. Elsie could sit on the top step with her back against the door and gaze into the distance without being disturbed. Almost at her feet began the fields that seemed to go on and on forever. The fields were like the waters of a sea. Men came to plough and plant. Giant horses moved in a procession across the prairies. A young man who drove six horses came directly toward her. She was fascinated. The breasts of the horses as they came forward with bowed heads seemed like the breasts of giants. The soft spring air that lay over the fields was also like a sea. The horses were giants walking on the floor of a sea. With their breasts they pushed the waters of the sea before them. They were pushing the waters out of the basin of the sea. The young man who drove them also was a giant.

* * * * *

Elsie pressed her body against the closed door at the top of the steps. In the garden back of the house she could hear her father at work. He was raking dry masses of weeds off the ground preparatory to spading it for a family garden. He had always worked in a tiny confined place and would do the same thing here. In this vast open place he would work with small tools, doing little things with infinite care, raising little vegetables. In the house her mother would crochet little tidies. She herself would be small. She would press her body against the door of the house, try to get herself out of sight. Only the feeling that sometimes took possession of her, and that did not form itself into a thought would be large.

The six horses turned at the fence and the outside horse got entangled in the traces. The driver swore vigorously. Then he turned and started at the pale New Englander and with another oath pulled the heads of the horses about and drove away into the distance. The field in which he was ploughing contained two hundred acres. Elsie did not wait for him to return but went into the house and sat with folded arms in a room. The house she thought was a ship floating in a sea on the floor of which giants went up and down.

May came and then June. In the great fields work was always going on and Elsie became somewhat used to the sight of the young man in the field that came down to the steps. Sometimes when he drove his horses down to the wire fence he smiled and nodded.

* * * * *

In the month of August, when it is very hot, the corn in Iowa fields grows until the corn stalks resemble young trees. The corn fields become forests. The time for the cultivating of the corn has passed and weeds grow thick between the corn rows. The men with their giant horses have gone away. Over the immense fields silence broods.

When the time of the laying-by of the crop came that first summer after Elsie’s arrival in the West her mind, partially awakened by the strangeness of the railroad trip, awakened again. She did not feel like a staid thin woman with a back like the back of a drill sergeant, but like something new and as strange as the new land into which she had come to live. For a time she did not know what was the matter. In the field the corn had grown so high that she could not see into the distance. The corn was like a wall and the little bare spot of land on which her father’s house stood was like a house built behind the walls of a prison. For a time she was depressed, thinking that she had come west into a wide open country, only to find herself locked up more closely than ever.

An impulse came to her. She arose and going down three or four steps seated herself almost on a level with the ground.

Immediately she got a sense of release. She could not see over the corn but she could see under it. The corn had long wide leaves that met over the rows. The rows became long tunnels running away into infinity. Out of the black ground grew weeds that made a soft carpet of green. From above light sifted down. The corn rows were mysteriously beautiful. They were warm passageways running out into life. She got up from the steps and, walking timidly to the wire fence that separated her from the field, put her hand between the wires and took hold of one of the corn stalks. For some reason after she had touched the strong young stalk and had held it for a moment firmly in her hand she grew afraid. Running quickly back to the step she sat down and covered her face with her hands. Her body trembled. She tried to imagine herself crawling through the fence and wandering along one of the passageways. The thought of trying the experiment fascinated but at the same time terrified. She got quickly up and went into the house.

* * * * *

One Saturday night in August Elsie found herself unable to sleep. Thoughts, more definite than any she had ever known before, came into her mind. It was a quiet hot night and her bed stood near a window. Her room was the only one the Leanders occupied on the second floor of the house. At midnight a little breeze came up from the south and when she sat up in bed the floor of corn tassels lying below her line of sight looked in the moonlight like the face of a sea just stirred by a gentle breeze.

A murmuring began in the corn and murmuring thoughts and memories awoke in her mind. The long wide succulent leaves had begun to dry in the intense heat of the August days and as the wind stirred the corn they rubbed against each other. A call, far away, as of a thousand voices arose. She imagined the voices were like the voices of children. They were not like her brother Tom’s children, noisy boisterous little animals, but something quite different, tiny little things with large eyes and thin sensitive hands. One after another they crept into her arms. She became so excited over the fancy that she sat up in bed and taking a pillow into her arms held it against her breast. The figure of her cousin, the pale sensitive young Leander who had lived with his father in New York City and who had died at the age of twenty-three, came into her mind. It was as though the young man had come suddenly into the room. She dropped the pillow and sat waiting, intense, expectant.

Young Harry Leander had come to visit his cousin on the New England farm during the late summer of the year before he died. He had stayed there for a month and almost every afternoon had gone with Elsie to sit by the rock at the back of the orchard. One afternoon when they had both been for a long time silent he began to talk. “I want to go live in the West,” he said. “I want to go live in the West. I want to grow strong and be a man,” he repeated. Tears came into his eyes.

They got up to return to the house, Elsie walking in silence beside the young man. The moment marked a high spot in her life. A strange trembling eagerness for something she had not realized in her experience of life had taken possession of her. They went in silence through the orchard but when they came to the bayberry bush her cousin stopped in the path and turned to face her. “I want you to kiss me,” he said eagerly, stepping toward her.

A fluttering uncertainty had taken possession of Elsie and had been transmitted to her cousin. After he had made the sudden and unexpected demand and had stepped so close to her that his breath could be felt on her cheek, his own cheeks became scarlet and his hand that had taken her hand trembled. “Well, I wish I were strong. I only wish I were strong,” he said hesitatingly and turning walked away along the path toward the house.

And in the strange new house, set like an island in its sea of corn, Harry Leander’s voice seemed to arise again above the fancied voices of the children that had been coming out of the fields. Elsie got out of bed and walked up and down in the dim light coming through the window. Her body trembled violently. “I want you to kiss me,” the voice said again and to quiet it and to quiet also the answering voice in herself she went to kneel by the bed and taking the pillow again into her arms pressed it against her face.

* * * * *

Tom Leander came with his wife and family to visit his father and mother on Sundays. The family appeared at about ten o’clock in the morning. When the wagon turned out of the road that ran past the Russell place Tom shouted. There was a field between the house and the road and the wagon could not be seen as it came along the narrow way through the corn. After Tom had shouted, his daughter Elizabeth, a tall girl of sixteen, jumped out of the wagon. All five children came tearing toward the house through the corn. A series of wild shouts arose on the still morning air.

The groceryman had brought food from the store. When the horse had been unhitched and put into a shed he and his wife began to carry packages into the house. The four Leander boys, accompanied by their sister, disappeared into the near-by fields. Three dogs that had trotted out from town under the wagon accompanied the children. Two or three children and occasionally a young man from a neighboring farm had come to join in the fun. Elsie’s sister-in-law dismissed them all with a wave of her hand. With a wave of her hand she also brushed Elsie aside. Fires were lighted and the house reeked with the smell of cooking. Elsie went to sit on the step at the side of the house. The corn fields that had been so quiet rang with shouts and with the barking of dogs.

Tom Leander’s oldest child, Elizabeth, was like her mother, full of energy. She was thin and tall like the women of her father’s house but very strong and alive. In secret she wanted to be a lady but when she tried her brothers, led by her father and mother, made fun of her. “Don’t put on airs,” they said. When she got into the country with no one but her brothers and two or three neighboring farm boys she herself became a boy. With the boys she went tearing through the fields, following the dogs in pursuit of rabbits. Sometimes a young man came with the children from a near-by farm. Then she did not know what to do with herself. She wanted to walk demurely along the rows through the corn but was afraid her brothers would laugh and in desperation outdid the boys in roughness and noisiness. She screamed and shouted and running wildly tore her dress on the wire fences as she scrambled over in pursuit of the dogs. When a rabbit was caught and killed she rushed in and tore it out of the grasp of the dogs. The blood of the little dying animal dripped on her clothes. She swung it over her head and shouted.

The farm hand who had worked all summer in the field within sight of Elsie became enamoured of the young woman from town. When the groceryman’s family appeared on Sunday mornings he also appeared but did not come to the house. When the boys and dogs came tearing through the fields he joined them. He also was self-conscious and did not want the boys to know the purpose of his coming and when he and Elizabeth found themselves alone together he became embarrassed. For a moment they walked together in silence. In a wide circle about them, in the forest of the corn, ran the boys and dogs. The young man had something he wanted to say, but when he tried to find words his tongue became thick and his lips felt hot and dry. “Well,” he began, “let’s you and me—”

Words failed him and Elizabeth turned and ran after her brothers and for the rest of the day he could not manage to get her out of their sight. When he went to join them she became the noisiest member of the party. A frenzy of activity took possession of her. With hair hanging down her back, with clothes torn and with cheeks and hands scratched and bleeding she led her brothers in the endless wild pursuit of the rabbits.

* * * * *

The Sunday in August that followed Elsie Leander’s sleepless night was hot and cloudy. In the morning she was half ill and as soon as the visitors from town arrived she crept away to sit on the step at the side of the house. The children ran away into the fields. An almost overpowering desire to run with them, shouting and playing along the corn rows took possession of her. She arose and went to the back of the house. Her father was at work in the garden, pulling weeds from between rows of vegetables. Inside the house she could hear her sister-in-law moving about. On the front porch her brother Tom was asleep with his mother beside him. Elsie went back to the step and then arose and went to where the corn came down to the fence. She climbed awkwardly over and went a little way along one of the rows. Putting out her hand she touched the firm stalks and then, becoming afraid, dropped to her knees on the carpet of weeds that covered the ground. For a long time she stayed thus listening to the voices of the children in the distance.

An hour slipped away. Presently it was time for dinner and her sister- in-law came to the back door and shouted. There was an answering whoop from the distance and the children came running through the fields. They climbed over the fence and ran shouting across her father’s garden. Elsie also arose. She was about to attempt to climb back over the fence unobserved when she heard a rustling in the corn. Young Elizabeth Leander appeared. Beside her walked the ploughman who but a few months earlier had planted the corn in the field where Elsie now stood. She could see the two people coming slowly along the rows. An understanding had been established between them. The man reached through between the corn stalks and touched the hand of the girl who laughed awkwardly and running to the fence climbed quickly over. In her hand she held the limp body of a rabbit the dogs had killed.

The farm hand went away and when Elizabeth had gone into the house Elsie climbed over the fence. Her niece stood just within the kitchen door holding the dead rabbit by one leg. The other leg had been torn away by the dogs. At sight of the New England woman, who seemed to look at her with hard unsympathetic eyes, she was ashamed and went quickly into the house. She threw the rabbit upon a table in the parlor and then ran out of the room. Its blood ran out on the delicate flowers of a white crocheted table cover that had been made by Elsie’s mother.

The Sunday dinner with all the living Leanders gathered about the table was gone through in a heavy lumbering silence. When the dinner was over and Tom and his wife had washed the dishes they went to sit with the older people on the front porch. Presently they were both asleep. Elsie returned to the step at the side of the house but when the desire to go again into the cornfields came sweeping over her she got up and went indoors.

The woman of thirty-five tip-toed about the big house like a frightened child. The dead rabbit that lay on the table in the parlour had become cold and stiff. Its blood had dried on the white table cover. She went upstairs but did not go to her own room. A spirit of adventure had hold of her. In the upper part of the house there were many rooms and in some of them no glass had been put into the windows. The windows had been boarded up and narrow streaks of light crept in through the cracks between the boards.

Elsie tip-toed up the flight of stairs past the room in which she slept and opening doors went into other rooms. Dust lay thick on the floors. In the silence she could hear her brother snoring as he slept in the chair on the front porch. From what seemed a far away place there came the shrill cries of the children. The cries became soft. They were like the cries of unborn children that had called to her out of the fields on the night before.

Into her mind came the intense silent figure of her mother sitting on the porch beside her son and waiting for the day to wear itself out into night. The thought brought a lump into her throat. She wanted something and did not know what it was. Her own mood frightened her. In a windowless room at the back of the house one of the boards over a window had been broken and a bird had flown in and become imprisoned.

The presence of the woman frightened the bird. It flew wildly about. Its beating wings stirred up dust that danced in the air. Elsie stood perfectly still, also frightened, not by the presence of the bird but by the presence of life. Like the bird she was a prisoner. The thought gripped her. She wanted to go outdoors where her niece Elizabeth walked with the young ploughman through the corn, but was like the bird in the room — a prisoner. She moved restlessly about. The bird flew back and forth across the room. It alighted on the window sill near the place where the board was broken away. She stared into the frightened eyes of the bird that in turn stared into her eyes. Then the bird flew away, out through the window, and Elsie turned and ran nervously downstairs and out into the yard. She climbed over the wire fence and ran with stooped shoulders along one of the tunnels.

Elsie ran into the vastness of the cornfields filled with but one desire. She wanted to get out of her life and into some new and sweeter life she felt must be hidden away somewhere in the fields. After she had run a long way she came to a wire fence and crawled over. Her hair became unloosed and fell down over her shoulders. Her cheeks became flushed and for the moment she looked like a young girl. When she climbed over the fence she tore a great hole in the front of her dress. For a moment her tiny breasts were exposed and then her hand clutched and held nervously the sides of the tear. In the distance she could hear the voices of the boys and the barking of the dogs. A summer storm had been threatening for days and now black clouds had begun to spread themselves over the sky. As she ran nervously forward, stopping to listen and then running on again, the dry corn blades brushed against her shoulders and a fine shower of yellow dust from the corn tassels fell on her hair. A continued crackling noise accompanied her progress. The dust made a golden crown about her head. From the sky overhead a low rumbling sound, like the growling of giant dogs, came to her ears.

The thought that having at last ventured into the corn she would never escape became fixed in the mind of the running woman. Sharp pains shot through her body. Presently she was compelled to stop and sit on the ground. For a long time she sat with closed eyes. Her dress became soiled. Little insects that live in the ground under the corn came out of their holes and crawled over her legs.

Following some obscure impulse the tired woman threw herself on her back and lay still with closed eyes. Her fright passed. It was warm and close in the room-like tunnels. The pain in her side went away. She opened her eyes and between the wide green corn blades could see patches of a black threatening sky. She did not want to be alarmed and so closed her eyes again. Her thin hand no longer gripped the tear in her dress and her little breasts were exposed. They expanded and contracted in spasmodic jerks. She threw her hands back over her head and lay still.

It seemed to Elsie that hours passed as she lay thus, quiet and passive under the corn. Deep within her there was a feeling that something was about to happen, something that would lift her out of herself, that would tear her away from her past and the past of her people. Her thoughts were not definite. She lay still and waited as she had waited for days and months by the rock at the back of the orchard on the Vermont farm when she was a girl. A deep grumbling noise went on in the sky overhead but the sky and everything she had ever known seemed very far away, no part of herself.

After a long silence, when it seemed to her that she had gone out of herself as in a dream, Elsie heard a man’s voice calling. “Aho, aho, aho,” shouted the voice and after another period of silence there arose answering voices and then the sound of bodies crashing through the corn and the excited chatter of children. A dog came running along the row where she lay and stood beside her. His cold nose touched her face and she sat up. The dog ran away. The Leander boys passed. She could see their bare legs flashing in and out across one of the tunnels. Her brother had become alarmed by the rapid approach of the thunder storm and wanted to get his family to town. His voice kept calling from the house and the voices of the children answered from the fields.

Elsie sat on the ground with her hands pressed together. An odd feeling of disappointment had possession of her. She arose and walked slowly along in the general direction taken by the children. She came to a fence and crawled over, tearing her dress in a new place. One of her stockings had become unloosed and had slipped down over her shoe top. The long sharp weeds had scratched her leg so that it was criss-crossed with red lines, but she was not conscious of any pain.

The distraught woman followed the children until she came within sight of her father’s house and then stopped and again sat on the ground. There was another loud crash of thunder and Tom Leander’s voice called again, this time half angrily. The name of the girl Elizabeth was shouted in loud masculine tones that rolled and echoed like the thunder along the aisles under the corn.

And then Elizabeth came into sight accompanied by the young ploughman. They stopped near Elsie and the man took the girl into his arms. At the sound of their approach Elsie had thrown herself face downward on the ground and had twisted herself into a position where she could see without being seen. When their lips met her tense hands grasped one of the corn stalks. Her lips pressed themselves into the dust. When they had gone on their way she raised her head. A dusty powder covered her lips.

What seemed another long period of silence fell over the fields. The murmuring voices of unborn children, her imagination had created in the whispering fields, became a vast shout. The wind blew harder and harder. The corn stalks were twisted and bent. Elizabeth went thoughtfully out of the field and climbing the fence confronted her father. “Where you been? What you been a doing?” he asked. “Don’t you think we got to get out of here?”

When Elizabeth went toward the house Elsie followed, creeping on her hands and knees like a little animal, and when she had come within sight of the fence surrounding the house she sat on the ground and put her hands over her face. Something within herself was being twisted and whirled about as the tops of the corn stalks were now being twisted and whirled by the wind. She sat so that she did not look toward the house and when she opened her eyes she could again see along the long mysterious aisles.

Her brother with his wife and children went away. By turning her head Elsie could see them driving at a trot out of the yard back of her father’s house. With the going of the younger woman the farm house in the midst of the cornfield rocked by the winds seemed the most desolate place in the world.

Her mother came out at the back door of the house. She ran to the steps where she knew her daughter was in the habit of sitting and then in alarm began to call. It did not occur to Elsie to answer. The voice of the older woman did not seem to have anything to do with herself. It was a thin voice and was quickly lost in the wind and in the crashing sound that arose out of the fields. With her head turned toward the house Elsie stared at her mother who ran wildly around the house and then went indoors. The back door of the house went shut with a bang.

The storm that had been threatening broke with a roar. Broad sheets of water swept over the cornfields. Sheets of water swept over the woman’s body. The storm that had for years been gathering in her also broke. Sobs arose out of her throat. She abandoned herself to a storm of grief that was only partially grief. Tears ran out of her eyes and made little furrows through the dust on her face. In the lulls that occasionally came in the storm she raised her head and heard, through the tangled mass of wet hair that covered her ears and above the sound of millions of rain-drops that alighted on the earthen floor inside the house of the corn, the thin voices of her mother and father calling to her out of the Leander house.


WAR
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THE STORY CAME to me from a woman met on a train. The car was crowded and I took the seat beside her. There was a man in the offing who belonged with her — a slender girlish figure of a man in a heavy brown canvas coat such as teamsters wear in the winter. He moved up and down in the aisle of the car, wanting my place by the woman’s side, but I did not know that at the time.

The woman had a heavy face and a thick nose. Something had happened to her. She had been struck a blow or had a fall. Nature could never have made a nose so broad and thick and ugly. She had talked to me in very good English. I suspect now that she was temporarily weary of the man in the brown canvas coat, that she had travelled with him for days, perhaps weeks, and was glad of the chance to spend a few hours in the company of some one else.

Everyone knows the feeling of a crowded train in the middle of the night. We ran along through western Iowa and eastern Nebraska. It had rained for days and the fields were flooded. In the clear night the moon came out and the scene outside the car-window was strange and in an odd way very beautiful.

You get the feeling: the black bare trees standing up in clusters as they do out in that country, the pools of water with the moon reflected and running quickly as it does when the train hurries along, the rattle of the car-trucks, the lights in isolated farm-houses, and occasionally the clustered lights of a town as the train rushed through it into the west.

The woman had just come out of war-ridden Poland, had got out of that stricken land with her lover by God knows what miracles of effort. She made me feel the war, that woman did, and she told me the tale that I want to tell you.

I do not remember the beginning of our talk, nor can I tell you of how the strangeness of my mood grew to match her mood until the story she told became a part of the mystery of the still night outside the car- window and very pregnant with meaning to me.

There was a company of Polish refugees moving along a road in Poland in charge of a German. The German was a man of perhaps fifty, with a beard. As I got him, he was much such a man as might be professor of foreign languages in a college in our country, say at Des Moines, Iowa, or Springfield, Ohio. He would be sturdy and strong of body and given to the eating of rather rank foods, as such men are. Also he would be a fellow of books and in his thinking inclined toward the ranker philosophies. He was dragged into the war because he was a German, and he had steeped his soul in the German philosophy of might. Faintly, I fancy, there was another notion in his head that kept bothering him, and so to serve his government with a whole heart he read books that would re-establish his feeling for the strong, terrible thing for which he fought. Because he was past fifty he was not on the battle line, but was in charge of the refugees, taking them out of their destroyed village to a camp near a railroad where they could be fed.

The refugees were peasants, all except the woman in the American train with me, her lover and her mother, an old woman of sixty-five. They had been small landowners and the others in their party had worked on their estate.

Along a country road in Poland went this party in charge of the German who tramped heavily along, urging them forward. He was brutal in his insistence, and the old woman of sixty-five, who was a kind of leader of the refugees, was almost equally brutal in her constant refusal to go forward. In the rainy night she stopped in the muddy road and her party gathered about her. Like a stubborn horse she shook her head and muttered Polish words. “I want to be let alone, that’s what I want. All I want in the world is to be let alone,” she said, over and over; and then the German came up and putting his hand on her back pushed her along, so that their progress through the dismal night was a constant repetition of the stopping, her muttered words, and his pushing. They hated each other with whole-hearted hatred, that old Polish woman and the German.

The party came to a clump of trees on the bank of a shallow stream and the German took hold of the old woman’s arm and dragged her through the stream while the others followed. Over and over she said the words: “I want to be let alone. All I want in the world is to be let alone.”

In the clump of trees the German started a fire. With incredible efficiency he had it blazing high in a few minutes, taking the matches and even some bits of dry wood from a little rubber-lined pouch carried in his inside coat pocket. Then he got out tobacco and, sitting down on the protruding root of a tree, smoked and stared at the refugees, clustered about the old woman on the opposite side of the fire.

The German went to sleep. That was what started his trouble. He slept for an hour and when he awoke the refugees were gone. You can imagine him jumping up and tramping heavily back through the shallow stream and along the muddy road to gather his party together again. He would be angry through and through, but he would not be alarmed. It was only a matter, he knew, of going far enough back along the road as one goes back along a road for strayed cattle.

And then, when the German came up to the party, he and the old woman began to fight. She stopped muttering the words about being let alone and sprang at him. One of her old hands gripped his beard and the other buried itself in the thick skin of his neck.

The struggle in the road lasted a long time. The German was tired and not as strong as he looked, and there was that faint thing in him that kept him from hitting the old woman with his fist. He took hold of her thin shoulders and pushed, and she pulled. The struggle was like a man trying to lift himself by his boot straps. The two fought and were full of the determination that will not stop fighting, but they were not very strong physically.

And so their two souls began to struggle. The woman in the train made me understand that quite clearly, although it may be difficult to get the sense of it over to you. I had the night and the mystery of the moving train to help me. It was a physical thing, the fight of the two souls in the dim light of the rainy night on that deserted muddy road. The air was full of the struggle and the refugees gathered about and stood shivering. They shivered with cold and weariness, of course, but also with something else. In the air everywhere about them they could feel the vague something going on. The woman said that she would gladly have given her life to have it stopped, or to have someone strike a light, and that her man felt the same way. It was like two winds struggling, she said, like a soft yielding cloud become hard and trying vainly to push another cloud out of the sky.

Then the struggle ended and the old woman and the German fell down exhausted in the road. The refugees gathered about and waited. They thought something more was going to happen, knew in fact something more would happen. The feeling they had persisted, you see, and they huddled together and perhaps whimpered a little.

What happened is the whole point of the story. The woman in the train explained it very clearly. She said that the two souls, after struggling, went back into the two bodies, but that the soul of the old woman went into the body of the German and the soul of the German into the body of the old woman.

After that, of course, everything was quite simple. The German sat down by the road and began shaking his head and saying he wanted to be let alone, declared that all he wanted in the world was to be let alone, and the Polish woman took papers out of his pocket and began driving her companions back along the road, driving them harshly and brutally along, and when they grew weary pushing them with her hands.

There was more of the story after that. The woman’s lover, who had been a school-teacher, took the papers and got out of the country, taking his sweetheart with him. But my mind has forgotten the details. I only remember the German sitting by the road and muttering that he wanted to be let alone, and the old tired mother-in-Poland saying the harsh words and forcing her weary companions to march through the night back into their own country.


MOTHERHOOD
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BELOW THE HILL there was a swamp in which cattails grew. The wind rustled the dry leaves of a walnut tree that grew on top of the hill.

She went beyond the tree to where the grass was long and matted. In the farmhouse a door bangs and in the road before the house a dog barked.

For a long time there was no sound. Then a wagon came jolting and bumping over the frozen road. The little noises ran along the ground to where she was lying on the grass and seemed like fingers playing over her body. A fragrance arose from her. It took a long time for the wagon to pass.

Then another sound broke the stillness. A young man from a neighboring farm came stealthily across a field and climbed a fence. He also came to the hill but for a time did not see her lying almost at his feet. He looked toward the house and stood with hands in pockets, stamping on the frozen ground like a horse.

Then he knew she was there. The aroma of her crept into his consciousness.

He ran to kneel beside her silent figure. Everything was different than it had been when they crept to the hill on the other evenings. The time of talking and waiting was over. She was different. He grew bold and put his hands on her face, her neck, her breasts, her hips. There was a strange new firmness and hardness to her body. When he kissed her lips she did not move and for a moment he was afraid. Then courage came and he went down to lie with her.

He had been a farm boy all his life and had plowed many acres of rich black land.

He became sure of himself.

He plowed her deeply.

He planted the seeds of a son in the warm rich quivering soil.

* * * * *

She carried the seeds of a son within herself. On winter evenings she went along a path at the foot of a small hill and turned up the hill to a barn where she milked cows. She was large and strong. Her legs went swinging along. The son within her went swinging along.

He learned the rhythm of little hills.

He learned the rhythm of flat places.

He learned the rhythm of legs walking.

He learned the rhythm of firm strong hands pulling at the teats of cows.

* * * * *

There was a field that was barren and filled with stones. In the spring when the warm nights came and when she was big with him she went to the fields. The heads of little stones stuck out of the ground like the heads of buried children. The field, washed with moonlight, sloped gradually downward to a murmuring brook. A few sheep went among the stones nibbling the sparse grass.

A thousand children were buried in the barren field. They struggled to come out of the ground. They struggled to come to her. The brook ran over stones and its voice cried out. For a long time she stayed in the field, shaken with sorrow.

She arose from her seat on a large stone and went to the farmhouse. The voices of the darkness cried to her as she went along a lane and past a silent barn.

Within herself only the one child struggled. When she got into bed his heels beat upon the walls of his prison. She lay still and listened. Only one small voice seemed coming to her out of the silence of the night.


OUT OF NOWHERE INTO NOTHING.

I
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ROSALIND WESCOTT, A tall strong looking woman of twenty-seven, was walking on the railroad track near the town of Willow Springs, Iowa. It was about four in the afternoon of a day in August, and the third day since she had come home to her native town from Chicago, where she was employed.

At that time Willow Springs was a town of about three thousand people. It has grown since. There was a public square with the town hall in the centre and about the four sides of the square and facing it were the merchandising establishments. The public square was bare and grassless, and out of it ran streets of frame houses, long straight streets that finally became country roads running away into the flat prairie country.

Although she had told everyone that she had merely come home for a short visit because she was a little homesick, and although she wanted in particular to have a talk with her mother in regard to a certain matter, Rosalind had been unable to talk with anyone. Indeed she had found it difficult to stay in the house with her mother and father and all the time, day and night, she was haunted by a desire to get out of town. As she went along the railroad tracks in the hot afternoon sunshine she kept scolding herself. “I’ve grown moody and no good. If I want to do it why don’t I just go ahead and not make a fuss,” she thought.

For two miles the railroad tracks, eastward out of Willow Springs, went through corn fields on a flat plain. Then there was a little dip in the land and a bridge over Willow Creek. The Creek was altogether dry now but trees grew along the edge of the grey streak of cracked mud that in the fall, winter and spring would be the bed of the stream. Rosalind left the tracks and went to sit under one of the trees. Her cheeks were flushed and her forehead wet. When she took off her hat her hair fell down in disorder and strands of it clung to her hot wet face. She sat in what seemed a kind of great bowl on the sides of which the corn grew rank. Before her and following the bed of the stream there was a dusty path along which cows came at evening from distant pastures. A great pancake formed of cow dung lay nearby. It was covered with grey dust and over it crawled shiny black beetles. They were rolling the dung into balls in preparation for the germination of a new generation of beetles.

Rosalind had come on the visit to her home town at a time of the year when everyone wished to escape from the hot dusty place. No one had expected her and she had not written to announce her coming. One hot morning in Chicago she had got out of bed and had suddenly begun packing her bag, and on that same evening there she was in Willow Springs, in the house where she had lived until her twenty-first year, among her own people. She had come up from the station in the hotel bus and had walked into the Wescott house unannounced. Her father was at the pump by the kitchen door and her mother came into the living room to greet her wearing a soiled kitchen apron. Everything in the house was just as it always had been. “I just thought I would come home for a few days,” she said, putting down her bag and kissing her mother.

Ma and Pa Wescott had been glad to see their daughter. On the evening of her arrival they were excited and a special supper was prepared. After supper Pa Wescott went up town as usual, but he stayed only a few minutes. “I just want to run to the postoffice and get the evening paper,” he said apologetically. Rosalind’s mother put on a clean dress and they all sat in the darkness on the front porch. There was talk, of a kind. “Is it hot in Chicago now? I’m going to do a good deal of canning this fall. I thought later I would send you a box of canned fruit. Do you live in the same place on the North Side? It must be nice in the evening to be able to walk down to the park by the lake.”

* * * * *

Rosalind sat under the tree near the railroad bridge two miles from Willow Springs and watched the tumble bugs at work. Her whole body was hot from the walk in the sun and the thin dress she wore clung to her legs. It was being soiled by the dust on the grass under the tree.

She had run away from town and from her mother’s house. All during the three days of her visit she had been doing that. She did not go from house to house to visit her old schoolgirl friends, the girls who unlike herself had stayed in Willow Springs, had got married and settled down there. When she saw one of these women on the street in the morning, pushing a baby carriage and perhaps followed by a small child, she stopped. There was a few minutes of talk. “It’s hot. Do you live in the same place in Chicago? My husband and I hope to take the children and go away for a week or two. It must be nice in Chicago where you are so near the lake.” Rosalind hurried away.

All the hours of her visit to her mother and to her home town had been spent in an effort to hurry away.

From what? Rosalind defended herself. There was something she had come from Chicago hoping to be able to say to her mother. Did she really want to talk with her about things? Had she thought, by again breathing the air of her home town, to get strength to face life and its difficulties?

There was no point in her taking the hot uncomfortable trip from Chicago only to spend her days walking in dusty country roads or between rows of cornfields in the stifling heat along the railroad tracks.

“I must have hoped. There is a hope that cannot be fulfilled,” she thought vaguely.

Willow Springs was a rather meaningless, dreary town, one of thousands of such towns in Indiana, Illinois, Wisconsin, Kansas, Iowa, but her mind made it more dreary.

She sat under the tree by the dry bed of Willow Creek thinking of the street in town where her mother and father lived, where she had lived until she had become a woman. It was only because of a series of circumstances she did not live there now. Her one brother, ten years older than herself, had married and moved to Chicago. He had asked her to come for a visit and after she got to the city she stayed. Her brother was a traveling salesman and spent a good deal of time away from home. “Why don’t you stay here with Bess and learn stenography,” he asked. “If you don’t want to use it you don’t have to. Dad can look out for you all right. I just thought you might like to learn.”

* * * * *

“That was six years ago,” Rosalind thought wearily. “I’ve been a city woman for six years.” Her mind hopped about. Thoughts came and went. In the city, after she became a stenographer, something for a time awakened her. She wanted to be an actress and went in the evening to a dramatic school. In an office where she worked there was a young man, a clerk. They went out together, to the theatre or to walk in the park in the evening. They kissed.

Her thoughts came sharply back to her mother and father, to her home in Willow Springs, to the street in which she had lived until her twenty- first year.

It was but an end of a street. From the windows at the front of her mother’s house six other houses could be seen. How well she knew the street and the people in the houses! Did she know them? From her eighteenth and until her twenty-first year she had stayed at home, helping her mother with the housework, waiting for something. Other young women in town waited just as she did. They like herself had graduated from the town high school and their parents had no intention of sending them away to college. There was nothing to do but wait. Some of the young women — their mothers and their mothers’ friends still spoke of them as girls — had young men friends who came to see them on Sunday and perhaps also on Wednesday or Thursday evenings. Others joined the church, went to prayer meetings, became active members of some church organization. They fussed about.

Rosalind had done none of these things. All through those three trying years in Willow Springs she had just waited. In the morning there was the work to do in the house and then, in some way, the day wore itself away. In the evening her father went up town and she sat with her mother. Nothing much was said. After she had gone to bed she lay awake, strangely nervous, eager for something to happen that never would happen. The noises of the Wescott house cut across her thoughts. What things went through her mind!

There was a procession of people always going away from her. Sometimes she lay on her belly at the edge of a ravine. Well it was not a ravine. It had two walls of marble and on the marble face of the walls strange figures were carved. Broad steps led down — always down and away. People walked along the steps, between the marble walls, going down and away from her.

What people! Who were they? Where did they come from? Where were they going? She was not asleep but wide awake. Her bedroom was dark. The walls and ceiling of the room receded. She seemed to hang suspended in space, above the ravine — the ravine with walls of white marble over which strange beautiful lights played.

The people who went down the broad steps and away into infinite distance — they were men and women. Sometime a young girl like herself but in some way sweeter and purer than herself, passed alone. The young girl walked with a swinging stride, going swiftly and freely like a beautiful young animal. Her legs and arms were like the slender top branches of trees swaying in a gentle wind. She also went down and away.

Others followed along the marble steps. Young boys walked alone. A dignified old man followed by a sweet faced woman passed. What a remarkable man! One felt infinite power in his old frame. There were deep wrinkles in his face and his eyes were sad. One felt he knew everything about life but had kept something very precious alive in himself. It was that precious thing that made the eyes of the woman who followed him burn with a strange fire. They also went down along the steps and away.

Down and away along the steps went others — how many others, men and women, boys and girls, single old men, old women who leaned on sticks and hobbled along.

In the bed in her father’s house as she lay awake Rosalind’s head grew light. She tried to clutch at something, understand something.

She couldn’t. The noises of the house cut across her waking dream. Her father was at the pump by the kitchen door. He was pumping a pail of water. In a moment he would bring it into the house and put it on a box by the kitchen sink. A little of the water would slop over on the floor. There would be a sound like a child’s bare foot striking the floor. Then her father would go to wind the clock. The day was done. Presently there would be the sound of his heavy feet on the floor of the bedroom above and he would get into bed to lie beside Rosalind’s mother.

The night noises of her father’s house had been in some way terrible to the girl in the years when she was becoming a woman. After chance had taken her to the city she never wanted to think of them again. Even in Chicago where the silence of nights was cut and slashed by a thousand noises, by automobiles whirling through the streets, by the belated footsteps of men homeward bound along the cement sidewalks after midnight, by the shouts of quarreling men drunk on summer nights, even in the great hubbub of noises there was comparative quiet. The insistent clanging noises of the city nights were not like the homely insistent noises of her father’s house. Certain terrible truths about life did not abide in them, they did not cling so closely to life and did not frighten as did the noises in the one house on the quiet street in the town of Willow Springs. How often, there in the city, in the midst of the great noises she had fought to escape the little noises! Her father’s feet were on the steps leading into the kitchen. Now he was putting the pail of water on the box by the kitchen sink. Upstairs her mother’s body fell heavily into bed. The visions of the great marble-lined ravine down along which went the beautiful people flew away. There was the little slap of water on the kitchen floor. It was like a child’s bare foot striking the floor. Rosalind wanted to cry out. Her father closed the kitchen door. Now he was winding the clock. In a moment his feet would be on the stairs — 

There were six houses to be seen from the windows of the Wescott house. In the winter smoke from six brick chimneys went up into the sky. There was one house, the next one to the Wescott’s place, a small frame affair, in which lived a man who was thirty-five years old when Rosalind became a woman of twenty-one and went away to the city. The man was unmarried and his mother, who had been his housekeeper, had died during the year in which Rosalind graduated from the high school. After that the man lived alone. He took his dinner and supper at the hotel, down town on the square, but he got his own breakfast, made his own bed and swept out his own house. Sometimes he walked slowly along the street past the Wescott house when Rosalind sat alone on the front porch. He raised his hat and spoke to her. Their eyes met. He had a long, hawk-like nose and his hair was long and uncombed.

Rosalind thought about him sometimes. It bothered her a little that he sometimes went stealing softly, as though not to disturb her, across her daytime fancies.

As she sat that day by the dry creek bed Rosalind thought about the bachelor, who had now passed the age of forty and who lived on the street where she had lived during her girlhood. His house was separated from the Wescott house by a picket fence. Sometimes in the morning he forgot to pull his blinds and Rosalind, busy with the housework in her father’s house, had seen him walking about in his underwear. It was — uh, one could not think of it.

The man’s name was Melville Stoner. He had a small income and did not have to work. On some days he did not leave his house and go to the hotel for his meals but sat all day in a chair with his nose buried in a book.

There was a house on the street occupied by a widow who raised chickens. Two or three of her hens were what the people who lived on the street called ‘high flyers.’ They flew over the fence of the chicken yard and escaped and almost always they came at once into the yard of the bachelor. The neighbors laughed about it. It was significant, they felt. When the hens had come into the yard of the bachelor, Stoner, the widow with a stick in her hand ran after them. Melville Stoner came out of his house and stood on a little porch in front. The widow ran through the front gate waving her arms wildly and the hens made a great racket and flew over the fence. They ran down the street toward the widow’s house. For a moment she stood by the Stoner gate. In the summer time when the windows of the Wescott house were open Rosalind could hear what the man and woman said to each other. In Willow Springs it was not thought proper for an unmarried woman to stand talking to an unmarried man near the door of his bachelor establishment. The widow wanted to observe the conventions. Still she did linger a moment, her bare arm resting on the gate post. What bright eager little eyes she had! “If those hens of mine bother you I wish you would catch them and kill them,” she said fiercely. “I am always glad to see them coming along the road,” Melville Stoner replied, bowing. Rosalind thought he was making fun of the widow. She liked him for that. “I’d never see you if you did not have to come here after your hens. Don’t let anything happen to them,” he said, bowing again.

For a moment the man and woman lingered looking into each other’s eyes. From one of the windows of the Wescott house Rosalind watched the woman. Nothing more was said. There was something about the woman she had not understood — well the widow’s senses were being fed. The developing woman in the house next door had hated her.

* * * * *

Rosalind jumped up from under the tree and climbed up the railroad embankment. She thanked the gods she had been lifted out of the life of the town of Willow Springs and that chance had set her down to live in a city. “Chicago is far from beautiful. People say it is just a big noisy dirty village and perhaps that’s what it is, but there is something alive there,” she thought. In Chicago, or at least during the last two or three years of her life there, Rosalind felt she had learned a little something of life. She had read books for one thing, such books as did not come to Willow Springs, books that Willow Springs knew nothing about, she had gone to hear the Symphony Orchestra, she had begun to understand something of the possibility of line and color, had heard intelligent, understanding men speak of these things. In Chicago, in the midst of the twisting squirming millions of men and women there were voices. One occasionally saw men or at least heard of the existence of men who, like the beautiful old man who had walked away down the marble stairs in the vision of her girlhood nights, had kept some precious thing alive in themselves.

And there was something else — it was the most important thing of all. For the last two years of her life in Chicago she had spent hours, days in the presence of a man to whom she could talk. The talks had awakened her. She felt they had made her a woman, had matured her.

“I know what these people here in Willow Springs are like and what I would have been like had I stayed here,” she thought. She felt relieved and almost happy. She had come home at a crisis of her own life hoping to be able to talk a little with her mother, or if talk proved impossible hoping to get some sense of sisterhood by being in her presence. She had thought there was something buried away, deep within every woman, that at a certain call would run out to other women. Now she felt that the hope, the dream, the desire she had cherished was altogether futile. Sitting in the great flat bowl in the midst of the corn lands two miles from her home town where no breath of air stirred and seeing the beetles at their work of preparing to propagate a new generation of beetles, while she thought of the town and its people, had settled something for her. Her visit to Willow Springs had come to something after all.

Rosalind’s figure had still much of the spring and swing of youth in it. Her legs were strong and her shoulders broad. She went swinging along the railroad track toward town, going westward. The sun had begun to fall rapidly down the sky. Away over the tops of the corn in one of the great fields she could see in the distance to where a man was driving a motor along a dusty road. The wheels of the car kicked up dust through which the sunlight played. The floating cloud of dust became a shower of gold that settled down over the fields. “When a woman most wants what is best and truest in another woman, even in her own mother, she isn’t likely to find it,” she thought grimly. “There are certain things every woman has to find out for herself, there is a road she must travel alone. It may only lead to some more ugly and terrible place, but if she doesn’t want death to overtake her and live within her while her body is still alive she must set out on that road.”

Rosalind walked for a mile along the railroad track and then stopped. A freight train had gone eastward as she sat under the tree by the creek bed and now, there beside the tracks, in the grass was the body of a man. It lay still, the face buried in the deep burned grass. At once she concluded the man had been struck and killed by the train. The body had been thrown thus aside. All her thoughts went away and she turned and started to tiptoe away, stepping carefully along the railroad ties, making no noise. Then she stopped again. The man in the grass might not be dead, only hurt, terribly hurt. It would not do to leave him there. She imagined him mutilated but still struggling for life and herself trying to help him. She crept back along the ties. The man’s legs were not twisted and beside him lay his hat. It was as though he had put it there before lying down to sleep, but a man did not sleep with his face buried in the grass in such a hot uncomfortable place. She drew nearer. “O, you Mister,” she called, “O, you — are you hurt?”

The man in the grass sat up and looked at her. He laughed. It was Melville Stoner, the man of whom she had just been thinking and in thinking of whom she had come to certain settled conclusions regarding the futility of her visit to Willow Springs. He got to his feet and picked up his hat. “Well, hello, Miss Rosalind Wescott,” he said heartily. He climbed a small embankment and stood beside her. “I knew you were at home on a visit but what are you doing out here?” he asked and then added, “What luck this is! Now I shall have the privilege of walking home with you. You can hardly refuse to let me walk with you after shouting at me like that.”

They walked together along the tracks he with his hat in his hand. Rosalind thought he looked like a gigantic bird, an aged wise old bird, “perhaps a vulture” she thought. For a time he was silent and then he began to talk, explaining his lying with his face buried in the grass. There was a twinkle in his eyes and Rosalind wondered if he was laughing at her as she had seen him laugh at the widow who owned the hens.

He did not come directly to the point and Rosalind thought it strange that they should walk and talk together. At once his words interested her. He was so much older than herself and no doubt wiser. How vain she had been to think herself so much more knowing than all the people of Willow Springs. Here was this man and he was talking and his talk did not sound like anything she had ever expected to hear from the lips of a native of her home town. “I want to explain myself but we’ll wait a little. For years I’ve been wanting to get at you, to talk with you, and this is my chance. You’ve been away now five or six years and have grown into womanhood.

“You understand it’s nothing specially personal, my wanting to get at you and understand you a little,” he added quickly. “I’m that way about everyone. Perhaps that’s the reason I live alone, why I’ve never married or had personal friends. I’m too eager. It isn’t comfortable to others to have me about.”

Rosalind was caught up by this new view point of the man. She wondered. In the distance along the tracks the houses of the town came into sight. Melville Stoner tried to walk on one of the iron rails but after a few steps lost his balance and fell off. His long arms whirled about. A strange intensity of mood and feeling had come over Rosalind. In one moment Melville Stoner was like an old man and then he was like a boy. Being with him made her mind, that had been racing all afternoon, race faster than ever.

When he began to talk again he seemed to have forgotten the explanation he had intended making. “We’ve lived side by side but we’ve hardly spoken to each other,” he said. “When I was a young man and you were a girl I used to sit in the house thinking of you. We’ve really been friends. What I mean is we’ve had the same thoughts.”

He began to speak of life in the city where she had been living, condemning it. “It’s dull and stupid here but in the city you have your own kind of stupidity too,” he declared. “I’m glad I do not live there.”

In Chicago when she had first gone there to live a thing had sometimes happened that had startled Rosalind. She knew no one but her brother and his wife and was sometimes very lonely. When she could no longer bear the eternal sameness of the talk in her brother’s house she went out to a concert or to the theatre. Once or twice when she had no money to buy a theatre ticket she grew bold and walked alone in the streets, going rapidly along without looking to the right or left. As she sat in the theatre or walked in the street an odd thing sometimes happened. Someone spoke her name, a call came to her. The thing happened at a concert and she looked quickly about. All the faces in sight had that peculiar, half bored, half expectant expression one grows accustomed to seeing on the faces of people listening to music. In the entire theatre no one seemed aware of her. On the street or in the park the call had come when she was utterly alone. It seemed to come out of the air, from behind a tree in the park.

And now as she walked on the railroad tracks with Melville Stoner the call seemed to come from him. He walked along apparently absorbed with his own thoughts, the thoughts he was trying to find words to express. His legs were long and he walked with a queer loping gait. The idea of some great bird, perhaps a sea-bird stranded far inland, stayed in Rosalind’s mind but the call did not come from the bird part of him. There was something else, another personality hidden away. Rosalind fancied the call came this time from a young boy, from such another clear-eyed boy as she had once seen in her waking dreams at night in her father’s house, from one of the boys who walked on the marble stairway, walked down and away. A thought came that startled her. “The boy is hidden away in the body of this strange bird-like man,” she told herself. The thought awoke fancies within her. It explained much in the lives of men and women. An expression, a phrase, remembered from her childhood when she had gone to Sunday School in Willow Springs, came back to her mind. “And God spoke to me out of a burning bush.” She almost said the words aloud.

Melville Stoner loped along, walking on the railroad ties and talking. He seemed to have forgotten the incident of his lying with his nose buried in the grass and was explaining his life lived alone in the house in town. Rosalind tried to put her own thoughts aside and to listen to his words but did not succeed very well. “I came home here hoping to get a little closer to life, to get, for a few days, out of the company of a man so I could think about him. I fancied I could get what I wanted by being near mother, but that hasn’t worked. It would be strange if I got what I am looking for by this chance meeting with another man,” she thought. Her mind went on recording thoughts. She heard the spoken words of the man beside her but her own mind went on, also making words. Something within herself felt suddenly relaxed and free. Ever since she had got off the train at Willow Springs three days before there had been a great tenseness. Now it was all gone. She looked at Melville Stoner who occasionally looked at her. There was something in his eyes, a kind of laughter — a mocking kind of laughter. His eyes were grey, of a cold greyness, like the eyes of a bird.

“It has come into my mind — I have been thinking — well you see you have not married in the six years since you went to live in the city. It would be strange and a little amusing if you are like myself, if you cannot marry or come close to any other person,” he was saying.

Again he spoke of the life he led in his house. “I sometimes sit in my house all day, even when the weather is fine outside,” he said. “You have no doubt seen me sitting there. Sometimes I forget to eat. I read books all day, striving to forget myself and then night comes and I cannot sleep.

“If I could write or paint or make music, if I cared at all about expressing what goes on in my mind it would be different. However, I would not write as others do. I would have but little to say about what people do. What do they do? In what way does it matter? Well you see they build cities such as you live in and towns like Willow Springs, they have built this railroad track on which we are walking, they marry and raise children, commit murders, steal, do kindly acts. What does it matter? You see we are walking here in the hot sun. In five minutes more we will be in town and you will go to your house and I to mine. You will eat supper with your father and mother. Then your father will go up town and you and your mother will sit together on the front porch. There will be little said. Your mother will speak of her intention to can fruit. Then your father will come home and you will all go to bed. Your father will pump a pail of water at the pump by the kitchen door. He will carry it indoors and put it on a box by the kitchen sink. A little of the water will be spilled. It will make a soft little slap on the kitchen floor—”

“Ha!”

Melville Stoner turned and looked sharply at Rosalind who had grown a little pale. Her mind raced madly, like an engine out of control. There was a kind of power in Melville Stoner that frightened her. By the recital of a few commonplace facts he had suddenly invaded her secret places. It was almost as though he had come into the bedroom in her father’s house where she lay thinking. He had in fact got into her bed. He laughed again, an unmirthful laugh. “I’ll tell you what, we know little enough here in America, either in the towns or in the cities,” he said rapidly. “We are all on the rush. We are all for action. I sit still and think. If I wanted to write I’d do something. I’d tell what everyone thought. It would startle people, frighten them a little, eh? I would tell you what you have been thinking this afternoon while you walked here on this railroad track with me. I would tell you what your mother has been thinking at the same time and what she would like to say to you.”

Rosalind’s face had grown chalky white and her hands trembled. They got off the railroad tracks and into the streets of Willow Springs. A change came over Melville Stoner. Of a sudden he seemed just a man of forty, a little embarrassed by the presence of the younger woman, a little hesitant. “I’m going to the hotel now and I must leave you here,” he said. His feet made a shuffling sound on the sidewalk. “I intended to tell you why you found me lying out there with my face buried in the grass,” he said. A new quality had come into his voice. It was the voice of the boy who had called to Rosalind out of the body of the man as they walked and talked on the tracks. “Sometimes I can’t stand my life here,” he said almost fiercely and waved his long arms about. “I’m alone too much. I grow to hate myself. I have to run out of town.”

The man did not look at Rosalind but at the ground. His big feet continued shuffling nervously about. “Once in the winter time I thought I was going insane,” he said. “I happened to remember an orchard, five miles from town where I had walked one day in the late fall when the pears were ripe. A notion came into my head. It was bitter cold but I walked the five miles and went into the orchard. The ground was frozen and covered with snow but I brushed the snow aside. I pushed my face into the grass. In the fall when I had walked there the ground was covered with ripe pears. A fragrance arose from them. They were covered with bees that crawled over them, drunk, filled with a kind of ecstacy. I had remembered the fragrance. That’s why I went there and put my face into the frozen grass. The bees were in an ecstasy of life and I had missed life. I have always missed life. It always goes away from me. I always imagined people walking away. In the spring this year I walked on the railroad track out to the bridge over Willow Creek. Violets grew in the grass. At that time I hardly noticed them but today I remembered. The violets were like the people who walk away from me. A mad desire to run after them had taken possession of me. I felt like a bird flying through space. A conviction that something had escaped me and that I must pursue it had taken possession of me.”

Melville Stoner stopped talking. His face also had grown white and his hands also trembled. Rosalind had an almost irresistible desire to put out her hand and touch his hand. She wanted to shout, crying— “I am here. I am not dead. I am alive.” Instead she stood in silence, staring at him, as the widow who owned the high flying hens had stared. Melville Stoner struggled to recover from the ecstasy into which he had been thrown by his own words. He bowed and smiled. “I hope you are in the habit of walking on railroad tracks,” he said. “I shall in the future know what to do with my time. When you come to town I shall camp on the railroad tracks. No doubt, like the violets, you have left your fragrance out there.” Rosalind looked at him. He was laughing at her as he had laughed when he talked to the widow standing at his gate. She did not mind. When he had left her she went slowly through the streets. The phrase that had come into her mind as they walked on the tracks came back and she said it over and over. “And God spoke to me out of a burning bush.” She kept repeating the phrase until she got back into the Wescott house.

* * * * *

Rosalind sat on the front porch of the house where her girlhood had been spent. Her father had not come home for the evening meal. He was a dealer in coal and lumber and owned a number of unpainted sheds facing a railroad siding west of town. There was a tiny office with a stove and a desk in a corner by a window. The desk was piled high with unanswered letters and with circulars from mining and lumber companies. Over them had settled a thick layer of coal dust. All day he sat in his office looking like an animal in a cage, but unlike a caged animal he was apparently not discontented and did not grow restless. He was the one coal and lumber dealer in Willow Springs. When people wanted one of these commodities they had to come to him. There was no other place to go. He was content. In the morning as soon as he got to his office he read the Des Moines paper and then if no one came to disturb him he sat all day, by the stove in winter and by an open window through the long hot summer days, apparently unaffected by the marching change of seasons pictured in the fields, without thought, without hope, without regret that life was becoming an old worn out thing for him.

In the Wescott house Rosalind’s mother had already begun the canning of which she had several times spoken. She was making gooseberry jam. Rosalind could hear the pots boiling in the kitchen. Her mother walked heavily. With the coming of age she was beginning to grow fat.

The daughter was weary from much thinking. It had been a day of many emotions. She took off her hat and laid it on the porch beside her. Melville Stoner’s house next door had windows that were like eyes staring at her, accusing her. “Well now, you see, you have gone too fast,” the house declared. It sneered at her. “You thought you knew about people. After all you knew nothing.” Rosalind held her head in her hands. It was true she had misunderstood. The man who lived in the house was no doubt like other people in Willow Springs. He was not, as she had smartly supposed, a dull citizen of a dreary town, one who knew nothing of life. Had he not said words that had startled her, torn her out of herself?

Rosalind had an experience not uncommon to tired nervous people. Her mind, weary of thinking, did not stop thinking but went on faster than ever. A new plane of thought was reached. Her mind was like a flying machine that leaves the ground and leaps into the air.

It took hold upon an idea expressed or implied in something Melville Stoner had said. “In every human being there are two voices, each striving to make itself heard.”

A new world of thought had opened itself before her. After all human beings might be understood. It might be possible to understand her mother and her mother’s life, her father, the man she loved, herself. There was the voice that said words. Words came forth from lips. They conformed, fell into a certain mold. For the most part the words had no life of their own. They had come down out of old times and many of them were no doubt once strong living words, coming out of the depth of people, out of the bellies of people. The words had escaped out of a shut-in place. They had once expressed living truth. Then they had gone on being said, over and over, by the lips of many people, endlessly, wearily.

She thought of men and women she had seen together, that she had heard talking together as they sat in the street cars or in apartments or walked in a Chicago park. Her brother, the traveling salesman, and his wife had talked half wearily through the long evenings she had spent with them in their apartment. It was with them as with the other people. A thing happened. The lips said certain words but the eyes of the people said other words. Sometimes the lips expressed affection while hatred shone out of the eyes. Sometimes it was the other way about. What a confusion!

It was clear there was something hidden away within people that could not get itself expressed except accidentally. One was startled or alarmed and then the words that fell from the lips became pregnant words, words that lived.

The vision that had sometimes visited her in her girlhood as she lay in bed at night came back. Again she saw the people on the marble stairway, going down and away, into infinity. Her own mind began to make words that struggled to get themselves expressed through her lips. She hungered for someone to whom to say the words and half arose to go to her mother, to where her mother was making gooseberry jam in the kitchen, and then sat down again. “They were going down into the hall of the hidden voices,” she whispered to herself. The words excited and intoxicated her as had the words from the lips of Melville Stoner. She thought of herself as having quite suddenly grown amazingly, spiritually, even physically. She felt relaxed, young, wonderfully strong. She imagined herself as walking, as had the young girl she had seen in the vision, with swinging arms and shoulders, going down a marble stairway — down into the hidden places in people, into the hall of the little voices. “I shall understand after this, what shall I not understand?” she asked herself.

Doubt came and she trembled a little. As she walked with him on the railroad track Melville Stoner had gone down within herself. Her body was a house, through the door of which he had walked. He had known about the night noises in her father’s house — her father at the well by the kitchen door, the slap of the spilled water on the floor. Even when she was a young girl and had thought herself alone in the bed in the darkness in the room upstairs in the house before which she now sat, she had not been alone. The strange bird-like man who lived in the house next door had been with her, in her room, in her bed. Years later he had remembered the terrible little noises of the house and had known how they had terrified her.

There was something terrible in his knowledge too. He had spoken, given forth his knowledge, but as he did so there was laughter in his eyes, perhaps a sneer.

In the Wescott house the sounds of housekeeping went on. A man who had been at work in a distant field, who had already begun his fall plowing, was unhitching his horses from the plow. He was far away, beyond the street’s end, in a field that swelled a little out of the plain. Rosalind stared. The man was hitching the horses to a wagon. She saw him as through the large end of a telescope. He would drive the horses away to a distant farmhouse and put them into a barn. Then he would go into a house where there was a woman at work. Perhaps the woman like her mother would be making gooseberry jam. He would grunt as her father did when at evening he came home from the little hot office by the railroad siding. “Hello,” he would say, flatly, indifferently, stupidly. Life was like that.

Rosalind became weary of thinking. The man in the distant field had got into his wagon and was driving away. In a moment there would be nothing left of him but a thin cloud of dust that floated in the air. In the house the gooseberry jam had boiled long enough. Her mother was preparing to put it into glass jars. The operation produced a new little side current of sounds. She thought again of Melville Stoner. For years he had been sitting, listening to sounds. There was a kind of madness in it.

She had got herself into a half frenzied condition. “I must stop it,” she told herself. “I am like a stringed instrument on which the strings have been tightened too much.” She put her face into her hands, wearily.

And then a thrill ran through her body. There was a reason for Melville Stoner’s being what he had become. There was a locked gateway leading to the marble stairway that led down and away, into infinity, into the hall of the little voices and the key to the gateway was love. Warmth came back into Rosalind’s body. “Understanding need not lead to weariness,” she thought. Life might after all be a rich, a triumphant thing. She would make her visit to Willow Springs count for something significant in her life. For one thing she would really approach her mother, she would walk into her mother’s life. “It will be my first trip down the marble stairway,” she thought and tears came to her eyes. In a moment her father would be coming home for the evening meal but after supper he would go away. The two women would be alone together. Together they would explore a little into the mystery of life, they would find sisterhood. The thing she had wanted to talk about with another understanding woman could be talked about then. There might yet be a beautiful outcome to her visit to Willow Springs and to her mother.

II

The story of Rosalind’s six years in Chicago is the story of thousands of unmarried women who work in offices in the city. Necessity had not driven her to work nor kept her at her task and she did not think of herself as a worker, one who would always be a worker. For a time after she came out of the stenographic school she drifted from office to office, acquiring always more skill, but with no particular interest in what she was doing. It was a way to put in the long days. Her father, who in addition to the coal and lumber yards owned three farms, sent her a hundred dollars a month. The money her work brought was spent for clothes so that she dressed better than the women she worked with.

Of one thing she was quite sure. She did not want to return to Willow Springs to live with her father and mother, and after a time she knew she could not continue living with her brother and his wife. For the first time she began seeing the city that spread itself out before her eyes. When she walked at the noon hour along Michigan Boulevard or went into a restaurant or in the evening went home in the street car she saw men and women together. It was the same when on Sunday afternoons in the summer she walked in the park or by the lake. On a street car she saw a small round-faced woman put her hand into the hand of her male companion. Before she did it she looked cautiously about. She wanted to assure herself of something. To the other women in the car, to Rosalind and the others the act said something. It was as though the woman’s voice had said aloud, “He is mine. Do not draw too close to him.”

There was no doubt that Rosalind was awakening out of the Willow Springs torpor in which she had lived out her young womanhood. The city had at least done that for her. The city was wide. It flung itself out. One had but to let his feet go thump, thump upon the pavements to get into strange streets, see always new faces.

On Saturday afternoon and all day Sunday one did not work. In the summer it was a time to go to places — to the park, to walk among the strange colorful crowds in Halsted Street, with a half dozen young people from the office, to spend a day on the sand dunes at the foot of Lake Michigan. One got excited and was hungry, hungry, always hungry — for companionship. That was it. One wanted to possess something — a man — to take him along on jaunts, be sure of him, yes — own him.

She read books — always written by men or by manlike women. There was an essential mistake in the viewpoint of life set forth in the books. The mistake was always being made. In Rosalind’s time it grew more pronounced. Someone had got hold of a key with which the door to the secret chamber of life could be unlocked. Others took the key and rushed in. The secret chamber of life was filled with a noisy vulgar crowd. All the books that dealt with life at all dealt with it through the lips of the crowd that had newly come into the sacred place. The writer had hold of the key. It was his time to be heard. “Sex,” he cried. “It is by understanding sex I will untangle the mystery.”

It was all very well and sometimes interesting but one grew tired of the subject.

She lay abed in her room at her brother’s house on a Sunday night in the summer. During the afternoon she had gone for a walk and on a street on the Northwest Side had come upon a religious procession. The Virgin was being carried through the streets. The houses were decorated and women leaned out at the windows of houses. Old priests dressed in white gowns waddled along. Strong young men carried the platform on which the Virgin rested. The procession stopped. Someone started a chant in a loud clear voice. Other voices took it up. Children ran about gathering in money. All the time there was a loud hum of ordinary conversation going on. Women shouted across the street to other women. Young girls walked on the sidewalks and laughed softly as the young men in white, clustered about the Virgin, turned to stare at them. On every street corner merchants sold candies, nuts, cool drinks — 

In her bed at night Rosalind put down the book she had been reading. “The worship of the Virgin is a form of sex expression,” she read.

“Well what of it? If it be true what does it matter?”

She got out of bed and took off her nightgown. She was herself a virgin. What did that matter? She turned herself slowly about, looking at her strong young woman’s body. It was a thing in which sex lived. It was a thing upon which sex in others might express itself. What did it matter?

There was her brother sleeping with his wife in another room near at hand. In Willow Springs, Iowa, her father was at just this moment pumping a pail of water at the well by the kitchen door. In a moment he would carry it into the kitchen to set it on the box by the kitchen sink.

Rosalind’s cheeks were flushed. She made an odd and lovely figure standing nude before the glass in her room there in Chicago. She was so much alive and yet not alive. Her eyes shone with excitement. She continued to turn slowly round and round twisting her head to look at her naked back. “Perhaps I am learning to think,” she decided. There was some sort of essential mistake in people’s conception of life. There was something she knew and it was of as much importance as the things the wise men knew and put into books. She also had found out something about life. Her body was still the body of what was called a virgin. What of it? “If the sex impulse within it had been gratified in what way would my problem be solved? I am lonely now. It is evident that after that had happened I would still be lonely.”

III

Rosalind’s life in Chicago had been like a stream that apparently turns back toward its source. It ran forward, then stopped, turned, twisted. At just the time when her awakening became a half realized thing she went to work at a new place, a piano factory on the Northwest Side facing a branch of the Chicago River. She became secretary to a man who was treasurer of the company. He was a slender, rather small man of thirty-eight with thin white restless hands and with gray eyes that were clouded and troubled. For the first time she became really interested in the work that ate up her days. Her employer was charged with the responsibility of passing upon the credit of the firm’s customers and was unfitted for the task. He was not shrewd and within a short time had made two costly mistakes by which the company had lost money. “I have too much to do. My time is too much taken up with details. I need help here,” he had explained, evidently irritated, and Rosalind had been engaged to relieve him of details.

Her new employer, named Walter Sayers, was the only son of a man who in his time had been well known in Chicago’s social and club life. Everyone had thought him wealthy and he had tried to live up to people’s estimate of his fortune. His son Walter had wanted to be a singer and had expected to inherit a comfortable fortune. At thirty he had married and three years later when his father died he was already the father of two children.

And then suddenly he had found himself quite penniless. He could sing but his voice was not large. It wasn’t an instrument with which one could make money in any dignified way. Fortunately his wife had some money of her own. It was her money, invested in the piano manufacturing business, that had secured him the position as treasurer of the company. With his wife he withdrew from social life and they went to live in a comfortable house in a suburb.

Walter Sayers gave up music, apparently surrendered even his interest in it. Many men and women from his suburb went to hear the orchestra on Friday afternoons but he did not go. “What’s the use of torturing myself and thinking of a life I cannot lead?” he said to himself. To his wife he pretended a growing interest in his work at the factory. “It’s really fascinating. It’s a game, like moving men back and forth on a chess board. I shall grow to love it,” he said.

He had tried to build up interest in his work but had not been successful. Certain things would not get into his consciousness. Although he tried hard he could not make the fact that profit or loss to the company depended upon his judgment seem important to himself. It was a matter of money lost or gained and money meant nothing to him. “It’s father’s fault,” he thought. “While he lived money never meant anything to me. I was brought up wrong. I am ill prepared for the battle of life.” He became too timid and lost business that should have come to the company quite naturally. Then he became too bold in the extension of credit and other losses followed.

His wife was quite happy and satisfied with her life. There were four or five acres of land about the suburban house and she became absorbed in the work of raising flowers and vegetables. For the sake of the children she kept a cow. With a young negro gardener she puttered about all day, digging in the earth, spreading manure about the roots of bushes and shrubs, planting and transplanting. In the evening when he had come home from his office in his car she took him by the arm and led him eagerly about. The two children trotted at their heels. She talked glowingly. They stood at a low spot at the foot of the garden and she spoke of the necessity of putting in tile. The prospect seemed to excite her. “It will be the best land on the place when it’s drained,” she said. She stooped and with a trowel turned over the soft black soil. An odor arose. “See! Just see how rich and black it is!” she exclaimed eagerly. “It’s a little sour now because water has stood on it.” She seemed to be apologizing as for a wayward child. “When it’s drained I shall use lime to sweeten it,” she added. She was like a mother leaning over the cradle of a sleeping babe. Her enthusiasm irritated him.

When Rosalind came to take the position in his office the slow fires of hatred that had been burning beneath the surface of Walter Savers’ life had already eaten away much of his vigor and energy. His body sagged in the office chair and there were heavy sagging lines at the corners of his mouth. Outwardly he remained always kindly and cheerful but back of the clouded, troubled eyes the fires of hatred burned slowly, persistently. It was as though he was trying to awaken from a troubled dream that gripped him, a dream that frightened a little, that was unending. He had contracted little physical habits. A sharp paper cutter lay on his desk. As he read a letter from one of the firm’s customers he took it up and jabbed little holes in the leather cover of his desk. When he had several letters to sign he took up his pen and jabbed it almost viciously into the inkwell. Then before signing he jabbed it in again. Sometimes he did the thing a dozen times in succession.

Sometimes the things that went on beneath the surface of Walter Sayers frightened him. In order to do what he called “putting in his Saturday afternoons and Sundays” he had taken up photography. The camera took him away from his own house and the sight of the garden where his wife and the negro were busy digging, and into the fields and into stretches of woodland at the edge of the suburban village. Also it took him away from his wife’s talk, from her eternal planning for the garden’s future. Here by the house tulip bulbs were to be put in in the fall. Later there would be a hedge of lilac bushes shutting off the house from the road. The men who lived in the other houses along the suburban street spent their Saturday afternoons and Sunday mornings tinkering with motor cars. On Sunday afternoons they took their families driving, sitting up very straight and silent at the driving wheel. They consumed the afternoon in a swift dash over country roads. The car ate up the hours. Monday morning and the work in the city was there, at the end of the road. They ran madly toward it.

For a time the use of the camera made Walter Sayers almost happy. The study of light, playing on the trunk of a tree or over the grass in a field appealed to some instinct within. It was an uncertain delicate business. He fixed himself a dark room upstairs in the house and spent his evenings there. One dipped the films into the developing liquid, held them to the light and then dipped them again. The little nerves that controlled the eyes were aroused. One felt oneself being enriched, a little — 

One Sunday afternoon he went to walk in a strip of woodland and came out upon the slope of a low hill. He had read somewhere that the low hill country southwest of Chicago, in which his suburb lay, had once been the shore of Lake Michigan. The low hills sprang out of the flat land and were covered with forests. Beyond them the flat lands began again. The prairies went on indefinitely, into infinity. People’s lives went on so. Life was too long. It was to be spent in the endless doing over and over of an unsatisfactory task. He sat on the slope and looked out across the land.

He thought of his wife. She was back there, in the suburb in the hills, in her garden making things grow. It was a noble sort of thing to be doing. One shouldn’t be irritated.

Well he had married her expecting to have money of his own. Then he would have worked at something else. Money would not have been involved in the matter and success would not have been a thing one must seek. He had expected his own life would be motivated. No matter how much or how hard he worked he would not have been a great singer. What did that matter? There was a way to live — a way of life in which such things did not matter. The delicate shades of things might be sought after. Before his eyes, there on the grass covered flat lands, the afternoon light was playing. It was like a breath, a vapor of color blown suddenly from between red lips out over the grey dead burned grass. Song might be like that. The beauty might come out of himself, out of his own body.

Again he thought of his wife and the sleeping light in his eyes flared up, it became a flame. He felt himself being mean, unfair. It didn’t matter. Where did the truth lie? Was his wife, digging in her garden, having always a succession of small triumphs, marching forward with the seasons — well, was she becoming a little old, lean and sharp, a little vulgarized?

It seemed so to him. There was something smug in the way in which she managed to fling green growing flowering things over the black land. It was obvious the thing could be done and that there was satisfaction in doing it. It was a little like running a business and making money by it. There was a deep seated vulgarity involved in the whole matter. His wife put her hands into the black ground. They felt about, caressed the roots of the growing things. She laid hold of the slender trunk of a young tree in a certain way — as though she possessed it.

One could not deny that the destruction of beautiful things was involved. Weeds grew in the garden, delicate shapely things. She plucked them out without thought. He had seen her do it.

As for himself, he also had been pulled out of something. Had he not surrendered to the fact of a wife and growing children? Did he not spend his days doing work he detested? The anger within him burned bright. The fire came into his conscious self. Why should a weed that is to be destroyed pretend to a vegetable existence? As for puttering about with a camera — was it not a form of cheating? He did not want to be a photographer. He had once wanted to be a singer.

He arose and walked along the hillside, still watching the shadows play over the plains below. At night — in bed with his wife — well, was she not sometimes with him as she was in the garden? Something was plucked out of him and another thing grew in its place — something she wanted to have grow. Their love making was like his puttering with a camera — to make the weekends pass. She came at him a little too determinedly — sure. She was plucking delicate weeds in order that things she had determined upon— “vegetables,” he exclaimed in disgust — in order that vegetables might grow. Love was a fragrance, the shading of a tone over the lips, out of the throat. It was like the afternoon light on the burned grass. Keeping a garden and making flowers grow had nothing to do with it.

Walter Sayers’ fingers twitched. The camera hung by a strap over his shoulder. He took hold of the strap and walked to a tree. He swung the box above his head and brought it down with a thump against the tree trunk. The sharp breaking sound — the delicate parts of the machine being broken — was sweet to his ears. It was as though a song had come suddenly from between his lips. Again he swung the box and again brought it down against the tree trunk.

IV

Rosalind at work in Walter Sayers’ office was from the beginning something different, apart from the young woman from Iowa who had been drifting from office to office, moving from rooming house to rooming house on Chicago’s North Side, striving feebly to find out something about life by reading books, going to the theatre and walking alone in the streets. In the new place her life at once began to have point and purpose, but at the same time the perplexity that was later to send her running to Willow Springs and to the presence of her mother began to grow in her.

Walter Sayers’ office was a rather large room on the third floor of the factory whose walls went straight up from the river’s edge. In the morning Rosalind arrived at eight and went into the office and closed the door. In a large room across a narrow hallway and shut off from her retreat by two thick, clouded-glass partitions was the company’s general office. It contained the desks of salesmen, several clerks, a bookkeeper and two stenographers. Rosalind avoided becoming acquainted with these people. She was in a mood to be alone, to spend as many hours as possible alone with her own thoughts.

She got to the office at eight and her employer did not arrive until nine-thirty or ten. For an hour or two in the morning and in the late afternoon she had the place to herself. Immediately she shut the door into the hallway and was alone she felt at home. Even in her father’s house it had never been so. She took off her wraps and walked about the room touching things, putting things to rights. During the night a negro woman had scrubbed the floor and wiped the dust off her employer’s desk but she got a cloth and wiped the desk again. Then she opened the letters that had come in and after reading arranged them in little piles. She wanted to spend a part of her wages for flowers and imagined clusters of flowers arranged in small hanging baskets along the grey walls. “I’ll do that later, perhaps,” she thought.

The walls of the room enclosed her. “What makes me so happy here?” she asked herself. As for her employer — she felt she scarcely knew him. He was a shy man, rather small — 

She went to a window and stood looking out. Near the factory a bridge crossed the river and over it went a stream of heavily loaded wagons and motor trucks. The sky was grey with smoke. In the afternoon, after her employer had gone for the day, she would stand again by the window. As she stood thus she faced westward and in the afternoon saw the sun fall down the sky. It was glorious to be there alone during the late hours of the afternoon. What a tremendous thing this city in which she had come to live! For some reason after she went to work for Walter Sayers the city seemed, like the room in which she worked, to have accepted her, taken her into itself. In the late afternoon the rays of the departing sun fell across great banks of clouds. The whole city seemed to reach upwards. It left the ground and ascended into the air. There was an illusion produced. Stark grim factory chimneys, that all day were stiff cold formal things sticking up into the air and belching forth black smoke, were now slender upreaching pencils of light and wavering color. The tall chimneys detached themselves from the buildings and sprang into the air. The factory in which Rosalind stood had such a chimney. It also was leaping upward. She felt herself being lifted, an odd floating sensation was achieved. With what a stately tread the day went away, over the city! The city, like the factory chimneys yearned after it, hungered for it.

In the morning gulls came in from Lake Michigan to feed on the sewage floating in the river below. The river was the color of chrysoprase. The gulls floated above it as sometimes in the evening the whole city seemed to float before her eyes. They were graceful, living, free things. They were triumphant. The getting of food, even the eating of sewage was done thus gracefully, beautifully. The gulls turned and twisted in the air. They wheeled and floated and then fell downward to the river in a long curve, just touching, caressing the surface of the water and then rising again.

Rosalind raised herself on her toes. At her back beyond the two glass partitions were other men and women, but there, in that room, she was alone. She belonged there. What an odd feeling she had. She also belonged to her employer, Walter Sayers. She scarcely knew the man and yet she belonged to him. She threw her arms above her head, trying awkwardly to imitate some movement of the birds.

Her awkwardness shamed her a little and she turned and walked about the room. “I’m twenty-five years old and it’s a little late to begin trying to be a bird, to be graceful,” she thought. She resented the slow stupid heavy movements of her father and mother, the movements she had imitated as a child. “Why was I not taught to be graceful and beautiful in mind and body, why in the place I came from did no one think it worth while to try to be graceful and beautiful?” she whispered to herself.

How conscious of her own body Rosalind was becoming! She walked across the room, trying to go lightly and gracefully. In the office beyond the glass partitions someone spoke suddenly and she was startled. She laughed foolishly. For a long time after she went to work in the office of Walter Sayers she thought the desire in herself to be physically more graceful and beautiful and to rise also out of the mental stupidity and sloth of her young womanhood was due to the fact that the factory windows faced the river and the western sky, and that in the morning she saw the gulls feeding and in the afternoon the sun going down through the smoke clouds in a riot of colors.

V

On the August evening as Rosalind sat on the porch before her father’s house in Willow Springs, Walter Sayers came home from the factory by the river and to his wife’s suburban garden. When the family had dined he came out to walk in the paths with the two children, boys, but they soon tired of his silence and went to join their mother. The young negro came along a path by the kitchen door and joined the party. Walter went to sit on a garden seat that was concealed behind bushes. He lighted a cigarette but did not smoke. The smoke curled quietly up through his fingers as it burned itself out.

Closing his eyes Walter sat perfectly still and tried not to think. The soft evening shadows began presently to close down and around him. For a long time he sat thus motionless, like a carved figure placed on the garden bench. He rested. He lived and did not live. The intense body, usually so active and alert, had become a passive thing. It was thrown aside, on to the bench, under the bush, to sit there, waiting to be reinhabited.

This hanging suspended between consciousness and unconsciousness was a thing that did not happen often. There was something to be settled between himself and a woman and the woman had gone away. His whole plan of life had been disturbed. Now he wanted to rest. The details of his life were forgotten. As for the woman he did not think of her, did not want to think of her. It was ridiculous that he needed her so much. He wondered if he had ever felt that way about Cora, his wife. Perhaps he had. Now she was near him, but a few yards away. It was almost dark but she with the negro remained at work, digging in the ground — somewhere near — caressing the soil, making things grow.

When his mind was undisturbed by thoughts and lay like a lake in the hills on a quiet summer evening little thoughts did come. “I want you as a lover — far away. Keep yourself far away.” The words trailed through his mind as the smoke from the cigarette trailed slowly upwards through his fingers. Did the words refer to Rosalind Wescott? She had been gone from him three days. Did he hope she would never come back or did the words refer to his wife?

His wife’s voice spoke sharply. One of the children in playing about, had stepped on a plant. “If you are not careful I shall have to make you stay out of the garden altogether.” She raised her voice and called, “Marian!” A maid came from the house and took the children away. They went along the path toward the house protesting. Then they ran back to kiss their mother. There was a struggle and then acceptance. The kiss was acceptance of their fate — to obey. “O, Walter,” the mother’s voice called, but the man on the bench did not answer. Tree toads began to cry. “The kiss is acceptance. Any physical contact with another is acceptance,” he reflected.

The little voices within Walter Sayers were talking away at a great rate. Suddenly he wanted to sing. He had been told that his voice was small, not of much account, that he would never be a singer. It was quite true no doubt but here, in the garden on the quiet summer night, was a place and a time for a small voice. It would be like the voice within himself that whispered sometimes when he was quiet, relaxed. One evening when he had been with the woman, Rosalind, when he had taken her into the country in his car, he had suddenly felt as he did now. They sat together in the car that he had run into a field. For a long time they had remained silent. Some cattle came and stood nearby, their figures soft in the night. Suddenly he had felt like a new man in a new world and had begun to sing. He sang one song over and over, then sat in silence for a time and after that drove out of the field and through a gate into the road. He took the woman back to her place in the city.

In the quiet of the garden on the summer evening he opened his lips to sing the same song. He would sing with the tree toad hidden away in the fork of a tree somewhere. He would lift his voice up from the earth, up into the branches, of trees, away from the ground in which people were digging, his wife and the young negro.

The song did not come. His wife began speaking and the sound of her voice took away the desire to sing. Why had she not, like the other woman, remained silent?

He began playing a game. Sometimes, when he was alone the thing happened to him that had now happened. His body became like a tree or a plant. Life ran through it unobstructed. He had dreamed of being a singer but at such a moment he wanted also to be a dancer. That would have been sweetest of all things — to sway like the tops of young trees when a wind blew, to give himself as grey weeds in a sunburned field gave themself to the influence of passing shadows, changing color constantly, becoming every moment something new, to live in life and in death too, always to live, to be unafraid of life, to let it flow through his body, to let the blood flow through his body, not to struggle, to offer no resistance, to dance.

Walter Sayers’ children had gone into the house with the nurse girl Marian. It had become too dark for his wife to dig in the garden. It was August and the fruitful time of the year for farms and gardens had come, but his wife had forgotten fruitfulness. She was making plans for another year. She came along the garden path followed by the negro. “We will set out strawberry plants there,” she was saying. The soft voice of the young negro murmured his assent. It was evident the young man lived in her conception of the garden. His mind sought out her desire and gave itself.

The children Walter Sayers had brought into life through the body of his wife Cora had gone into the house and to bed. They bound him to life, to his wife, to the garden where he sat, to the office by the riverside in the city.

They were not his children. Suddenly he knew that quite clearly. His own children were quite different things. “Men have children just as women do. The children come out of their bodies. They play about,” he thought. It seemed to him that children, born of his fancy, were at that very moment playing about the bench where he sat. Living things that dwelt within him and that had at the same time the power to depart out of him were now running along paths, swinging from the branches of trees, dancing in the soft light.

His mind sought out the figure of Rosalind Wescott. She had gone away, to her own people in Iowa. There had been a note at the office saying she might be gone for several days. Between himself and Rosalind the conventional relationship of employer and employee had long since been swept quite away. It needed something in a man he did not possess to maintain that relationship with either men or women.

At the moment he wanted to forget Rosalind. In her there was a struggle going on. The two people had wanted to be lovers and he had fought against that. They had talked about it. “Well,” he said, “it will not work out. We will bring unnecessary unhappiness upon ourselves.”

He had been honest enough in fighting off the intensification of their relationship. “If she were here now, in this garden with me, it wouldn’t matter. We could be lovers and then forget about being lovers,” he told himself.

His wife came along the path and stopped nearby. She continued talking in a low voice, making plans for another year of gardening. The negro stood near her, his figure making a dark wavering mass against the foliage of a low growing bush. His wife wore a white dress. He could see her figure quite plainly. In the uncertain light it looked girlish and young. She put her hand up and took hold of the body of a young tree. The hand became detached from her body. The pressure of her leaning body made the young tree sway a little. The white hand moved slowly back and forth in space.

Rosalind Wescott had gone home to tell her mother of her love. In her note she had said nothing of that but Walter Sayers knew that was the object of her visit to the Iowa town. It was on odd sort of thing to try to do — to tell people of love, to try to explain it to others.

The night was a thing apart from Walter Sayers, the male being sitting in silence in the garden. Only the children of his fancy understood it. The night was a living thing. It advanced upon him, enfolded him. “Night is the sweet little brother of Death,” he thought.

His wife stood very near. Her voice was soft and low and the voice of the negro when he answered her comments on the future of the garden was soft and low. There was music in the negro’s voice, perhaps a dance in it. Walter remembered about him.

The young negro had been in trouble before he came to the Sayers. He had been an ambitious young black and had listened to the voices of people, to the voices that filled the air of America, rang through the houses of America. He had wanted to get on in life and had tried to educate himself. The black had wanted to be a lawyer.

How far away he had got from his own people, from the blacks of the African forests! He had wanted to be a lawyer in a city in America. What a notion!

Well he had got into trouble. He had managed to get through college and had opened a law office. Then one evening he went out to walk and chance led him into a street where a woman, a white woman, had been murdered an hour before. The body of the woman was found and then he was found walking in the street. Mrs. Sayers’ brother, a lawyer, had saved him from being punished as a murderer and after the trial, and the young negro’s acquittal, had induced his sister to take him as gardener. His chances as a professional man in the city were no good. “He has had a terrible experience and has just escaped by a fluke” the brother had said. Cora Sayers had taken the young man. She had bound him to herself, to her garden.

It was evident the two people were bound together. One cannot bind another without being bound. His wife had no more to say to the negro who went away along the path that led to the kitchen door. He had a room in a little house at the foot of the garden. In the room he had books and a piano. Sometimes in the evening he sang. He was going now to his place. By educating himself he had cut himself off from his own people.

Cora Sayers went into the house and Walter sat alone. After a time the young negro came silently down the path. He stopped by the tree where a moment before the white woman had stood talking to him. He put his hand on the trunk of the young tree where her hand had been and then went softly away. His feet made no sound on the garden path.

An hour passed. In his little house at the foot of the garden the negro began to sing softly. He did that sometimes in the middle of the night. What a life he had led too! He had come away from his black people, from the warm brown girls with the golden colors playing through the blue black of their skins and had worked his way through a Northern college, had accepted the patronage of impertinent people who wanted to uplift the black race, had listened to them, had bound himself to them, had tried to follow the way of life they had suggested.

Now he was in the little house at the foot of the Sayers’ garden. Walter remembered little things his wife had told him about the man. The experience in the court room had frightened him horribly and he did not want to go off the Sayers’ place. Education, books had done something to him. He could not go back to his own people. In Chicago, for the most part, the blacks lived crowded into a few streets on the South Side. “I want to be a slave,” he had said to Cora Sayers. “You may pay me money if it makes you feel better but I shall have no use for it. I want to be your slave. I would be happy if I knew I would never have to go off your place.”

The black sang a low voiced song. It ran like a little wind on the surface of a pond. It had no words. He had remembered the song from his father who had got it from his father. In the South, in Alabama and Mississippi the blacks sang it when they rolled cotton bales onto the steamers in the rivers. They had got it from other rollers of cotton bales long since dead. Long before there were any cotton bales to roll black men in boats on rivers in Africa had sung it. Young blacks in boats floated down rivers and came to a town they intended to attack at dawn. There was bravado in singing the song then. It was addressed to the women in the town to be attacked and contained both a caress and a threat. “In the morning your husbands and brothers and sweethearts we shall kill. Then we shall come into your town to you. We shall hold you close. We shall make you forget. With our hot love and our strength we shall make you forget.” That was the old significance of the song.

Walter Sayers remembered many things. On other nights when the negro sang and when he lay in his room upstairs in the house, his wife came to him. There were two beds in their room. She sat upright in her bed. “Do you hear, Walter?” she asked. She came to sit on his bed, sometimes she crept into his arms. In the African villages long ago when the song floated up from the river men arose and prepared for battle. The song was a defiance, a taunt. That was all gone now. The young negro’s house was at the foot of the garden and Walter with his wife lay upstairs in the larger house situated on high ground. It was a sad song, filled with race sadness. There was something in the ground that wanted to grow, buried deep in the ground. Cora Sayers understood that. It touched something instinctive in her. Her hand went out and touched, caressed her husband’s face, his body. The song made her want to hold him tight, possess him.

The night was advancing and it grew a little cold in the garden. The negro stopped singing. Walter Sayers arose and went along the path toward the house but did not enter. Instead he went through a gate into the road and along the suburban streets until he got into the open country. There was no moon but the stars shone brightly. For a time he hurried along looking back as though afraid of being followed, but when he got out into a broad flat meadow he went more slowly. For an hour he walked and then stopped and sat on a tuft of dry grass. For some reason he knew he could not return to his house in the suburb that night. In the morning he would go to the office and wait there until Rosalind came. Then? He did not know what he would do then. “I shall have to make up some story. In the morning I shall have to telephone Cora and make up some silly story,” he thought. It was an absurd thing that he, a grown man, could not spend a night abroad, in the fields without the necessity of explanations. The thought irritated him and he arose and walked again. Under the stars in the soft night and on the wide flat plains the irritation soon went away and he began to sing softly, but the song he sang was not the one he had repeated over and over on that other night when he sat with Rosalind in the car and the cattle came. It was the song the negro sang, the river song of the young black warriors that slavery had softened and colored with sadness. On the lips of Walter Sayers the song had lost much of its sadness. He walked almost gaily along and in the song that flowed from his lips there was a taunt, a kind of challenge.

VI

At the end of the short street on which the Wescotts lived in Willow Springs there was a cornfield. When Rosalind was a child it was a meadow and beyond was an orchard.

On summer afternoons the child often went there to sit alone on the banks of a tiny stream that wandered away eastward toward Willow Creek, draining the farmer’s fields on the way. The creek had made a slight depression in the level contour of the land and she sat with her back against an old apple tree and with her bare feet almost touching the water. Her mother did not permit her to run bare footed through the streets but when she got into the orchard she took her shoes off. It gave her a delightful naked feeling.

Overhead and through the branches the child could see the great sky. Masses of white clouds broke into fragments and then the fragments came together again. The sun ran in behind one of the cloud masses and grey shadows slid silently over the face of distant fields. The world of her child life, the Wescott household, Melville Stoner sitting in his house, the cries of other children who lived in her street, all the life she knew went far away. To be there in that silent place was like lying awake in bed at night only in some way sweeter and better. There were no dull household sounds and the air she breathed was sweeter, cleaner. The child played a little game. All the apple trees in the orchard were old and gnarled and she had given all the trees names. There was one fancy that frightened her a little but was delicious too. She fancied that at night when she had gone to bed and was asleep and when all the town of Willow Springs had gone to sleep the trees came out of the ground and walked about. The grasses beneath the trees, the bushes that grew beside the fence — all came out of the ground and ran madly here and there. They danced wildly. The old trees, like stately old men, put their heads together and talked. As they talked their bodies swayed slightly — back and forth, back and forth. The bushes and flowering weeds ran in great circles among the little grasses. The grasses hopped straight up and down.

Sometimes when she sat with her back against the tree on warm bright afternoons the child Rosalind had played the game of dancing-life until she grew afraid and had to give it up. Nearby in the fields men were cultivating corn. The breasts of the horses and their wide strong shoulders pushed the young corn aside and made a low rustling sound. Now and then a man’s voice was raised in a shout. “Hi, there you Joe! Get in there Frank!” The widow of the hens owned a little woolly dog that occasionally broke into a spasm of barking, apparently without cause, senseless, eager, barking. Rosalind shut all the sounds out. She closed her eyes and struggled, trying to get into the place beyond human sounds. After a time her desire was accomplished. There was a low sweet sound like the murmuring of voices far away. Now the thing was happening. With a kind of tearing sound the trees came up to stand on top of the ground. They moved with stately tread toward each other. Now the mad bushes and the flowering weeds came running, dancing madly, now the joyful grasses hopped. Rosalind could not stay long in her world of fancy. It was too mad, too joyful. She opened her eyes and jumped to her feet. Everything was all right. The trees stood solidly rooted in the ground, the weeds and bushes had gone back to their places by the fence, the grasses lay asleep on the ground. She felt that her father and mother, her brother, everyone she knew would not approve of her being there among them. The world of dancing life was a lovely but a wicked world. She knew. Sometimes she was a little mad herself and then she was whipped or scolded. The mad world of her fancy had to be put away. It frightened her a little. Once after the thing appeared she cried, went down to the fence crying. A man who was cultivating corn came along and stopped his horses. “What’s the matter?” he asked sharply. She couldn’t tell him so she told a lie. “A bee stung me,” she said. The man laughed. “It’ll get well. Better put on your shoes,” he advised.

The time of the marching trees and the dancing grasses was in Rosalind’s childhood. Later when she had graduated from the Willow Springs High School and had the three years of waiting about the Wescott house before she went to the city she had other experiences in the orchard. Then she had been reading novels and had talked with other young women. She knew many things that after all she did not know. In the attic of her mother’s house there was a cradle in which she and her brother had slept when they were babies. One day she went up there and found it. Bedding for the cradle was packed away in a trunk and she took it out. She arranged the cradle for the reception of a child. Then after she did it she was ashamed. Her mother might come up the attic stairs and see it. She put the bedding quickly back into the trunk and went down stairs, her cheeks burning with shame.

What a confusion! One day she went to the house of a schoolgirl friend who was about to be married. Several other girls came and they were all taken into a bedroom where the bride’s trousseau was laid out on a bed. What soft lovely things! All the girls went forward and stood over them, Rosalind among them. Some of the girls were shy, others bold. There was one, a thin girl who had no breasts. Her body was flat like a door and she had a thin sharp voice and a thin sharp face. She began to cry out strangely. “How sweet, how sweet, how sweet,” she cried over and over. The voice was not like a human voice. It was like something being hurt, an animal in the forest, far away somewhere by itself, being hurt. Then the girl dropped to her knees beside the bed and began to weep bitterly. She declared she could not bear the thought of her schoolgirl friend being married. “Don’t do it! O, Mary don’t do it!” she pleaded. The other girls laughed but Rosalind couldn’t stand it. She hurried out of the house.

That was one thing that had happened to Rosalind and there were other things. Once she saw a young man on the street. He clerked in a store and Rosalind did not know him. However her fancy played with the thought that she had married him. Her own thoughts made her ashamed.

Everything shamed her. When she went into the orchard on summer afternoons she sat with her back against the apple tree and took off her shoes and stockings just as she had when she was a child, but the world of her childhood fancy was gone, nothing could bring it back.

Rosalind’s body was soft but all her flesh was firm and strong. She moved away from the tree and lay on the ground. She pressed her body down into the grass, into the firm hard ground. It seemed to her that her mind, her fancy, all the life within her, except just her physical life, went away. The earth pressed upwards against her body. Her body was pressed against the earth. There was darkness. She was imprisoned. She pressed against the walls of her prison. Everything was dark and there was in all the earth silence. Her fingers clutched a handful of the grasses, played in the grasses.

Then she grew very still but did not sleep. There was something that had nothing to do with the ground beneath her or the trees or the clouds in the sky, that seemed to want to come to her, come into her, a kind of white wonder of life.

The thing couldn’t happen. She opened her eyes and there was the sky overhead and the trees standing silently about. She went again to sit with her back against one of the trees. She thought with dread of the evening coming on and the necessity of going out of the orchard and to the Wescott house. She was weary. It was the weariness that made her appear to others a rather dull stupid young woman. Where was the wonder of life? It was not within herself, not in the ground. It must be in the sky overhead. Presently it would be night and the stars would come out. Perhaps the wonder did not really exist in life. It had something to do with God. She wanted to ascend upwards, to go at once up into God’s house, to be there among the light strong men and women who had died and left dullness and heaviness behind them on the earth. Thinking of them took some of her weariness away and sometimes she went out of the orchard in the late afternoon walking almost lightly. Something like grace seemed to have come into her tall strong body.

* * * * *

Rosalind had gone away from the Wescott house and from Willow Springs, Iowa, feeling that life was essentially ugly. In a way she hated life and people. In Chicago sometimes it was unbelievable how ugly the world had become. She tried to shake off the feeling but it clung to her. She walked through the crowded streets and the buildings were ugly. A sea of faces floated up to her. They were the faces of dead people. The dull death that was in them was in her also. They too could not break through the walls of themselves to the white wonder of life. After all perhaps there was no such thing as the white wonder of life. It might be just a thing of the mind. There was something essentially dirty about life. The dirt was on her and in her. Once as she walked at evening over the Rush Street bridge to her room on the North Side she looked up suddenly and saw the chrysoprase river running inland from the lake. Near at hand stood a soap factory. The men of the city had turned the river about, made it flow inland from the lake. Someone had erected a great soap factory there near the river’s entrance to the city, to the land of men. Rosalind stopped and stood looking along the river toward the lake. Men and women, wagons, automobiles rushed past her. They were dirty. She was dirty. “The water of an entire sea and millions of cakes of soap will not wash me clean,” she thought. The dirtiness of life seemed a part of her very being and an almost overwhelming desire to climb upon the railing of the bridge and leap down into the chrysoprase river swept over her. Her body trembled violently and putting down her head and staring at the flooring of the bridge she hurried away.

* * * * *

And now Rosalind, a grown woman, was in the Wescott house at the supper table with her father and mother. None of the three people ate. They fussed about with the food Ma Wescott had prepared. Rosalind looked at her mother and thought of what Melville Stoner had said.

“If I wanted to write I’d do something. I’d tell what everyone thought. It would startle people, frighten them a little, eh? I would tell what you have been thinking this afternoon while you walked here on this railroad track with me. I would tell what your mother has been thinking at the same time and what she would like to say to you.”

What had Rosalind’s mother been thinking all through the three days since her daughter had so unexpectedly come home from Chicago? What did mothers think in regard to the lives led by their daughters? Had mothers something of importance to say to daughters and if they did when did the time come when they were ready to say it?

She looked at her mother sharply. The older woman’s face was heavy and sagging. She had grey eyes like Rosalind’s but they were dull like the eyes of a fish lying on a slab of ice in the window of a city meat market. The daughter was a little frightened by what she saw in her mother’s face and something caught in her throat. There was an embarrassing moment. A strange sort of tenseness came into the air of the room and all three people suddenly got up from the table.

Rosalind went to help her mother with the dishes and her father sat in a chair by a window and read a paper. The daughter avoided looking again into her mother’s face. “I must gather myself together if I am to do what I want to do,” she thought. It was strange — in fancy she saw the lean bird-like face of Melville Stoner and the eager tired face of Walter Sayers floating above the head of her mother who leaned over the kitchen sink, washing the dishes. Both of the men’s faces sneered at her. “You think you can but you can’t. You are a young fool,” the men’s lips seemed to be saying.

Rosalind’s father wondered how long his daughter’s visit was to last. After the evening meal he wanted to clear out of the house, go up town, and he had a guilty feeling that in doing so he was being discourteous to his daughter. While the two women washed the dishes he put on his hat and going into the back yard began chopping wood. Rosalind went to sit on the front porch. The dishes were all washed and dried but for a half hour her mother would putter about in the kitchen. She always did that. She would arrange and rearrange, pick up dishes and put them down again. She clung to the kitchen. It was as though she dreaded the hours that must pass before she could go upstairs and to bed and asleep, to fall into the oblivion of sleep.

When Henry Wescott came around the corner of the house and confronted his daughter he was a little startled. He did not know what was the matter but he felt uncomfortable. For a moment he stopped and looked at her. Life radiated from her figure. A fire burned in her eyes, in her grey intense eyes. Her hair was yellow like cornsilk. She was, at the moment, a complete, a lovely daughter of the cornlands, a being to be loved passionately, completely by some son of the cornlands — had there been in the land a son as alive as this daughter it had thrown aside. The father had hoped to escape from the house unnoticed. “I’m going up town a little while,” he said hesitatingly. Still he lingered a moment. Some old sleeping thing awoke in him, was awakened in him by the startling beauty of his daughter. A little fire flared up among the charred rafters of the old house that was his body. “You look pretty, girly,” he said sheepishly and then turned his back to her and went along the path to the gate and the street.

Rosalind followed her father to the gate and stood looking as he went slowly along the short street and around a corner. The mood induced in her by her talk with Melville Stoner had returned. Was it possible that her father also felt as Melville Stoner sometimes did? Did loneliness drive him to the door of insanity and did he also run through the night seeking some lost, some hidden and half forgotten loveliness?

When her father had disappeared around the corner she went through the gate and into the street. “I’ll go sit by the tree in the orchard until mother has finished puttering about the kitchen,” she thought.

Henry Wescott went along the streets until he came to the square about the court house and then went into Emanuel Wilson’s Hardware Store. Two or three other men presently joined him there. Every evening he sat among these men of his town saying nothing. It was an escape from his own house and his wife. The other men came for the same reason. A faint perverted kind of male fellowship was achieved. One of the men of the party, a little old man who followed the housepainters trade, was unmarried and lived with his mother. He was himself nearing the age of sixty but his mother was still alive. It was a thing to be wondered about. When in the evening the house painter was a trifle late at the rendezvous a mild flurry of speculation arose, floated in the air for a moment and then settled like dust in an empty house. Did the old house painter do the housework in his own house, did he wash the dishes, cook the food, sweep and make the beds or did his feeble old mother do these things? Emanuel Wilson told a story he had often told before. In a town in Ohio where he had lived as a young man he had once heard a tale. There was an old man like the house painter whose mother was also still alive and lived with him. They were very poor and in the winter had not enough bedclothes to keep them both warm. They crawled into a bed together. It was an innocent enough matter, just like a mother taking her child into her bed.

Henry Wescott sat in the store listening to the tale Emanuel Wilson told for the twentieth time and thought about his daughter. Her beauty made him feel a little proud, a little above the men who were his companions. He had never before thought of his daughter as a beautiful woman. Why had he never before noticed her beauty? Why had she come from Chicago, there by the lake, to Willow Springs, in the hot month of August? Had she come home from Chicago because she really wanted to see her father and mother? For a moment he was ashamed of his own heavy body, of his shabby clothes and his unshaven face and then the tiny flame that had flared up within him burned itself out. The house painter came in and the faint flavor of male companionship to which he clung so tenaciously was reestablished.

In the orchard Rosalind sat with her back against the tree in the same spot where her fancy had created the dancing life of her childhood and where as a young woman graduate of the Willow Springs High School she had come to try to break through the wall that separated her from life. The sun had disappeared and the grey shadows of night were creeping over the grass, lengthening the shadows cast by the trees. The orchard had long been neglected and many of the trees were dead and without foliage. The shadows of the dead branches were like long lean arms that reached out, felt their way forward over the grey grass. Long lean fingers reached and clutched. There was no wind and the night would be dark and without a moon, a hot dark starlit night of the plains.

In a moment more it would be black night. Already the creeping shadows on the grass were barely discernible. Rosalind felt death all about her, in the orchard, in the town. Something Walter Sayers had once said to her came sharply back into her mind. “When you are in the country alone at night sometime try giving yourself to the night, to the darkness, to the shadows cast by trees. The experience, if you really give yourself to it, will tell you a startling story. You will find that, although the white men have owned the land for several generations now and although they have built towns everywhere, dug coal out of the ground, covered the land with railroads, towns and cities, they do not own an inch of the land in the whole continent. It still belongs to a race who in their physical life are now dead. The red men, although they are practically all gone still own the American continent. Their fancy has peopled it with ghosts, with gods and devils. It is because in their time they loved the land. The proof of what I say is to be seen everywhere. We have given our towns no beautiful names of our own because we have not built the towns beautifully. When an American town has a beautiful name it was stolen from another race, from a race that still owns the land in which we live. We are all strangers here. When you are alone at night in the country, anywhere in America, try giving yourself to the night. You will find that death only resides in the conquering whites and that life remains in the red men who are gone.”

The spirits of the two men, Walter Sayers and Melville Stoner, dominated the mind of Rosalind. She felt that. It was as though they were beside her, sitting beside her on the grass in the orchard. She was quite certain that Melville Stoner had come back to his house and was now sitting within sound of her voice, did she raise her voice to call. What did they want her of her? Had she suddenly begun to love two men, both older than herself? The shadows of the branches of trees made a carpet on the floor of the orchard, a soft carpet spun of some delicate material on which the footsteps of men could make no sound. The two men were coming toward her, advancing over the carpet. Melville Stoner was near at hand and Walter Sayers was coming from far away, out of the distance. The spirit of him was creeping toward her. The two men were in accord. They came bearing some male knowledge of life, something they wanted to give her.

She arose and stood by the tree, trembling. Into what a state she had got herself! How long would it endure? Into what knowledge of life and death was she being led? She had come home on a simple mission. She loved Walter Sayers, wanted to offer herself to him but before doing so had felt the call to come home to her mother. She had thought she would be bold and would tell her mother the story of her love. She would tell her and then take what the older woman offered. If her mother understood and sympathized, well that would be a beautiful thing to have happen. If her mother did not understand — at any rate she would have paid some old debt, would have been true to some old, unexpressed obligation.

The two men — what did they want of her? What had Melville Stoner to do with the matter? She put the figure of him out of her mind. In the figure of the other man, Walter Sayers, there was something less aggressive, less assertive. She clung to that.

She put her arm about the trunk of the old apple tree and laid her cheek against its rough bark. Within herself she was so intense, so excited that she wanted to rub her cheeks against the bark of the tree until the blood came, until physical pain came to counteract the tenseness within that had become pain.

Since the meadow between the orchard and the street end had been planted to corn she would have to reach the street by going along a lane, crawling under a wire fence and crossing the yard of the widowed chicken raiser. A profound silence reigned over the orchard and when she had crawled under the fence and reached the widow’s back yard she had to feel her way through a narrow opening between a chicken house and a barn by running her fingers forward over the rough boards.

Her mother sat on the porch waiting and on the narrow porch before his house next door sat Melville Stoner. She saw him as she hurried past and shivered slightly. “What a dark vulture-like thing he is! He lives off the dead, off dead glimpses of beauty, off dead old sounds heard at night,” she thought. When she got to the Wescott house she threw herself down on the porch and lay on her back with her arms stretched above her head. Her mother sat on a rocking chair beside her. There was a street lamp at the corner at the end of the street and a little light came through the branches of trees and lighted her mother’s face. How white and still and death-like it was. When she had looked Rosalind closed her eyes. “I mustn’t. I shall lose courage,” she thought.

There was no hurry about delivering the message she had come to deliver. It would be two hours before her father came home. The silence of the village street was broken by a hubbub that arose in the house across the street. Two boys playing some game ran from room to room through the house, slamming doors, shouting. A baby began to cry and then a woman’s voice protested. “Quit it! Quit it!” the voice called. “Don’t you see you have wakened the baby? Now I shall have a time getting him to sleep again.”

Rosalind’s fingers closed and her hands remained clenched. “I came home to tell you something. I have fallen in love with a man and can’t marry him. He is a good many years older than myself and is already married. He has two children. I love him and I think he loves me — I know he does. I want him to have me too. I wanted to come home and tell you before it happened,” she said speaking in a low clear voice. She wondered if Melville Stoner could hear her declaration.

Nothing happened. The chair in which Rosalind’s mother sat had been rocking slowly back and forth and making a slight creaking sound. The sound continued. In the house across the street the baby stopped crying. The words Rosalind had come from Chicago to say to her mother were said and she felt relieved and almost happy. The silence between the two women went on and on. Rosalind’s mind wandered away. Presently there would be some sort of reaction from her mother. She would be condemned. Perhaps her mother would say nothing until her father came home and would then tell him. She would be condemned as a wicked woman, ordered to leave the house. It did not matter.

Rosalind waited. Like Walter Sayers, sitting in his garden, her mind seemed to float away, out of her body. It ran away from her mother to the man she loved.

One evening, on just such another quiet summer evening as this one, she had gone into the country with Walter Sayers. Before that he had talked to her, at her, on many other evenings and during long hours in the office. He had found in her someone to whom he could talk, to whom he wanted to talk. What doors of life he had opened for her! The talk had gone on and on. In her presence the man was relieved, he relaxed out of the tenseness that had become the habit of this body. He had told her of how he had wanted to be a singer and had given up the notion. “It isn’t my wife’s fault nor the children’s fault,” he had said. “They could have lived without me. The trouble is I could not have lived without them. I am a defeated man, was intended from the first to be a defeated man and I needed something to cling to, something with which to justify my defeat. I realize that now. I am a dependent. I shall never try to sing now because I am one who has at least one merit. I know defeat. I can accept defeat.”

That is what Walter Sayers had said and then on the summer evening in the country as she sat beside him in his car he had suddenly begun to sing. He had opened a farm gate and had driven the car silently along a grass covered lane and into a meadow. The lights had been put out and the car crept along. When it stopped some cattle came and stood nearby.

Then he began to sing, softly at first and with increasing boldness as he repeated the song over and over. Rosalind was so happy she had wanted to cry out. “It is because of myself he can sing now,” she had thought proudly. How intensely, at the moment she loved the man, and yet perhaps the thing she felt was not love after all. There was pride in it. It was for her a moment of triumph. He had crept up to her out of a dark place, out of the dark cave of defeat. It had been her hand reached down that had given him courage.

She lay on her back, at her mother’s feet, on the porch of the Wescott house trying to think, striving to get her own impulses clear in her mind. She had just told her mother that she wanted to give herself to the man, Walter Sayers. Having made the statement she already wondered if it could be quite true. She was a woman and her mother was a woman. What would her mother have to say to her? What did mothers say to daughters? The male element in life — what did it want? Her own desires and impulses were not clearly realized within herself. Perhaps what she wanted in life could be got in some sort of communion with another woman, with her mother. What a strange and beautiful thing it would be if mothers could suddenly begin to sing to their daughters, if out of the darkness and silence of old women song could come.

Men confused Rosalind, they had always confused her. On that very evening her father for the first time in years had really looked at her. He had stopped before her as she sat on the porch and there had been something in his eyes. A fire had burned in his old eyes as it had sometimes burned in the eyes of Walter. Was the fire intended to consume her quite? Was it the fate of women to be consumed by men and of men to be consumed by women?

In the orchard, an hour before she had distinctly felt the two men, Melville Stoner and Walter Sayers coming toward her, walking silently on the soft carpet made of the dark shadows of trees.

They were again coming toward her. In their thoughts they approached nearer and nearer to her, to the inner truth of her. The street and the town of Willow Springs were covered with a mantle of silence. Was it the silence of death? Had her mother died? Did her mother sit there now a dead thing in the chair beside her?

The soft creaking of the rocking chair went on and on. Of the two men whose spirits seemed hovering about one, Melville Stoner, was bold and cunning. He was too close to her, knew too much of her. He was unafraid. The spirit of Walter Sayers was merciful. He was gentle, a man of understanding. She grew afraid of Melville Stoner. He was too close to her, knew too much of the dark, stupid side of her life. She turned on her side and stared into the darkness toward the Stoner house remembering her girlhood. The man was too physically close. The faint light from the distant street lamp that had lighted her mother’s face crept between branches of trees and over the tops of bushes and she could see dimly the figure of Melville Stoner sitting before his house. She wished it were possible with a thought to destroy him, wipe him out, cause him to cease to exist. He was waiting. When her mother had gone to bed and when she had gone upstairs to her own room to lie awake he would invade her privacy. Her father would come home, walking with dragging footsteps along the sidewalk. He would come into the Wescott house and through to the back door. He would pump the pail of water at the pump and bring it into the house to put it on the box by the kitchen sink. Then he would wind the clock. He would — 

Rosalind stirred uneasily. Life in the figure of Melville Stoner had her, it gripped her tightly. She could not escape. He would come into her bedroom and invade her secret thoughts. There was no escape for her. She imagined his mocking laughter ringing through the silent house, the sound rising above the dreadful commonplace sounds of everyday life there. She did not want that to happen. The sudden death of Melville Stoner would bring sweet silence. She wished it possible with a thought to destroy him, to destroy all men. She wanted her mother to draw close to her. That would save her from the men. Surely, before the evening had passed her mother would have something to say, something living and true.

Rosalind forced the figure of Melville Stoner out of her mind. It was as though she had got out of her bed in the room upstairs and had taken the man by the arm to lead him to the door. She had put him out of the room and had closed the door.

Her mind played her a trick. Melville Stoner had no sooner gone out of her mind than Walter Sayers came in. In imagination she was with Walter in the car on the summer evening in the pasture and he was singing. The cattle with their soft broad noses and the sweet grass-flavored breaths were crowding in close.

There was sweetness in Rosalind’s thoughts now. She rested and waited, waited for her mother to speak. In her presence Walter Sayers had broken his long silence and soon the old silence between mother and daughter would also be broken.

The singer who would not sing had begun to sing because of her presence. Song was the true note of life, it was the triumph of life over death.

What sweet solace had come to her that time when Walter Sayers sang! How life had coursed through her body! How alive she had suddenly become! It was at that moment she had decided definitely, finally, that she wanted to come closer to the man, that she wanted with him the ultimate physical closeness — to find in physical expression through him what in his song he was finding through her.

It was in expressing physically her love of the man she would find the white wonder of life, the wonder of which, as a clumsy and crude girl, she had dreamed as she lay on the grass in the orchard. Through the body of the singer she would approach, touch the white wonder of life. “I shall willingly sacrifice everything else on the chance that may happen,” she thought.

How peaceful and quiet the summer night had become! How clearly now she understood life! The song Walter Sayers had sung in the field, in the presence of the cattle was in a tongue she had not understood, but now she understood everything, even the meaning of the strange foreign words.

The song was about life and death. What else was there to sing about? The sudden knowledge of the content of the song had not come out of her own mind. The spirit of Walter was coming toward her. It had pushed the mocking spirit of Melville Stoner aside. What things had not the mind of Walter Sayers already done to her mind, to the awakening woman within her. Now it was telling her the story of the song. The words of the song itself seemed to float down the silent street of the Iowa town. They described the sun going down in the smoke clouds of a city and the gulls coming from a lake to float over the city.

Now the gulls floated over a river. The river was the color of chrysoprase. She, Rosalind Wescott, stood on a bridge in the heart of the city and she had become entirely convinced of the filth and ugliness of life. She was about to throw herself into the river, to destroy herself in an effort to make herself clean.

It did not matter. Strange sharp cries came from the birds. The cries of the birds were like the voice of Melville Stoner. They whirled and turned in the air overhead. In a moment more she would throw herself into the river and then the birds would fall straight down in a long graceful line. The body of her would be gone, swept away by the stream, carried away to decay but what was really alive in herself would arise with the birds, in the long graceful upward line of the flight of the birds.

Rosalind lay tense and still on the porch at her mother’s feet. In the air above the hot sleeping town, buried deep in the ground beneath all towns and cities, life went on singing, it persistently sang. The song of life was in the humming of bees, in the calling of tree toads, in the throats of negroes rolling cotton bales on a boat in a river.

The song was a command. It told over and over the story of life and of death, life forever defeated by death, death forever defeated by life.

* * * * *

The long silence of Rosalind’s mother was broken and Rosalind tried to tear herself away from the spirit of the song that had begun to sing itself within her — 

The sun sank down into the western sky over a city — 

                   Life defeated by death,
                    Death defeated by life.

The factory chimneys had become pencils of light — 

                   Life defeated by death,
                    Death defeated by life.

The rocking chair in which Rosalind’s mother sat kept creaking. Words came haltingly from between her white lips. The test of Ma Wescott’s life had come. Always she had been defeated. Now she must triumph in the person of Rosalind, the daughter who had come out of her body. To her she must make clear the fate of all women. Young girls grew up dreaming, hoping, believing. There was a conspiracy. Men made words, they wrote books and sang songs about a thing called love. Young girls believed. They married or entered into close relationships with men without marriage. On the marriage night there was a brutal assault and after that the woman had to try to save herself as best she could. She withdrew within herself, further and further within herself. Ma Wescott had stayed all her life hidden away within her own house, in the kitchen of her house. As the years passed and after the children came her man had demanded less and less of her. Now this new trouble had come. Her daughter was to have the same experience, to go through the experience that had spoiled life for her.

How proud she had been of Rosalind, going out into the world, making her own way. Her daughter dressed with a certain air, walked with a certain air. She was a proud, upstanding, triumphant thing. She did not need a man.

“God, Rosalind, don’t do it, don’t do it,” she muttered over and over.

How much she had wanted Rosalind to keep clear and clean! Once she also had been a young woman, proud, upstanding. Could anyone think she had ever wanted to become Ma Wescott, fat, heavy and old? All through her married life she had stayed in her own house, in the kitchen of her own house, but in her own way she had watched, she had seen how things went with women. Her man had known how to make money, he had always housed her comfortably. He was a slow, silent man but in his own way he was as good as any of the men of Willow Springs. Men worked for money, they ate heavily and then at night they came home to the woman they had married.

Before she married, Ma Wescott had been a farmer’s daughter. She had seen things among the beasts, how the male pursued the female. There was a certain hard insistence, cruelty. Life perpetuated itself that way. The time of her own marriage was a dim, terrible time. Why had she wanted to marry? She tried to tell Rosalind about it. “I saw him on the Main Street of town here, one Saturday evening when I had come to town with father, and two weeks after that I met him again at a dance out in the country,” she said. She spoke like one who has been running a long distance and who has some important, some immediate message to deliver. “He wanted me to marry him and I did it. He wanted me to marry him and I did it.”

She could not get beyond the fact of her marriage. Did her daughter think she had no vital thing to say concerning the relationship of men and women? All through her married life she had stayed in her husband’s house, working as a beast might work, washing dirty clothes, dirty dishes, cooking food.

She had been thinking, all through the years she had been thinking. There was a dreadful lie in life, the whole fact of life was a lie.

She had thought it all out. There was a world somewhere unlike the world in which she lived. It was a heavenly place in which there was no marrying or giving in marriage, a sexless quiet windless place where mankind lived in a state of bliss. For some unknown reason mankind had been thrown out of that place, had been thrown down upon the earth. It was a punishment for an unforgivable sin, the sin of sex.

The sin had been in her as well as in the man she had married. She had wanted to marry. Why else did she do it? Men and women were condemned to commit the sin that destroyed them. Except for a few rare sacred beings no man or woman escaped.

What thinking she had done! When she had just married and after her man had taken what he wanted of her he slept heavily but she did not sleep. She crept out of bed and going to a window looked at the stars. The stars were quiet. With what a slow stately tread the moon moved across the sky. The stars did not sin. They did not touch one another. Each star was a thing apart from all other stars, a sacred inviolate thing. On the earth, under the stars everything was corrupt, the trees, flowers, grasses, the beasts of the field, men and women. They were all corrupt. They lived for a moment and then fell into decay. She herself was falling into decay. Life was a lie. Life perpetuated itself by the lie called love. The truth was that life itself came out of sin, perpetuated itself only by sin.

“There is no such thing as love. The word is a lie. The man you are telling me about wants you for the purpose of sin,” she said and getting heavily up went into the house.

Rosalind heard her moving about in the darkness. She came to the screen door and stood looking at her daughter lying tense and waiting on the porch. The passion of denial was so strong in her that she felt choked. To the daughter it seemed that her mother standing in the darkness behind her had become a great spider, striving to lead her down into some web of darkness. “Men only hurt women,” she said, “they can’t help wanting to hurt women. They are made that way. The thing they call love doesn’t exist. It’s a lie.”

“Life is dirty. Letting a man touch her dirties a woman.” Ma Wescott fairly screamed forth the words. They seemed torn from her, from some deep inner part of her being. Having said them she moved off into the darkness and Rosalind heard her going slowly toward the stairway that led to the bedroom above. She was weeping in the peculiar half choked way in which old fat women weep. The heavy feet that had begun to mount the stair stopped and there was silence. Ma Wescott had said nothing of what was in her mind. She had thought it all out, what she wanted to say to her daughter. Why would the words not come? The passion for denial within her was not satisfied. “There is no love. Life is a lie. It leads to sin, to death and decay,” she called into the darkness.

A strange, almost uncanny thing happened to Rosalind. The figure of her mother went out of her mind and she was in fancy again a young girl and had gone with other young girls to visit a friend about to be married. With the others she stood in a room where white dresses lay on a bed. One of her companions, a thin, flat breasted girl fell on her knees beside the bed. A cry arose. Did it come from the girl or from the old tired defeated woman within the Wescott house? “Don’t do it. O, Rosalind don’t do it,” pleaded a voice broken with sobs.

The Wescott house had become silent like the street outside and like the sky sprinkled with stars into which Rosalind gazed. The tenseness within her relaxed and she tried again to think. There was a thing that balanced, that swung backward and forward. Was it merely her heart beating? Her mind cleared.

The song that had come from the lips of Walter Sayers was still singing within her — 

                      Life the conqueror over death,
                       Death the conqueror over life.

She sat up and put her head into her hands. “I came here to Willow Springs to put myself to a test. Is it the test of life and death?” she asked herself. Her mother had gone up the stairway, into the darkness of the bedroom above.

The song singing within Rosalind went on — 

                      Life the conqueror over death,
                       Death the conqueror over life.

Was the song a male thing, the call of the male to the female, a lie, as her mother had said? It did not sound like a lie. The song had come from the lips of the man Walter and she had left him and had come to her mother. Then Melville Stoner, another male, had come to her. In him also was singing the song of life and death. When the song stopped singing within one did death come? Was death but denial? The song was singing within herself. What a confusion!

After her last outcry Ma Wescott had gone weeping up the stairs and to her own room and to bed. After a time Rosalind followed. She threw herself onto her own bed without undressing. Both women lay waiting. Outside in the darkness before his house sat Melville Stoner, the male, the man who knew of all that had passed between mother and daughter. Rosalind thought of the bridge over the river near the factory in the city and of the gulls floating in the air high above the river. She wished herself there, standing on the bridge. “It would be sweet now to throw my body down into the river,” she thought. She imagined herself falling swiftly and the swifter fall of the birds down out of the sky. They were swooping down to pick up the life she was ready to drop, sweeping swiftly and beautifully down. That was what the song Walter had sung was about.

* * * * *

Henry Wescott came home from his evening at Emanuel Wilson’s store. He went heavily through the house to the back door and the pump. There was the slow creaking sound of the pump working and then he came into the house and put the pail of water on the box by the kitchen sink. A little of the water spilled. There was a soft little slap — like a child’s bare feet striking the floor — 

Rosalind arose. The dead cold weariness that had settled down upon her went away. Cold dead hands had been gripping her. Now they were swept aside. Her bag was in a closet but she had forgotten it. Quickly she took off her shoes and holding them in her hands went out into the hall in her stockinged feet. Her father came heavily up the stairs past her as she stood breathless with her body pressed against the wall in the hallway.

How quick and alert her mind had become! There was a train Eastward bound toward Chicago that passed through Willow Springs at two in the morning. She would not wait for it. She would walk the eight miles to the next town to the east. That would get her out of town. It would give her something to do. “I need to be moving now,” she thought as she ran down the stairs and went silently out of the house.

She walked on the grass beside the sidewalk to the gate before Melville Stoner’s house and he came down to the gate to meet her. He laughed mockingly. “I fancied I might have another chance to walk with you before the night was gone,” he said bowing. Rosalind did not know how much of the conversation between herself and her mother he had heard. It did not matter. He knew all Ma Wescott had said, all she could say and all Rosalind could say or understand. The thought was infinitely sweet to Rosalind. It was Melville Stoner who lifted the town of Willow Springs up out of the shadow of death. Words were unnecessary. With him she had established the thing beyond words, beyond passion — the fellowship in living, the fellowship in life.

They walked in silence to the town’s edge and then Melville Stoner put out his hand. “You’ll come with me?” she asked, but he shook his head and laughed. “No,” he said, “I’ll stay here. My time for going passed long ago. I’ll stay here until I die. I’ll stay here with my thoughts.”

He turned and walked away into the darkness beyond the round circle of light cast by the last street lamp on the street that now became a country road leading to the next town to the east. Rosalind stood to watch him go and something in his long loping gait again suggested to her mind the figure of a gigantic bird. “He is like the gulls that float above the river in Chicago,” she thought. “His spirit floats above the town of Willow Springs. When the death in life comes to the people here he swoops down, with his mind, plucking out the beauty of them.”

She walked at first slowly along the road between corn fields. The night was a vast quiet place into which she could walk in peace. A little breeze rustled the corn blades but there were no dreadful significant human sounds, the sounds made by those who lived physically but who in spirit were dead, had accepted death, believed only in death. The corn blades rubbed against each other and there was a low sweet sound as though something was being born, old dead physical life was being torn away, cast aside. Perhaps new life was coming into the land.

Rosalind began to run. She had thrown off the town and her father and mother as a runner might throw off a heavy and unnecessary garment. She wished also to throw off the garments that stood between her body and nudity. She wanted to be naked, new born. Two miles out of town a bridge crossed Willow Creek. It was now empty and dry but in the darkness she imagined it filled with water, swift running water, water the color of chrysoprase. She had been running swiftly and now she stopped and stood on the bridge her breath coming in quick little gasps.

After a time she went on again, walking until she had regained her breath and then running again. Her body tingled with life. She did not ask herself what she was going to do, how she was to meet the problem she had come to Willow Springs half hoping to have solved by a word from her mother. She ran. Before her eyes the dusty road kept coming up to her out of darkness. She ran forward, always forward into a faint streak of light. The darkness unfolded before her. There was joy in the running and with every step she took she achieved a new sense of escape. A delicious notion came into her mind. As she ran she thought the light under her feet became more distinct. It was, she thought, as though the darkness had grown afraid in her presence and sprang aside, out of her path. There was a sensation of boldness. She had herself become something that within itself contained light. She was a creator of light. At her approach darkness grew afraid and fled away into the distance. When that thought came she found herself able to run without stopping to rest and half wished she might run on forever, through the land, through towns and cities, driving darkness away with her presence.

I stated it as definitely as I could. I was in a room with them.

They had tongues like me, and hair and eyes.

I got up out of my chair and said it as definitely as I could.

Their eyes wavered. Something slipped out of their grasp. Had I been white and strong and young enough I might have plunged through walls, gone outward into nights and days, gone into prairies, into distances — gone outward to the doorstep of the house of God, gone to God’s throne room with their hands in mine.

What I am trying to say is this — 

By God I made their minds flee out of them.

Their minds came out of them as clear and straight as anything could be.

I said they might build temples to their lives.

I threw my words at faces floating in a street.

I threw my words like stones, like building stones.

I scattered words in alleyways like seeds.

I crept at night and threw my words in empty rooms of houses in a street.

I said that life was life, that men in streets and cities might build temples to their souls.

I whispered words at night into a telephone.

I told my people life was sweet, that men might live.

I said a million temples might be built, that doorsteps might be cleansed.

At their fleeing harried minds I hurled a stone.

I said they might build temples to themselves.
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TO THEODORE DREISER

In whose presence I have sometimes had the same refreshed feeling as when in the presence of a thoroughbred horse.


FOREWORD
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DID YOU EVER have a notion of this kind — there is an orange, or say an apple, lying on a table before you. You put out your hand to take it. Perhaps you eat it, make it a part of your physical life. Have you touched? Have you eaten? That’s what I wonder about.

The whole subject is only important to me because I want the apple. What subtle flavors are concealed in it — how does it taste, smell, feel? Heavens, man, the way the apple feels in the hand is something — isn’t it?

For a long time I thought only of eating the apple. Then later its fragrance became something of importance too. The fragrance stole out through my room, through a window and into the streets. It made itself a part of all the smells of the streets. The devil! — in Chicago or Pittsburgh, Youngstown or Cleveland it would have had a rough time.

That doesn’t matter.

The point is that after the form of the apple began to take my eye I often found myself unable to touch at all. My hands went toward the object of my desire and then came back.

There I sat, in the room with the apple before me, and hours passed. I had pushed myself off into a world where nothing has any existence. Had I done that, or had I merely stepped, for the moment, out of the world of darkness into the light?

It may be that my eyes are blind and that I cannot see.

It may be I am deaf.

My hands are nervous and tremble. How much do they tremble? Now, alas, I am absorbed in looking at my own hands.

With these nervous and uncertain hands may I really feel for the form of things concealed in the darkness?


DREISER
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Heavy, heavy, hangs over thy head,
Fine, or superfine?

Theodore Dreiser is old — he is very, very old. I do not know how many years he has lived, perhaps forty, perhaps fifty, but he is very old. Something grey and bleak and hurtful, that has been in the world perhaps forever, is personified in him.

When Dreiser is gone men shall write books, many of them, and in the books they shall write there will be so many of the qualities Dreiser lacks. The new, the younger men shall have a sense of humor, and everyone knows Dreiser has no sense of humor. More than that, American prose writers shall have grace, lightness of touch, a dream of beauty breaking through the husks of life.

O, those who follow him shall have many things that Dreiser does not have. That is a part of the wonder and beauty of Theodore Dreiser, the things that others shall have, because of him.

Long ago, when he was editor of the Delineator, Dreiser went one day, with a woman friend, to visit an orphan asylum. The woman once told me the story of that afternoon in the big, ugly grey building, with Dreiser, looking heavy and lumpy and old, sitting on a platform, folding and refolding his pocket-handkerchief and watching the children — all in their little uniforms, trooping in.

“The tears ran down his cheeks and he shook his head,” the woman said, and that is a real picture of Theodore Dreiser. He is old in spirit and he does not know what to do with life, so he tells about it as he sees it, simply and honestly. The tears run down his cheeks and he folds and refolds the pocket-handkerchief and shakes his head.

Heavy, heavy, the feet of Theodore. How easy to pick some of his books to pieces, to laugh at him for so much of his heavy prose.

The feet of Theodore are making a path, the heavy brutal feet. They are tramping through the wilderness of lies, making a path. Presently the path will be a street, with great arches overhead and delicately carved spires piercing the sky. Along the street will run children, shouting, “Look at me. See what I and my fellows of the new day have done” — forgetting the heavy feet of Dreiser.

The fellows of the ink-pots, the prose writers in America who follow Dreiser, will have much to do that he has never done. Their road is long but, because of him, those who follow will never have to face the road through the wilderness of Puritan denial, the road that Dreiser faced alone.

Heavy, heavy, hangs over thy head,

Fine, or superfine?


I’M A FOOL
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IT WAS A hard jolt for me, one of the most bitterest I ever had to face. And it all came about through my own foolishness, too. Even yet sometimes, when I think of it, I want to cry or swear or kick myself. Perhaps, even now, after all this time, there will be a kind of satisfaction in making myself look cheap by telling of it.

It began at three o’clock one October afternoon as I sat in the grand stand at the fall trotting and pacing meet at Sandusky, Ohio.

To tell the truth, I felt a little foolish that I should be sitting in the grand stand at all. During the summer before I had left my home town with Harry Whitehead and, with a nigger named Burt, had taken a job as swipe with one of the two horses Harry was campaigning through the fall race meets that year. Mother cried and my sister Mildred, who wanted to get a job as a school teacher in our town that fall, stormed and scolded about the house all during the week before I left. They both thought it something disgraceful that one of our family should take a place as a swipe with race horses. I’ve an idea Mildred thought my taking the place would stand in the way of her getting the job she’d been working so long for.

But after all I had to work, and there was no other work to be got. A big lumbering fellow of nineteen couldn’t just hang around the house and I had got too big to mow people’s lawns and sell newspapers. Little chaps who could get next to people’s sympathies by their sizes were always getting jobs away from me. There was one fellow who kept saying to everyone who wanted a lawn mowed or a cistern cleaned, that he was saving money to work his way through college, and I used to lay awake nights thinking up ways to injure him without being found out. I kept thinking of wagons running over him and bricks falling on his head as he walked along the street. But never mind him.

I got the place with Harry and I liked Burt fine. We got along splendid together. He was a big nigger with a lazy sprawling body and soft, kind eyes, and when it came to a fight he could hit like Jack Johnson. He had Bucephalus, a big black pacing stallion that could do 2.09 or 2.10, if he had to, and I had a little gelding named Doctor Fritz that never lost a race all fall when Harry wanted him to win.

We set out from home late in July in a box car with the two horses and after that, until late November, we kept moving along to the race meets and the fairs. It was a peachy time for me, I’ll say that. Sometimes now I think that boys who are raised regular in houses, and never have a fine nigger like Burt for best friend, and go to high schools and college, and never steal anything, or get drunk a little, or learn to swear from fellows who know how, or come walking up in front of a grand stand in their shirt sleeves and with dirty horsey pants on when the races are going on and the grand stand is full of people all dressed up — What’s the use of talking about it? Such fellows don’t know nothing at all. They’ve never had no opportunity.

But I did. Burt taught me how to rub down a horse and put the bandages on after a race and steam a horse out and a lot of valuable things for any man to know. He could wrap a bandage on a horse’s leg so smooth that if it had been the same color you would think it was his skin, and I guess he’d have been a big driver, too, and got to the top like Murphy and Walter Cox and the others if he hadn’t been black.

Gee whizz, it was fun. You got to a county seat town, maybe say on a Saturday or Sunday, and the fair began the next Tuesday and lasted until Friday afternoon. Doctor Fritz would be, say in the 2.25 trot on Tuesday afternoon and on Thursday afternoon Bucephalus would knock ’em cold in the “free-for-all” pace. It left you a lot of time to hang around and listen to horse talk, and see Burt knock some yap cold that got too gay, and you’d find out about horses and men and pick up a lot of stuff you could use all the rest of your life, if you had some sense and salted down what you heard and felt and saw.

And then at the end of the week when the race meet was over, and Harry had run home to tend up to his livery stable business, you and Burt hitched the two horses to carts and drove slow and steady across country, to the place for the next meeting, so as to not over-heat the horses, etc., etc., you know.

Gee whizz, Gosh amighty, the nice hickorynut and beechnut and oaks and other kinds of trees along the roads, all brown and red, and the good smells, and Burt singing a song that was called Deep River, and the country girls at the windows of houses and everything. You can stick your colleges up your nose for all me. I guess I know where I got my education.

Why, one of those little burgs of towns you come to on the way, say now on a Saturday afternoon, and Burt says, “let’s lay up here.” And you did.

And you took the horses to a livery stable and fed them, and you got your good clothes out of a box and put them on.

And the town was full of farmers gaping, because they could see you were race horse people, and the kids maybe never see a nigger before and was afraid and run away when the two of us walked down their main street.

And that was before prohibition and all that foolishness, and so you went into a saloon, the two of you, and all the yaps come and stood around, and there was always someone pretended he was horsey and knew things and spoke up and began asking questions, and all you did was to lie and lie all you could about what horses you had, and I said I owned them, and then some fellow said “will you have a drink of whiskey” and Burt knocked his eye out the way he could say, off-hand like, “Oh well, all right, I’m agreeable to a little nip. I’ll split a quart with you.” Gee whizz.

* * *

But that isn’t what I want to tell my story about. We got home late in November and I promised mother I’d quit the race horses for good. There’s a lot of things you’ve got to promise a mother because she don’t know any better.

And so, there not being any work in our town any more than when I left there to go to the races, I went off to Sandusky and got a pretty good place taking care of horses for a man who owned a teaming and delivery and storage and coal and real estate business there. It was a pretty good place with good eats, and a day off each week, and sleeping on a cot in a big barn, and mostly just shovelling in hay and oats to a lot of big good-enough skates of horses, that couldn’t have trotted a race with a toad. I wasn’t dissatisfied and I could send money home.

And then, as I started to tell you, the fall races come to Sandusky and I got the day off and I went. I left the job at noon and had on my good clothes and my new brown derby hat, I’d just bought the Saturday before, and a stand-up collar.

First of all I went down-town and walked about with the dudes. I’ve always thought to myself, “put up a good front” and so I did it. I had forty dollars in my pocket and so I went into the West House, a big hotel, and walked up to the cigar stand. “Give me three twenty-five cent cigars,” I said. There was a lot of horsemen and strangers and dressed-up people from other towns standing around in the lobby and in the bar, and I mingled amongst them. In the bar there was a fellow with a cane and a Windsor tie on, that it made me sick to look at him. I like a man to be a man and dress up, but not to go put on that kind of airs. So I pushed him aside, kind of rough, and had me a drink of whiskey. And then he looked at me, as though he thought maybe he’d get gay, but he changed his mind and didn’t say anything. And then I had another drink of whiskey, just to show him something, and went out and had a hack out to the races, all to myself, and when I got there I bought myself the best seat I could get up in the grand stand, but didn’t go in for any of these boxes. That’s putting on too many airs.

And so there I was, sitting up in the grand stand as gay as you please and looking down on the swipes coming out with their horses, and with their dirty horsey pants on and the horse blankets swung over their shoulders, same as I had been doing all the year before. I liked one thing about the same as the other, sitting up there and feeling grand and being down there and looking up at the yaps and feeling grander and more important, too. One thing’s about as good as another, if you take it just right. I’ve often said that.

Well, right in front of me, in the grand stand that day, there was a fellow with a couple of girls and they was about my age. The young fellow was a nice guy all right. He was the kind maybe that goes to college and then comes to be a lawyer or maybe a newspaper editor or something like that, but he wasn’t stuck on himself. There are some of that kind are all right and he was one of the ones.

He had his sister with him and another girl and the sister looked around over his shoulder, accidental at first, not intending to start anything — she wasn’t that kind — and her eyes and mine happened to meet.

You know how it is. Gee, she was a peach! She had on a soft dress, kind of a blue stuff and it looked carelessly made, but was well sewed and made and everything. I knew that much. I blushed when she looked right at me and so did she. She was the nicest girl I’ve ever seen in my life. She wasn’t stuck on herself and she could talk proper grammar without being like a school teacher or something like that. What I mean is, she was O. K. I think maybe her father was well-to-do, but not rich to make her chesty because she was his daughter, as some are. Maybe he owned a drug store or a drygoods store in their home town, or something like that. She never told me and I never asked.

My own people are all O. K. too, when you come to that. My grandfather was Welsh and over in the old country, in Wales he was — But never mind that.

* * *

The first heat of the first race come off and the young fellow setting there with the two girls left them and went down to make a bet. I knew what he was up to, but he didn’t talk big and noisy and let everyone around know he was a sport, as some do. He wasn’t that kind. Well, he come back and I heard him tell the two girls what horse he’d bet on, and when the heat was trotted they all half got to their feet and acted in the excited, sweaty way people do when they’ve got money down on a race, and the horse they bet on is up there pretty close at the end, and they think maybe he’ll come on with a rush, but he never does because he hasn’t got the old juice in him, come right down to it.

And then, pretty soon, the horses came out for the 2.18 pace and there was a horse in it I knew. He was a horse Bob French had in his string but Bob didn’t own him. He was a horse owned by a Mr. Mathers down at Marietta, Ohio.

This Mr. Mathers had a lot of money and owned some coal mines or something, and he had a swell place out in the country, and he was stuck on race horses, but was a Presbyterian or something, and I think more than likely his wife was one, too, maybe a stiffer one than himself. So he never raced his horses hisself, and the story round the Ohio race tracks was that when one of his horses got ready to go to the races he turned him over to Bob French and pretended to his wife he was sold.

So Bob had the horses and he did pretty much as he pleased and you can’t blame Bob, at least, I never did. Sometimes he was out to win and sometimes he wasn’t. I never cared much about that when I was swiping a horse. What I did want to know was that my horse had the speed and could go out in front, if you wanted him to.

And, as I’m telling you, there was Bob in this race with one of Mr. Mathers’ horses, was named “About Ben Ahem” or something like that, and was fast as a streak. He was a gelding and had a mark of 2.21, but could step in .08 or .09.

Because when Burt and I were out, as I’ve told you, the year before, there was a nigger, Burt knew, worked for Mr. Mathers and we went out there one day when we didn’t have no race on at the Marietta Fair and our boss Harry was gone home.

And so everyone was gone to the fair but just this one nigger and he took us all through Mr. Mathers’ swell house and he and Burt tapped a bottle of wine Mr. Mathers had hid in his bedroom, back in a closet, without his wife knowing, and he showed us this Ahem horse. Burt was always stuck on being a driver but didn’t have much chance to get to the top, being a nigger, and he and the other nigger gulped that whole bottle of wine and Burt got a little lit up.

So the nigger let Burt take this About Ben Ahem and step him a mile in a track Mr. Mathers had all to himself, right there on the farm. And Mr. Mathers had one child, a daughter, kinda sick and not very good looking, and she came home and we had to hustle and get About Ben Ahem stuck back in the barn.

* * *

I’m only telling you to get everything straight. At Sandusky, that afternoon I was at the fair, this young fellow with the two girls was fussed, being with the girls and losing his bet. You know how a fellow is that way. One of them was his girl and the other his sister. I had figured that out.

“Gee whizz,” I says to myself, “I’m going to give him the dope.”

He was mighty nice when I touched him on the shoulder. He and the girls were nice to me right from the start and clear to the end. I’m not blaming them.

And so he leaned back and I give him the dope on About Ben Ahem. “Don’t bet a cent on this first heat because he’ll go like an oxen hitched to a plow, but when the first heat is over go right down and lay on your pile.” That’s what I told him.

Well, I never saw a fellow treat any one sweller. There was a fat man sitting beside the little girl, that had looked at me twice by this time, and I at her, and both blushing, and what did he do but have the nerve to turn and ask the fat man to get up and change places with me so I could set with his crowd.

Gee whizz, craps amighty. There I was. What a chump I was to go and get gay up there in the West House bar, and just because that dude was standing there with a cane and that kind of a necktie on, to go and get all balled up and drink that whiskey, just to show off.

Of course she would know, me setting right beside her and letting her smell of my breath. I could have kicked myself right down out of that grand stand and all around that race track and made a faster record than most of the skates of horses they had there that year.

Because that girl wasn’t any mutt of a girl. What wouldn’t I have give right then for a stick of chewing gum to chew, or a lozenger, or some liquorice, or most anything. I was glad I had those twenty-five cent cigars in my pocket and right away I give that fellow one and lit one myself. Then that fat man got up and we changed places and there I was, plunked right down beside her.

They introduced themselves and the fellow’s best girl, he had with him, was named Miss Elinor Woodbury, and her father was a manufacturer of barrels from a place called Tiffin, Ohio. And the fellow himself was named Wilbur Wessen and his sister was Miss Lucy Wessen.

I suppose it was their having such swell names got me off my trolley. A fellow, just because he has been a swipe with a race horse, and works taking care of horses for a man in the teaming, delivery, and storage business, isn’t any better or worse than any one else. I’ve often thought that, and said it too.

But you know how a fellow is. There’s something in that kind of nice clothes, and the kind of nice eyes she had, and the way she had looked at me, awhile before, over her brother’s shoulder, and me looking back at her, and both of us blushing.

I couldn’t show her up for a boob, could I?

I made a fool of myself, that’s what I did. I said my name was Walter Mathers from Marietta, Ohio, and then I told all three of them the smashingest lie you ever heard. What I said was that my father owned the horse About Ben Ahem and that he had let him out to this Bob French for racing purposes, because our family was proud and had never gone into racing that way, in our own name, I mean. Then I had got started and they were all leaning over and listening, and Miss Lucy Wessen’s eyes were shining, and I went the whole hog.

I told about our place down at Marietta, and about the big stables and the grand brick house we had on a hill, up above the Ohio River, but I knew enough not to do it in no bragging way. What I did was to start things and then let them drag the rest out of me. I acted just as reluctant to tell as I could. Our family hasn’t got any barrel factory, and, since I’ve known us, we’ve always been pretty poor, but not asking anything of any one at that, and my grandfather, over in Wales — but never mind that.

We set there talking like we had known each other for years and years, and I went and told them that my father had been expecting maybe this Bob French wasn’t on the square, and had sent me up to Sandusky on the sly to find out what I could.

And I bluffed it through I had found out all about the 2.18 pace, in which About Ben Ahem was to start.

I said he would lose the first heat by pacing like a lame cow and then he would come back and skin ’em alive after that. And to back up what I said I took thirty dollars out of my pocket and handed it to Mr. Wilbur Wessen and asked him, would he mind, after the first heat, to go down and place it on About Ben Ahem for whatever odds he could get. What I said was that I didn’t want Bob French to see me and none of the swipes.

* * *

Sure enough the first heat come off and About Ben Ahem went off his stride, up the back stretch, and looked like a wooden horse or a sick one, and come in to be last. Then this Wilbur Wessen went down to the betting place under the grand stand and there I was with the two girls, and when that Miss Woodbury was looking the other way once, Lucy Wessen kinda, with her shoulder you know, kinda touched me. Not just tucking down, I don’t mean. You know how a woman can do. They get close, but not getting gay either. You know what they do. Gee whizz.

And then they give me a jolt. What they had done, when I didn’t know, was to get together, and they had decided Wilbur Wessen would bet fifty dollars, and the two girls had gone and put in ten dollars each, of their own money, too. I was sick then, but I was sicker later.

About the gelding, About Ben Ahem, and their winning their money, I wasn’t worried a lot about that. It come out O.K. Ahem stepped the next three heats like a bushel of spoiled eggs going to market before they could be found out, and Wilbur Wessen had got nine to two for the money. There was something else eating at me.

Because Wilbur come back, after he had bet the money, and after that he spent most of his time talking to that Miss Woodbury, and Lucy Wessen and I was left alone together like on a desert island. Gee, if I’d only been on the square or if there had been any way of getting myself on the square. There ain’t any Walter Mathers, like I said to her and them, and there hasn’t ever been one, but if there was, I bet I’d go to Marietta, Ohio, and shoot him to-morrow.

There I was, big boob that I am. Pretty soon the race was over, and Wilbur had gone down and collected our money, and we had a hack down-town, and he stood us a swell supper at the West House, and a bottle of champagne beside.

And I was with that girl and she wasn’t saying much, and I wasn’t saying much either. One thing I know. She wasn’t stuck on me because of the lie about my father being rich and all that. There’s a way you know. . . . Craps amighty. There’s a kind of girl, you see just once in your life, and if you don’t get busy and make hay, then you’re gone for good and all, and might as well go jump off a bridge. They give you a look from inside of them somewhere, and it ain’t no vamping, and what it means is — you want that girl to be your wife, and you want nice things around her like flowers and swell clothes, and you want her to have the kids you’re going to have, and you want good music played and no rag time. Gee whizz.

There’s a place over near Sandusky, across a kind of bay, and it’s called Cedar Point. And after we had supper we went over to it in a launch, all by ourselves. Wilbur and Miss Lucy and that Miss Woodbury had to catch a ten o’clock train back to Tiffin, Ohio, because, when you’re out with girls like that you can’t get careless and miss any trains and stay out all night, like you can with some kinds of Janes.

And Wilbur blowed himself to the launch and it cost him fifteen cold plunks, but I wouldn’t never have knew if I hadn’t listened. He wasn’t no tin horn kind of a sport.

Over at the Cedar Point place, we didn’t stay around where there was a gang of common kind of cattle at all.

There was big dance halls and dining places for yaps, and there was a beach you could walk along and get where it was dark, and we went there.

She didn’t talk hardly at all and neither did I, and I was thinking how glad I was my mother was all right, and always made us kids learn to eat with a fork at table, and not swill soup, and not be noisy and rough like a gang you see around a race track that way.

Then Wilbur and his girl went away up the beach and Lucy and I sat down in a dark place, where there was some roots of old trees the water had washed up, and after that the time, till we had to go back in the launch and they had to catch their trains, wasn’t nothing at all. It went like winking your eye.

Here’s how it was. The place we were setting in was dark, like I said, and there was the roots from that old stump sticking up like arms, and there was a watery smell, and the night was like — as if you could put your hand out and feel it — so warm and soft and dark and sweet like an orange.

I most cried and I most swore and I most jumped up and danced, I was so mad and happy and sad.

When Wilbur come back from being alone with his girl, and she saw him coming, Lucy she says, “we got to go to the train now,” and she was most crying too, but she never knew nothing I knew, and she couldn’t be so all busted up. And then, before Wilbur and Miss Woodbury got up to where we was, she put her face up and kissed me quick and put her head up against me and she was all quivering and — Gee whizz.

* * *

Sometimes I hope I have cancer and die. I guess you know what I mean. We went in the launch across the bay to the train like that, and it was dark, too. She whispered and said it was like she and I could get out of the boat and walk on the water, and it sounded foolish, but I knew what she meant.

And then quick we were right at the depot, and there was a big gang of yaps, the kind that goes to the fairs, and crowded and milling around like cattle, and how could I tell her? “It won’t be long because you’ll write and I’ll write to you.” That’s all she said.

I got a chance like a hay barn afire. A swell chance I got.

And maybe she would write me, down at Marietta that way, and the letter would come back, and stamped on the front of it by the U.S.A. “there ain’t any such guy,” or something like that, whatever they stamp on a letter that way.

And me trying to pass myself off for a bigbug and a swell — to her, as decent a little body as God ever made. Craps amighty — a swell chance I got!

And then the train come in, and she got on it, and Wilbur Wessen he come and shook hands with me, and that Miss Woodbury was nice too and bowed to me, and I at her, and the train went and I busted out and cried like a kid.

Gee, I could have run after that train and made Dan Patch look like a freight train after a wreck but, socks amighty, what was the use? Did you ever see such a fool?

I’ll bet you what — if I had an arm broke right now or a train had run over my foot — I wouldn’t go to no doctor at all. I’d go set down and let her hurt and hurt — that’s what I’d do.

I’ll bet you what — if I hadn’t a drunk that booze I’d a never been such a boob as to go tell such a lie — that couldn’t never be made straight to a lady like her.

I wish I had that fellow right here that had on a Windsor tie and carried a cane. I’d smash him for fair. Gosh darn his eyes. He’s a big fool — that’s what he is.

And if I’m not another you just go find me one and I’ll quit working and be a bum and give him my job. I don’t care nothing for working, and earning money, and saving it for no such boob as myself.


THE TRIUMPH OF A MODERN
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OR, SEND FOR THE LAWYER

 

 

INASMUCH as I have put to myself the task of trying to tell you a curious story in which I am myself concerned — in a strictly secondary way you must of course understand — I will begin by giving you some notion of myself.

Very well then, I am a man of thirty-two, rather small in size, with sandy hair. I wear glasses. Until two years ago I lived in Chicago, where I had a position as clerk in an office that afforded me a good enough living. I have never married, being somewhat afraid of women — in the flesh, in a way of speaking. In fancy and in my imagination I have always been very bold but in the flesh women have always frightened me horribly. They have a way of smiling quietly as though to say —— . But we will not go into that now.

Since boyhood I have had an ambition to be a painter, not, I will confess, because of a desire to produce some great masterpiece of the arts, but simply and solely because I have always thought the life painters lead would appeal to me.

I have always liked the notion (let’s be honest if we can) of going about, wearing a hat, tipped a little to the side of my head, sporting a moustache, carrying a cane and speaking in an off-hand way of such things as form, rhythm, the effects of light and masses, surfaces, etc., etc. During my life I have read a good many books concerning painters and their work, their friendships and their loves and when I was in Chicago and poor and was compelled to live in a small room alone, I assure you I carried off many a dull weary evening by imagining myself a painter of wide renown in the world.

It was afternoon and having finished my day’s work I went strolling off to the studio of another painter. He was still at work and there were two models in the room, women in the nude sitting about. One of them smiled at me, I thought a little wistfully, but pshaw, I am too blasé for anything of that sort.

I go across the room to my friend’s canvas and stand looking at it.

Now he is looking at me, a little anxiously. I am the greater man, you understand. That is frankly and freely acknowledged. Whatever else may be said against my friend he never claimed to be my equal. In fact it is generally understood, wherever I go, that I am the greater man.

“Well?” says my friend. You see he is fairly hanging on my words, as the saying goes; in short, he is waiting for me to speak with the air of one about to be hanged.

Why? The devil! Why does he put everything up to me? One gets tired carrying such responsibility upon one’s shoulders. A painter should be the judge of his own work and not embarrass his fellow painters by asking questions. That is my method.

Very well then. If I speak sharply you have only yourself to blame. “The yellow you have been using is a little muddy. The arm of this woman is not felt. In painting one should feel the arm of a woman. What I advise is that you change your palette. You have scattered too much. Pull it together. A painting should stick together as a wet snow ball thrown by a boy clings to a wall.”

When I had reached the age of thirty, that is to say two years ago, I received from my aunt, the sister of my father to be exact, a small fortune I had long been dreaming I might possibly inherit.

My aunt I had never seen, but I had always been saying to myself, “I must go see my aunt. The old lady will be sore at me and when she dies will not leave me a cent.”

And then, lucky fellow that I am, I did go to see her just before she died.

Filled with determination to put the thing through I set out from Chicago, and it is not my fault that I did not spend the day with her. Even although my aunt is (as I am not fool enough not to know that you know) a woman I would have spent the day with her but that it was impossible.

She lived at Madison, Wisconsin, and I went there on Saturday morning. The house was locked and the windows boarded up. Fortunately, at just that moment, a mail carrier came along and, upon my telling him that I was my aunt’s nephew, gave me her address. He also gave me some news concerning her.

For years she had been a sufferer from hay-fever and every summer had to have a change of climate.

That was an opportunity for me. I went at once to a hotel and wrote her a letter telling of my visit and expressing, to the utmost of my ability, my sorrow in not having found her at home. “I have been a long time doing this job but now that I am at it I fancy I shall do it rather well,” I said to myself.

A sort of feeling came into my hand, as it were. I can’t just say what it was but as soon as I sat down I knew very well I should be eloquent. For the moment I was positively a poet.

In the first place, and as one should in writing a letter to a lady, I spoke of the sky. “The sky is full of mottled clouds,” I said. Then, and I frankly admit in a brutally casual way, I spoke of myself as one practically prostrated with grief. To tell the truth I did not just know what I was doing. I had got the fever for writing words, you see. They fairly flowed out of my pen.

I had come, I said, on a long and weary journey to the home of my only female relative, and here I threw into the letter some reference to the fact that I was an orphan. “Imagine,” I wrote, “the sorrow and desolation in my heart at finding the house unoccupied and the windows boarded up.”

It was there, sitting in the hotel at Madison, Wisconsin, with the pen in my hand, that I made my fortune. Something bold and heroic came into my mood and, without a moment’s hesitation, I mentioned in my letter what should never be mentioned to a woman, unless she be an elderly woman of one’s own family, and then only by a physician perhaps — I spoke of my aunt’s breasts, using the plural.

I had hoped, I said, to lay my tired head on her breasts. To tell the truth I had become drunken with words and now, how glad I am that I did. Mr. George Moore, Clive Bell, Paul Rosenfeld, and others of the most skillful writers of our English speech, have written a great deal about painters and, as I have already explained, there was not a book or magazine article in English and concerning painters, their lives and works, procurable in Chicago, I had not read.

What I am now striving to convey to you is something of my own pride in my literary effort in the hotel at Madison, Wisconsin, and surely, if I was, at that moment an artist, no other artist has ever had such quick and wholehearted recognition.

Having spoken of putting my tired head on my aunt’s breasts (poor woman, she died, never having seen me) I went on to give the general impression — which by the way was quite honest and correct — of a somewhat boyish figure, rather puzzled, wandering in a confused way through life. The imaginary but correct enough figure of myself, born at the moment in my imagination, had made its way through dismal swamps of gloom, over the rough hills of adversity and through the dry deserts of loneliness, toward the one spot in all this world where it had hoped to find rest and peace — that is to say upon the bosom of its aunt. However, as I have already explained, being a thorough modern and full of the modern boldness, I did not use the word bosom, as an old-fashioned writer might have done. I used the word breasts. When I had finished writing tears were in my eyes.

The letter I wrote on that day covered some seven sheets of hotel paper — finely written to the margins — and cost four cents to mail.

“Shall I mail it or shall I not?” I said to myself as I came out of the hotel office and stood before a mail box. The letter was balanced between my finger and thumb.

“Eeny, meeny, miny, mo,

Catch a nigger by the toe.”

The forefinger of my left hand — I was holding the letter in my right hand — touched my nose, mouth, forehead, eyes, chin, neck, shoulder, arm, hand and then tapped the letter itself. No doubt I fully intended, from the first, to drop it. I had been doing the work of an artist. Well, artists are always talking of destroying their own work but few do it, and those who do are perhaps the real heroes of life.

And so down into the mail box it went with a thud and my fortune was made. The letter was received by my aunt, who was lying abed of an illness that was to destroy her — she had, it seems, other things beside hay-fever the matter with her — and she altered her will in my favor. She had intended leaving her money, a tidy sum yielding an income of five thousand a year, to a fund to be established for the study of methods for the cure of hay-fever — that is to say, really you see, to her fellow sufferers — but instead left it to me. My aunt could not find her spectacles and a nurse — may the gods bring her bright days and a good husband — read the letter aloud. Both women were deeply touched and my aunt wept. I am only telling you the facts, you understand, but I would like to suggest that this whole incident might well be taken as proof of the power of modern art. From the first I have been a firm believer in the moderns. I am one who, as an art critic might word it, has been right down through the moments. At first I was an impressionist and later a cubist, a post-impressionist, and even a vorticist. Time after time, in my imaginary life, as a painter, I have been quite swept off my feet. For example I remember Picasso’s blue period . . . but we’ll not go into that.

What I am trying to say is that, having this faith in modernity, if one may use the word thus, I did find within myself a peculiar boldness as I sat in the hotel writing room at Madison, Wisconsin. I used the word breasts (in the plural, you understand) and everyone will admit that it is a bold and modern word to use in a letter to an aunt one has never seen. It brought my aunt and me into one family. Her modesty never could have admitted anything else.

And then, my aunt was really touched. Afterward I talked to the nurse and made her a rather handsome present for her part in the affair. When the letter had been read my aunt felt overwhelmingly drawn to me. She turned her face to the wall and her shoulders shook. Do not think that I am not also touched as I write this. “Poor lad,” my aunt said to the nurse, “I will make things easier for him. Send for the lawyer.”


UNUSED

A TALE OF LIFE IN OHIO
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UNUSED,” THAT WAS one of the words the Doctor used that day in speaking of her. He, the doctor, was an extraordinarily large and immaculately clean man, by whom I was at that time employed. I swept out his office, mowed the lawn before his residence, took care of the two horses in his stable and did odd jobs about the yard and kitchen — such as bringing in firewood, putting water in a tub in the sun behind a grape arbor for the doctor’s bath and even sometimes, during his bath, scrubbing for him those parts of his broad back he himself could not reach.

The doctor had a passion in life with which he early infected me. He loved fishing and as he knew all of the good places in the river, several miles west of town, and in Sandusky Bay, some nineteen or twenty miles to the north, we often went off for long delightful days together.

It was late in the afternoon of such a fishing day in the late June, when the doctor and I were together in a boat on the bay, that a farmer came running to the shore, waving his arms and calling to the doctor. Little May Edgley’s body had been found floating near a river’s mouth half a mile away, and, as she had been dead for several days, as the doctor had just had a good bite, and as there was nothing he could do anyway, it was all nonsense, his being called. I remembered how he growled and grumbled. He did not then know what had happened but the fish were just beginning to bite splendidly, I had just landed a fine bass and the good evening’s fishing was all ahead of us. Well, you know how it is — a doctor is always at everyone’s beck and call.

“Dang it all! That’s the way it always goes! Here we are — as good a fishing evening as we’ll find this summer — wind just right and the sky clouding over — and will you look at my dang luck? A doctor in the neighborhood and that farmer knows it and so, just to accommodate me, he goes and stubs his toe, like as not, or his boy falls out of a barn loft, or his old woman gets the toothache. Like as not it’s one of his women folks. I know ’em! His wife’s got an unmarried sister living with her. Dang sentimental old maid! She’s got a nervous complaint — gets all worked up and thinks she’s going to die. Die nothing! I know that kind. Lots of ’em like to have a doctor fooling around. Let a doctor come near, so they can get him alone in a room, and they’ll spend hours talking about themselves — if he’ll let ’em.”

The doctor was reeling in his line, grumbling and complaining as he did so and then, suddenly, with the characteristic cheerfulness that I had seen carry him with a smile on his lips through whole days and nights of work and night driving over rough frozen earth roads in the winter, he picked up the oars and rowed vigorously ashore. When I offered to take the oars he shook his head. “No kid, it’s good for the figure,” he said, looking down at his huge paunch. He smiled. “I got to keep my figure. If I don’t I’ll be losing some of my practice among the unmarried women.”

As for the business ashore — there was May Edgley, of our town, drowned in that out of the way place, and her body had been in the water several days. It had been found among some willows that grew near the mouth of a deep creek that emptied into the bay, had lodged in among the roots of the willows, and when we got ashore the farmer, his son and the hired man, had got it out and had laid it on some boards near a barn that faced the bay.

That was my own first sight of death and I shall not forget the moment when I followed the doctor in among the little group of silent people standing about and saw the dead, discolored and bloated body of the woman lying there.

The doctor was used to that sort of thing, but to me it was all new and terrifying. I remember that I looked once and then ran away. Dashing into the barn I went to lean against the feedbox of a stall, where an old farm-horse was eating hay. The warm day outside had suddenly seemed cold and chill but in the barn it was warm again. Oh, what a lovely thing to a boy is a barn, with the rich warm comforting smell of the cured hay and the animal life, lying like a soft bed over it all. At the doctor’s house, while I lived and worked there, the doctor’s wife used to put on my bed, on winter nights, a kind of soft warm bed cover called a “comfortable.” That’s what it was like to me that day in the barn when we had just found May Edgley’s body.

As for the body — well, May Edgley had been a small woman with small firm hands and in one of her hands, tightly gripped, when they had found her, was a woman’s hat — a great broad-brimmed gaudy thing it must have been, and there had been a huge ostrich feather sticking out of the top, such an ostrich feather as you see sometimes sticking out of the hat of a kind of big flashy woman at the horse races or at second-rate summer resorts near cities.

It stayed in my mind, that bedraggled ostrich feather, little May Edgley’s hand had gripped so determinedly when death came, and as I stood shivering in the barn I could see it again, as I had so often seen it perched on the head of big bold Lil Edgley, May Edgley’s sister, as she went, half-defiantly always, through the streets of our town, Bidwell, Ohio.

And then as I stood shivering with boyish dread of death in that old barn, the farm-horse put his head through an opening at the front of the stall and rubbed his soft warm nose against my cheek. The farmer, on whose place we were, must have been one who was kind to his animals. The old horse rubbed his nose up and down my cheek. “You are a long ways from death, my lad, and when the time comes for you you won’t shiver so much. I am old and I know. Death is a kind comforting thing to those who are through with their lives.”

Something of that sort the old farmhorse seemed to be saying and at any rate he quieted me, took the fear and the chill all out of me.

It was when the doctor and I were driving home together that evening in the dusk, and after all arrangements for sending May Edgley’s body back to town and to her people had been made, that he spoke of her and used the word I am now using as the title for her story. The doctor said a great many things that evening that I cannot now remember and I only remember how the night came softly on and how the grey road faded out of sight, and then how the moon came out and the road that had been grey became silvery white, with patches of inky blackness where the shadows of trees fell across it. The doctor was one sane enough not to talk down to a boy. How often he spoke intimately to me of his impressions of men and events! There were many things in the fat old doctor’s mind of which his patients knew nothing, but of which his stable boy knew.

The doctor’s old bay horse went steadily along, doing his work as cheerfully as the doctor did his and the doctor smoked a cigar. He spoke of the dead woman, May Edgley, and of what a bright girl she had been.

As for her story — he did not tell it completely. I was myself much alive that evening — that is to say the imaginative side of myself was much alive — and the doctor was as a sower, sowing seed in a fertile soil. He was as one who goes through a wide long field, newly plowed by the hand of Death, the plowman, and as he went along he flung wide the seeds of May Edgley’s story, wide, far over the land, over the rich fertile land of a boy’s awakening imagination.


CHAPTER I
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THERE WERE THREE boys and as many girls in the Edgley family of Bidwell, Ohio, and of the girls Lillian and Kate were known in a dozen towns along the railroad that ran between Cleveland and Toledo. The fame of Lillian, the eldest, went far. On the streets of the neighboring towns of Clyde, Norwalk, Fremont, Tiffin, and even in Toledo and Cleveland, she was well known. On summer evenings she went up and down our main street wearing a huge hat with a white ostrich feather that fell down almost to her shoulder. She, like her sister Kate, who never succeeded in attaining to a position of prominence in the town’s life, was a blonde with cold staring blue eyes. On almost any Friday evening she might have been seen setting forth on some adventure, from which she did not return until the following Monday or Tuesday. It was evident the adventures were profitable, as the Edgley family were working folk and it is certain her brothers did not purchase for her the endless number of new dresses in which she arrayed herself.

It was a Friday evening in the summer and Lillian appeared on the upper main street of Bidwell. Two dozen men and boys loafed by the station platform, awaiting the arrival of the New York Central train, eastward bound. They stared at Lillian who stared back at them. In the west, from which direction the train was presently to come, the sun went down over young corn fields. A dusky golden splendor lit the skies and the loafers were awed into silence, hushed, both by the beauty of the evening and by the challenge in Lillian’s eyes.

Then the train arrived and the spell of silence was broken. The conductor and brakeman jumped to the station platform and waved their hands at Lillian and the engineer put his head out of the cab.

Aboard the train Lillian found a seat by herself and as soon as the train had started and the fares were collected the conductor came to sit with her. When the train arrived at the next town and the conductor was compelled to attend to his affairs, the brakeman came to lean over her seat. The men talked in undertones and occasionally the silence in the car was broken by outbursts of laughter. Other women from Bidwell, going to visit relatives in distant towns, were embarrassed. They turned their heads to look out at car windows and their cheeks grew red.

On the station platform at Bidwell, where darkness was settling down over the scene, the men and boys still lingered about speaking of Lillian and her adventures. “She can ride anywhere she pleases and never has to pay a cent of fare,” declared a tall bearded man who leaned against the station door. He was a buyer of pigs and cattle and was compelled to go to the Cleveland market once every week. The thought of Lillian, the light o’ love traveling free over the railroads filled his heart with envy and anger.

The entire Edgley family bore a shaky reputation in Bidwell but with the exception of May, the youngest of the girls, they were people who knew how to take care of themselves. For years Jake, the eldest of the boys, tended bar for Charley Shuter in a saloon in lower Main Street and then, to everyone’s surprise, he bought out the place. “Either Lillian gave him the money or he stole it from Charley,” the men said, but nevertheless, and throwing moral standards aside, they went into the bar to buy drinks. In Bidwell vice, while openly condemned, was in secret looked upon as a mark of virility in young manhood.

Frank and Will Edgley were teamsters and draymen like their father John and were hard working men. They owned their own teams and asked favors of no man and when they were not at work did not seek the society of others. Late on Saturday afternoons, when the week’s work was done and the horses cleaned, fed and bedded down for the night they dressed themselves in black suits, put on white collars and black derby hats and went into our main street to drink themselves drunk. By ten o’clock they had succeeded and went reeling homeward. When in the darkness under the maple trees on Vine or Walnut Streets they met a Bidwell citizen, also homeward bound, a row started. “Damn you, get out of our way. Get off the sidewalk,” Frank Edgley shouted and the two men rushed forward intent on a fight.

One evening in the month of June, when there was a moon and when insects sang loudly in the long grass between the sidewalks and the road, the Edgley brothers met Ed Pesch, a young German farmer, out for an evening’s walk with Caroline Dupee, daughter of a Bidwell drygoods merchant, and the fight the Edgley boys had long been looking for took place. Frank Edgley shouted and he and his brother plunged forward but Ed Pesch did not run into the road and leave them to go triumphantly homeward. He fought and the brothers were badly beaten, and on Monday morning appeared driving their team and with faces disfigured and eyes blackened. For a week they went up and down alleyways and along residence streets, delivering ice and coal to houses and merchandise to the stores without lifting their eyes or speaking. The town was delighted and clerks ran from store to store making comments, they longed to repeat within hearing of one of the brothers. “Have you seen the Edgley boys?” they asked one another. “They got what was coming to them. Ed Pesch gave them what for.” The more excitable and imaginative of the clerks spoke of the fight in the darkness as though they had been on hand and had seen every blow struck. “They are bullies and can be beaten by any man who stands up for his rights,” declared Walter Wills, a slender, nervous young man who worked for Albert Twist, the grocer. The clerk hungered to be such another fighter as Ed Pesch had proven himself. At night he went home from the store in the soft darkness and imagined himself as meeting the Edgleys. “I’ll show you — you big bullies,” he muttered and his fists shot out, striking at nothingness. An eager strained feeling ran along the muscles of his back and arms but his night time courage did not abide with him through the day. On Wednesday when Will Edgley came to the back door of the store, his wagon loaded with salt in barrels, Walter went into the alleyway to enjoy the sight of the cut lips and blackened eyes. Will stood with hands in pockets looking at the ground. An uncomfortable silence ensued and in the end it was broken by the voice of the clerk. “There’s no one here and those barrels are heavy,” he said heartily. “I might as well make myself useful and help you unload.” Taking off his coat Walter Wills voluntarily helped at the task that belonged to Will Edgley, the drayman.

If May Edgley, during her girlhood, rose higher than any of the others of the Edgley family she also fell lower. “She had her chance and threw it away,” was the word that went round and surely no one else in that family ever had so completely the town’s sympathy. Lillian Edgley was outside the pale of the town’s life, and Kate was but a lesser edition of her sister. She waited on table at the Fownsby House, and on almost any evening might have been seen walking out with some traveling man. She also took the evening train to neighboring towns but returned to Bidwell later on the same night or at daylight the next morning. She did not prosper as Lillian did and grew tired of the dullness of small town life. At twenty-two she went to live in Cleveland where she got a job as cloak model in a large store. Later she went on the road as an actress, in a burlesque show, and Bidwell heard no more of her.

As for May Edgley, all through her childhood and until her seventeenth year she was a model of good behavior. Everyone spoke of it. She was, unlike the other Edgleys, small and dark, and unlike her sisters dressed herself in plain neat-fitting clothes. As a young girl in the public school she began to attract attention because of her proficiency in the classes. Both Lillian and Kate Edgley had been slovenly students, who spent their time ogling boys and the men teachers but May looked at no one and as soon as school was dismissed in the afternoon went home to her mother, a tall tired-looking woman who seldom went out of her own house.

In Bidwell, Tom Means, who later became a soldier and who has recently won high rank in the army because of his proficiency in training recruits for the World War, was the prize pupil in the schools. Tom was working for his appointment to West Point, and did not spend his evenings loafing on the streets, as did other young men. He stayed in his own house, intent on his studies. Tom’s father was a lawyer and his mother was third cousin to a Kentucky woman who had married an English baronet. The son aspired to be a soldier and a gentleman and to live on the intellectual plane, and had a good deal of contempt for the mental capacities of his fellow students, and when one of the Edgley family set up as his rival he was angry and embarrassed and the schoolroom was delighted. Day after day and year after year the contest between him and May Edgley went on and in a sense the whole town of Bidwell got back of the girl. In all such things as history and English literature Tom swept all before him but in spelling, arithmetic, and geography May defeated him without effort. At her desk she sat like a little terrier in the presence of a trap filled with rats. A question was asked or a problem in arithmetic put on the blackboard and like a terrier she jumped. Her hand went up and her sensitive mouth quivered. Fingers were snapped vigorously. “I know,” she said, and the entire class knew she did. When she had answered the question or had gone to the blackboard to solve the problem the half-grown children along the rows of benches laughed and Tom Means stared out through a window. May returned to her seat, half triumphant, half ashamed of her victory.

The country lying west of Bidwell, like all the Ohio country down that way, is given to small fruit and berry raising, and in June and after school has been dismissed for the year all the younger men, boys, and girls, with most of the women of the town go to work in the fruit harvest. To the fields immediately after breakfast the citizens go trooping away. Lunches are carried in baskets and until the sun goes down everyone stays in the fields.

And in the berry fields as in the schoolroom May was a notable figure. She did not walk or ride to the work with the other young girls, or join the parties at lunch at the noon hour, but everyone understood that that was because of her family. “I know how she feels, if I came from a family like that I wouldn’t ask or want other people’s attention,” said one of the women, the wife of a carpenter, who trudged along with the others in the dust of the road.

In a berry field, belonging to a farmer named Peter Short, some thirty women, young men and tall awkward boys crawled over the ground, picking the red fragrant berries. Ahead of them, in a row by herself, went May, the exclusive, the woman who walked by herself. Her hands flitted in and out of the berry vines as the tail of a squirrel disappears among the leaves of a tree when one walks in a wood. The other pickers went slowly, stopping occasionally to eat berries and talk and when one had crawled a little ahead of the others he stopped and waited, sitting on his haunches. The pickers were paid in proportion to the number of quarts picked during the day but, as they often said, “pay was not everything.” The berry picking was in a way a social function, and who were the pickers, wives, sons and daughters of prosperous artisans, to kill themselves for a few paltry dollars?

With May Edgley they understood it was different. Everyone knew that she and her mother got practically no money from John Edgley, the father — from the boys, Jake, Frank and Will — or from the girls, Lilian and Kate, who spent their takings on clothes for themselves. If she were to be decently dressed, she had to earn the money for the purpose during the vacation time when she could stay out of school. Later it was understood she planned to be a school teacher herself, and to attain to that position it was necessary that she keep herself well dressed and show herself industrious and alert in affairs.

Tirelessly, therefore, May worked and the boxes of berries, filled by her ever alert fingers, grew into mountains. Peter Short with his son came walking down the rows to gather the filled crates and put them aboard a wagon to be hauled to town. He looked at May with pride in his eyes and the other pickers lumbering slowly along became the target for his scorn. “Ah, you talking women and you big lazy boys, you’re not much good,” he cried. “Ain’t you ashamed of yourselves? Look at you there, Sylvester and Al — letting yourself be beat, twice over, by a girl so little you could almost carry her home in your pocket.”

It was in the summer of her seventeenth year that May fell down from her high place in the life of the town of Bidwell. Two vital and dramatic events had happened to her that year. Her mother died in April and she graduated from the high school in June, second only in honors to Tom Means. As Tom’s father had been on the school board for years the town shook its head over the decision that placed him ahead of May and in everyone’s eyes May had really walked off with the prize. When she went into the fields, and when they remembered the fact of her mother’s recent death, even the women were ready to forget and forgive the fact of her being a member of the Edgley family. As for May, it seemed to her at that moment that nothing that could happen to her could very much matter.

And then the unexpected. As more than one Bidwell wife said afterwards to her husband. “It was then that blood showed itself.”

A man named Jerome Hadley first found out about May. He went that year to Peter Short’s field, as he himself said, “just for fun,” and he found it. Jerome was pitcher for the Bidwell baseball nine and worked as mail clerk on the railroad. After he had returned from a run he had several days’ rest and went to the berry field because the town was deserted. When he saw May working off by herself he winked at the other young men and going to her got down on his knees and began picking at a speed almost as great as her own. “Come on here, little woman,” he said, “I’m a mail clerk and have got my hand in, sorting letters. My fingers can go pretty fast. Come on now, let’s see if you can keep up with me.”

For an hour Jerome and May went up and down in the rows and then the thing happened that set the town by the ears. The girl, who had never talked to others, began talking to Jerome and the other pickers turned to look and wonder. She no longer picked at lightning speed but loitered along, stopping to rest and put choice berries into her mouth. “Eat that,” she said boldly passing a great red berry across the row to the man. She put a handful of berries into his box. “You won’t make as much as seventy-five cents all day if you don’t get a move on you,” she said, smiling shyly.

At the noon hour the other pickers found out the truth. The tired workers had gone to the pump by Peter Short’s house and then to a near-by orchard to sit under the trees and rest after the eating of lunches.

There was no doubt something had happened to May. Everyone felt it. It was later understood that she had, during that noon hour in June and quite calmly and deliberately, decided to become like her two sisters and go on the town.

The berry pickers as usual ate their lunches in groups, the women and girls sitting under one tree and the young men and boys under another. Peter Short’s wife brought hot coffee and tin cups were filled. Jokes went back and forth and the girls giggled.

In spite of the unexpectedness of May’s attitude toward Jerome, a bachelor and quite legitimate game for the unmarried women, no one suspected anything serious would happen. Flirtations were always going on in the berry fields. They came, played themselves out, and passed like the clouds in the June sky. In the evening, when the young men had washed the dirt of the fields away and had put on their Sunday clothes, things were different. Then a girl must look out for herself. When she went to walk in the evening with a young man under the trees or out into country lanes — then anything might happen.

But in the fields, with all the older women about — to have thought anything at all of a young man and a girl working together and blushing and laughing, would have been to misunderstand the whole spirit of the berry picking season.

And it was evident May had misunderstood. Later no one blamed Jerome, at least none of the young fellows did. As the pickers ate lunch May sat a little apart from the others. That was her custom and Jerry lay in the long grass at the edge of the orchard also a little apart. A sudden tenseness crept into the groups under the trees. May had not gone to the pump with the others when she came in from the field but sat with her back braced against a tree and the hand that held the sandwich was black with the soil of her morning labors. It trembled and once the sandwich fell out of her hand.

Suddenly she got to her feet and put her lunch basket into the fork of a tree, and then, with a look of defiance in her eyes, she climbed over a fence and started along a lane past Peter Short’s barn. The lane ran down to a meadow, crossed a bridge and went on beside a waving wheatfield to a wood.

May went a little way along the lane and then stopped to look back and the other pickers stared at her, wondering what was the matter. Then Jerome Hadley got to his feet. He was ashamed and climbed awkwardly over the fence and walked away without looking back.

Everyone was quite sure it had all been arranged. As the girls and women got to their feet and stood watching, May and Jerome went out of the lane and into the wood. The older women shook their heads. “Well, well,” they exclaimed while the boys and young men began slapping each other on the back and prancing grotesquely about.

It was unbelievable. Before they had got out of sight of the others under the tree Jerome had put his arm about May’s waist and she had put her head down on his shoulder. It was as though May Edgley who, as all the older women agreed, had been treated almost as an equal by all of the others had wanted to throw something ugly right in their faces.

Jerome and May stayed for two hours in the wood and then came back together to the field where the others were at work. May’s cheeks were pale and she looked as though she had been crying. She picked alone as before and after a few moments of awkward silence Jerome put on his coat and went off along a road toward town. May made a little mountain of filled berry boxes during that afternoon but two or three times filled boxes dropped out of her hands. The spilled fruit lay red and shining against the brown and black of the soil.

No one saw May in the berry fields after that, and Jerome Hadley had something of which to boast. In the evening when he came among the young fellows he spoke of his adventure at length.

“You couldn’t blame me for taking the chance when I had it,” he said laughing. He explained in detail what had occurred in the wood, while other young men stood about filled with envy. As he talked he grew both proud and a little ashamed of the public attention his adventure was attaining. “It was easy,” he said. “That May Edgley’s the easiest thing that ever lived in this town. A fellow don’t have to ask to get what he wants. That’s how easy it is.”


CHAPTER II
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IN BIDWELL, AND after she had fairly flung herself against the wall of village convention by going into the wood with Jerome, May lived at home, doing the work her mother had formerly done in the Edgley household. She washed the clothes, cooked the food and made the beds. There was, for the time, something sweet to her in the thoughts of doing lowly tasks and she washed and ironed the dresses in which Lillian and Kate were to array themselves and the heavy overalls worn by her father and brothers with a kind of satisfaction in the task. “It makes me tired and I can sleep and won’t be thinking,” she told herself. As she worked over the washtubs, among the beds soiled by the heavy slumbers of her brothers who on the evening before had perhaps come home drunk, or stood over the hot stove in the kitchen, she kept thinking of her dead mother. “I wonder what she would think,” she asked herself and then added, “If she hadn’t died it wouldn’t have happened. If I had someone, I could go to and talk with, things would be different.”

During the day when the men of the household were gone with their teams and when Lillian was away from town May had the house to herself. It was a two-storied frame building, standing at the edge of a field near the town’s edge, and had once been painted yellow. Now, water washing from the roofs had discolored the paint, and the side walls of the old building were all mottled and streaked. The house stood on a little hill and the land fell sharply away from the kitchen door. There was a creek under the hill and beyond the creek a field that at certain times during the year became a swamp. At the creek’s edge willows and elders grew and often in the afternoon, when there was no one about, May went softly out at the kitchen door, looking to be sure there was no one in the road that ran past the front of the house, and if the coast was clear went down the hill and crept in among the fragrant elders and willows. “I am lost here and no one can see me or find me,” she thought, and the thought gave her intense satisfaction. Her cheeks grew flushed and hot and she pressed the cool green leaves of the willows against them. When a wagon passed in the road or someone walked along the board sidewalk at the roadside she drew herself into a little lump and closed her eyes. The passing sounds seemed far away and to herself it seemed that she had in some way escaped from life. How warm and close it was there, buried amid the dark green shadows of the willows. The gnarled twisted limbs of the trees were like arms but unlike the arms of the man with whom she had lain in the wood they did not grasp her with terrifying convulsive strength. For hours she lay still in the shadows and nothing came to frighten her and her lacerated spirit began to heal a little. “I have made myself an outlaw among people but I am not an outlaw here,” she told herself.

* * *

Having heard of the incident with Jerome Hadley, in the berry field, Lillian and Kate Edgley were irritated and angry and one evening when they were both at the house and May was at work in the kitchen they spoke about it. Lillian was very angry and had decided to give May what she spoke of as “a piece of her mind.” “What’d she want to go in the cheap for?” she asked. “It makes me sick when I think of it — a fellow like that Jerome Hadley! If she was going to cut loose what made her want to go on the cheap?”

In the Edgley family it had always been understood that May was of a different clay and old John Edgley and the boys had always paid her a kind of crude respect. They did not swear at her as they sometimes did at Lillian and Kate, and in secret they thought of her as a link between themselves and the more respectable life of the town. Ma Edgley was respectable enough but she was old and tired and never went out of the house and it was in May the family held up its head. The two brothers were proud of their sister because of her record in the town school. They themselves were working men and never expected to be anything else but, they thought, “that sister of ours has shown the town that an Edgley can beat them at their own game. She is smarter than any of them. See how she has forced the town to pay attention to her.”

As for Lillian — before the incident with Jerome Hadley, she continually talked of her sister. In Norwalk, Fremont, Clyde and the other towns she visited she had many friends. Men liked her because, as they often said, she was a woman to be trusted. One could talk to her, say anything, and she would keep her mouth shut and in her presence one felt comfortably free and easy. Among her secret associates were members of churches, lawyers, owners of prosperous businesses, heads of respectable families. To be sure they saw Lillian in secret but she seemed to understand and respect their desire for secrecy. “You don’t need to make no bones about it with me. I know you got to be careful,” she said.

On a summer evening, in one of the towns she was in the habit of visiting, an arrangement was made. The man with whom she was to spend the evening waited until darkness had come and then, hiring a horse at a livery stable, drove to an appointed place. Side curtains were put on the buggy and the pair set forth into the darkness and loneliness of country roads. As the evening advanced and the more ardent mood of the occasion passed, a sudden sense of freedom swept over the man. “It is better not to fool around with a young girl or with some other man’s wife. With Lillian one does not get found out and get into trouble,” he thought.

The horse went slowly, along out of the way roads — bars were let down and the couple drove into a field. For hours they sat in the buggy and talked. The men talked to Lillian as they could talk to no other woman they had ever known. She was shrewd and in her own way capable and often the men spoke of their affairs, asking her advice. “Now what do you think, Lil’ — if you were me would you buy or sell?” one of them asked.

Other and more intimate things crept into the conversations. “Well, Lil’, my wife and I are all right. We get along well enough, but we ain’t what you might speak of as lovers,” Lillian’s temporary intimate said. “She jaws me a lot when I smoke too much or when I don’t want to go to church. And then, you see, we’re worried about the kids. My oldest girl is running around a lot with young Harry Garvner and I keep asking myself, ‘Is he any good?’ I can’t make up my mind. You’ve seen him around, Lil’, what do you think?”

Having taken part in many such conversations Lillian had come to depend on her sister May to furnish her with a topic of conversation. “I know how you feel. I feel that way about May,” she said. More than a hundred times she had explained that May was different from the rest of the Edgleys. “She’s smart,” she explained. “I tell you what, she’s the smartest girl that ever went to the high school in Bidwell.”

Having so often used May as an example of what an Edgley could be Lillian was shocked when she heard of the affair in the berry field. For several weeks she said nothing and then one evening in July when the two were alone in the house together she spoke. She had intended to be motherly, direct and kind — if firm, but when the words came her voice trembled and she grew angry. “I hear, May, you been fooling with a man,” she began as they sat together on the front porch of the house. It was a hot evening and dark and a thunder storm threatened and for a long time after Lillian had spoken there was silence and then May put her head into her hands and leaning forward began to cry softly. Her body rocked back and forth and occasionally a dry broken sob broke the silence. “Well,” Lillian added sharply, being determined to terminate her remarks before she also broke into tears, “well, May, you’ve made a darn fool of yourself. I didn’t think it of you. I didn’t think you’d turn out a fool.”

In the attempt to control her own unhappiness and to conceal it, Lillian became more and more angry. Her voice continued to tremble and to regain control of it she got up and went inside the house. When she came out again May still sat in the chair at the edge of the porch with her head held in her hands. Lillian was moved to pity. “Well, don’t break your heart about it, kid. I’m only an old fool after all. Don’t pay too much attention to me. I guess Kate and I haven’t set you such a good example,” she said softly.

Lillian sat on the edge of the porch and put her hand on May’s knee and when she felt the trembling of the younger woman’s body a sharp mother feeling awakened within her. “I say, kid,” she began again, “a girl gets notions into her head. I’ve had them myself. A girl thinks she’ll find a man that’s all right. She kinda dreams of a man that doesn’t exist. She wants to be good and at the same time she wants to be something else. I guess I know how you felt but, believe me, kid, it’s bunk. Take it from me, kid, I know what I’m talking about. I been with men enough. I ought to know something.”

Intent now on giving advice and having for the first time definitely accepted her sister as a comrade Lillian did not realize that what she now had to say would hurt May more than her anger. “I’ve often wondered about mother,” she said reminiscently. “She was always so glum and silent. When Kate and I went on the turf she never had nothing to say and even when I was a kid and began running around with men evenings, she kept still. I remember the first time I went over to Fremont with a man and stayed out all night. I was ashamed to come home. ‘I’ll catch hell,’ I thought but she never said nothing at all and it was the same way with Kate. She never said nothing to her. I guess Kate and I thought she was like the rest of the family — she was banking on you.”

“To Ballyhack with Dad and the boys,” Lillian added sharply. “They’re men and don’t care about anything but getting filled up with booze and when they’re tired sleeping like dogs. They’re like all the other men only not so much stuck on themselves.”

Lillian became angry again. “I was pretty proud of you, May, and now I don’t know what to think,” she said. “I’ve bragged about you a thousand times and I suppose Kate has. It makes me sore to think of it, you an Edgley and being as smart as you are, to fall for a cheap one like that Jerome Hadley. I bet he didn’t even give you any money or promise to marry you either.”

May arose from her chair, her whole body trembling as with a chill, and Lillian arose and stood beside her. The older woman got down to the kernel of what she wanted to say. “You ain’t that way are you, sis — you ain’t going to have a kid?” she asked. May stood by the door, leaning against the door jamb and the rain that had been threatening began to fall. “No, Lillian,” she said. Like a child begging for mercy she held out her hand. Her face was white and in a flash of lightning Lillian could see it plainly. It seemed to leap out of the darkness toward her. “Don’t talk about it any more, Lillian, please don’t. I won’t ever do it again,” she pleaded.

Lillian was determined. When May went indoors and up the stairway to her room above she followed to the foot of the stairs and finished what she felt she had to say. “I don’t want you to do it, May,” she said, “I don’t want you to do it. I want to see there be one Edgley that goes straight but if you intend to go crooked don’t be a fool. Don’t take up with a cheap one, like Jerome Hadley, who just give you soft talk. If you are going to do it anyway you just come to me. I’ll get you in with men who have money and I’ll fix it so you don’t have no trouble. If you’re going to go on the turf, like Kate and I did, don’t be a fool. You just come to me.”

* * *

In all her life May had never achieved a friendship with another woman, although often she had dreamed of such a possibility. When she was still a school girl she saw other girls going homeward in the evening. They loitered along, their arms linked, and how much they had to say to each other. When they came to a corner, where their ways parted, they could not bear to leave each other. “You go a piece with me to-night and to-morrow night I’ll go a piece with you,” one of them said.

May hurried homeward alone, her heart filled with envy, and after she had finished her time in the school and, more than ever after the incident in the berry field — always spoken of by Lillian as the time of her troubles — the dream of a possible friendship with some other woman grew more intense.

During the summer of that last year of her life in Bidwell a young woman from another town moved into a house on her street. Her father had a job on the Nickel Plate Railroad and Bidwell was at the end of a section of that road. The railroad man was seldom at home, his wife had died a few months before and his daughter, whose name was Maud, was not well and did not go about town with the other young women. Every afternoon and evening she sat on the front porch of her father’s house, and May, who was sometimes compelled to go to one of the stores, often saw her sitting there. The newcomer in Bidwell was tall and slender and looked like an invalid. Her cheeks were pale and she looked tired. During the year before she had been operated upon and some part of her internal machinery had been taken away and her paleness and the look of weariness on her face, touched May’s heart. “She looks as though she might be wanting company,” she thought hopefully.

After his wife’s death an unmarried sister had become the railroad man’s housekeeper. She was a short strongly built woman with hard grey eyes and a determined jaw and sometimes she sat with the new girl. Then May hurried past without looking, but, when Maud sat alone, she went slowly, looking slyly at the pale face and drooped figure in the rocking chair. One day she smiled and the smile was returned. May lingered a moment. “It’s hot,” she said leaning over the fence, but before a conversation could be started she grew alarmed and hurried away.

When the evening’s work was done on that evening and when the Edgley men had gone up town, May went into the street. Lillian was away from home and the sidewalk further up the street was deserted. The Edgley house was the last one on the street, and in the direction of town and on the same side of the street, there was — first a vacant lot, then a shed that had once been used as a blacksmith shop but that was now deserted, and after that the house where the new girl had come to live.

When the soft darkness of the summer evening came May went a little way along the street and stopped by the deserted shed. The girl in the rocking chair on the porch saw her there, and seemed to understand May’s fear of her aunt. Arising she opened the door and peered into the house to be sure she was unobserved and then came down a brick walk to the gate and along the street to May, occasionally looking back to be sure she had escaped unnoticed. A large stone lay at the edge of the sidewalk before the shed and May urged the new girl to sit down beside her and rest herself.

May was flushed with excitement. “I wonder if she knows? I wonder if she knows about me?” she thought.

“I saw you wanted to be friendly and I thought I’d come and talk,” the new girl said. She was filled with a vague curiosity. “I heard something about you but I know it ain’t true,” she said.

May’s heart jumped and her hands trembled. “I’ve let myself in for something,” she thought. The impulse to jump to her feet and run away along the sidewalk, to escape at once from the situation her hunger for companionship had created, almost overcame her and she half arose from the stone and then sat down again. She became suddenly angry and when she spoke her voice was firm, filled with indignation. “I know what you mean,” she said sharply, “you mean the fool story about me and Jerome Hadley in the woods?” The new girl nodded. “I don’t believe it,” she said. “My aunt heard it from a woman.”

Now that Maud had boldly mentioned the affair, that had, May knew, made her an outlaw in the town’s life May felt suddenly free, bold, capable of meeting any situation that might arise and was lost in wonder at her own display of courage. Well, she had wanted to love the new girl, take her as a friend, but now that impulse was lost in another passion that swept through her. She wanted to conquer, to come out of a bad situation with flying colors. With the boldness of another Lillian she began to speak, to tell lies. “It just shows what happens,” she said quickly. A re-creation of the incident in the wood with Jerome had come to her swiftly, like a flash of sunlight on a dark day. “I went into the woods with Jerome Hadley — why? You won’t believe it when I tell you, maybe,” she added.

May began laying the foundation of her lie. “He said he was in trouble and wanted to speak with me, off somewhere where no one could hear, in some secret place,” she explained. “I said, ‘If you’re in trouble let’s go over into the woods at noon.’ It was my idea, our going off together that way. When he told me he was in trouble his eyes looked so hurt I never thought of reputation or nothing. I just said I’d go and I been paid for it. A girl always has to pay if she’s good to a man I suppose.”

May tried to look and talk like a wise woman, as she imagined Lillian would have talked under the circumstances. “I’ve got a notion to tell what that Jerome Hadley talked to me about all the time when we were in there — in the woods — but I won’t,” she declared. “He lied about me afterwards because I wouldn’t do what he wanted me to, but I’ll keep my word. I won’t tell you any names but I’ll tell you this much — I know enough to have Jerome Hadley sent to jail if I wanted to do it.”

May watched her companion. To Maud, whose life had always been a dull affair, the evening was like going to a theatre. It was better than that. It was like going to the theatre where the star is your friend, where you sit among strangers and have the sense of superiority that comes with knowing, as a person much like yourself, the hero in the velvet gown with the sword clanking at his side. “Oh, do tell me all you dare. I want to know,” she said.

“It was about a woman he was in trouble,” May answered. “One of these days maybe the whole town will find out what I alone know.” She leaned forward and touched Maud’s arm. The lie she was telling made her feel glad and free. As on a dark day, when the sun suddenly breaks through clouds, everything in life now seemed bright and glowing and her imagination took a great leap forward. She had been inventing a tale to save herself but went on for the joy of seeing what she could do with the story that had come suddenly, unexpectedly, to her lips. As when she was a girl in school her mind worked swiftly, eagerly. “Listen,” she said impressively, “and don’t you never tell no one. Jerome Hadley wanted to kill a man here in this town, because he was in love with the man’s woman. He had got poison and intended to give it to the woman. She is married and rich too. Her husband is a big man here in Bidwell. Jerome was to give the poison to the woman and she was to put it in her husband’s coffee and, when the man died, the woman was to marry Jerome. I put a stop to it. I prevented the murder. Now do you understand why I went into the woods with that man?”

The fever of excitement that had taken possession of May was transmitted to her companion. It drew them closer together and now Maud put her arm about May’s waist. “The nerve of him,” May said boldly, “he wanted me to take the stuff to the woman’s house and he offered me money too. He said the rich woman would give me a thousand dollars, but I laughed at him. ‘If anything happens to that man I’ll tell and you’ll get hung for murder,’ that’s what I said to him.”

May described the scene that had taken place there in the deep dark forest with the man, intent upon murder. They fought, she said, for more than two hours and the man tried to kill her. She would have had him arrested at once, she explained, but to do so involved telling the story of the poison plot and she had given her word to save him, and if he reformed, she would not tell. After a long time, when the man saw she was not to be moved and would neither take part in the plot or allow it to be carried out, he grew quieter. Then, as they were coming out of the woods, he sprang upon her again and tried to choke her. Some berry pickers in a field, among whom she had been working during the morning, saw the struggle.

“They went and told lies about me,” May said emphatically. “They saw us struggling and they went and said he was making love to me. A girl there, who was in love with Jerome herself and was jealous when she saw us together, started the story. It spread all over town and now I’m so ashamed I hardly dare to show my face.”

With an air of helpless annoyance May arose. “Well,” she said, “I promised him I wouldn’t tell the name of the man he was going to murder or nothing about it and I won’t. I’ve told you too much as it is but you gave me your word you wouldn’t tell. It’s got to be a secret between us.” She started off along the sidewalk toward the Edgley house and then turned and ran back to the new girl, who had got almost to her own gate. “You keep still,” May whispered dramatically. “If you go talking now remember you may get a man hung.”


CHAPTER III
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A NEW LIFE began to unfold itself to May Edgley. After the affair in the berry field, and until the time of the conversation with Maud Welliver, she had felt as one dead. As she went about in the Edgley household, doing the daily work, she sometimes stopped and stood still, on the stairs or in the kitchen by the stove. A whirlwind seemed to be going on around her while she stood thus, becalmed — fear made her body tremble. It had happened even in the moments when she was hidden under the elders by the creek. At such times the trunks of the willow trees and the fragrance of the elders comforted but did not comfort enough. There was something wanting. They were too impersonal, too sure of themselves.

To herself, at such moments, May was like one sealed up in a vessel of glass. The light of days came to her and from all sides came the sound of life going on but she herself did not live. She but breathed, ate food, slept and awakened but what she wanted out of life seemed far away, lost to her. In a way, and ever since she had been conscious of herself, it had been so.

She remembered faces she had seen, expressions that had come suddenly to peoples’ faces as she passed them on the streets. In particular old men had always been kind to her. They stopped to speak to her. “Hello, little girl,” they said. For her benefit eyes had been lifted, lips had smiled, kindly words had been spoken, and at such moments it had seemed to her that some tiny sluiceway out of the great stream of human life had been opened to her. The stream flowed on somewhere, in the distance, on the further side of a wall, behind a mountain of iron — just out of sight, out of hearing — but a few drops of the living waters of life had reached her, had bathed her. Understanding of the secret thing that went on within herself was not impossible. It could exist.

In the days after the talk with Lillian the puzzled woman in the yellow house thought much about life. Her mind, naturally a busy active one, could not remain passive and for the time she dared not think much of herself and of her own future. She thought abstractly.

She had done a thing and how natural and yet how strange the doing of it had been. There she was at work in a berry field — it was morning, the sun shone, boys, young girls, and mature women laughed and talked in the rows behind her. Her fingers were very busy but she listened while a woman’s voice talked of canning fruit. “Cherries take so much sugar,” the voice said. A young girl’s voice talked endlessly of some boy and girl affair. There was a tale of a ride into the country on a hay wagon, and an involved recital of “he saids” and “I saids.”

And then the man had come along the rows and had got down on his knees to work beside herself — May Edgley. He was a man out of the town’s life, and had come thus, suddenly, unexpectedly. No one had ever come to her in that way. Oh, people had been kind. They had smiled and nodded, and had gone their own ways.

May had not seen the sly winks Jerome Hadley had bestowed on the other berry pickers and had taken his impulse to come to her as a simple and lovely fact in life. Perhaps he was lonely like herself. For a time the two had worked together in silence and then a bantering conversation began. May had found herself able to carry her end of a conversation, to give and take with the man. She laughed at him because, although his fingers were skilled, he could not fill the berry boxes as fast as herself.

And then, quite suddenly, the tone of the conversation had changed. The man became bold and his boldness had excited May. What words he had said. “I’d like to hold you in my arms. I’d like to have you alone where I could kiss you. I’d like to be alone with you in the woods or somewhere.” The others working, now far away along the rows, young girls and women, too, must also have heard just such words from the lips of men. It was the fact that they had heard such words and responded to them in kind that differentiated them from herself. It was by responding to such words that a woman got herself a lover, got married, connected herself with the stream of life. She heard such words and something within herself stirred, as it was stirring now in herself. Like a flower she opened to receive life. Strange beautiful things happened and her experience became the experience of all life, of trees, of flowers, of grasses and most of all of other women. Something arose within her and then broke. The wall of life was broken down. She became a living thing, receiving life, giving it forth, one with all life.

In the berry field that morning May had gone on working after the words were said. Her fingers automatically picked berries and put them in the boxes slowly, hesitatingly. She turned to the man and laughed. How wonderful that she could control herself so.

Her mind had raced. What a thing her mind was. It was always doing that — racing, running madly, a little out of control. Her fingers moved more slowly. She picked berries and put them in the man’s box, and now and then gave him large fine round berries to eat and was conscious that the others in the field were looking in her direction. They were listening, wondering, and she grew resentful. “What did they want? What did all this have to do with them?”

Her mind took a new turn. “What would it be like to be held in the arms of a man, to have a man’s lips pressed down upon her lips. It was an experience all women, who had lived, had known. It had come to her own mother, to the married women, working with her in the field, to young girls, too, to many much younger than herself.” She imagined arms soft and yet firm, strong arms, holding her closely, and sank into a dim, splendid world of emotion. The stream of life in which she had always wanted to float had picked her up — it carried her along. All life became colorful. The red berries in the boxes — how red they were, the green of the vines, what a living green! The colors merged — they ran together, the stream of life was flowing over them, over her.

What a terrible day that had been for May. Later she could not focus her mind upon it, dared not do so. The actual experience with the man in the forest had been quite brutal — an assault had been made upon her. She had consented — yes — but not to what happened. Why had she gone into the woods with him? Well, she had gone, and by her manner she had invited, urged him to follow, but she had not expected anything really to happen.

It had been her own fault, everything had been her own fault. She had got up from among the berry pickers, angry at them — resentful. They knew too much and not enough and she had hated their knowledge, their smartness. She had got up and walked away from them, looking back, expecting him.

What had she expected? What she had expected could not get itself put into words. She knew nothing of poets and their efforts, of the things they live to try to do, of things men try to paint into canvasses, translate into song. She was an Ohio woman, an Edgley, the daughter of a teamster, the sister of Lillian Edgley who had gone on the turf. May expected to walk into a new world, into life — she expected to bathe herself in the living waters of life. There was to be something warm, close, comforting, secure. Hands were to arise out of darkness and grasp her hands, her hands covered with the stain of red berries and the yellow dust of fields. She was to be held closely in the warm place and then like a flower she was to break open, throw herself, her fragrance into the air.

What had been the matter with her, with her notion of life? May had asked herself that question a thousand times, had asked it until she was weary of asking, could not ask any more. She had known her mother — thought she had known her — if she had not, no Edgley had. Had none of the others cared? Her mother had met a man and had been held in his arms, she had become the mother of sons and daughters, and the sons and daughters had gone their own way, lived brutally. They had gone after what they thought they wanted from life, directly, brutally — like animals. And her mother had stood aside. How long ago she must have died, really. It was then only flesh and blood that went on living, working, making beds, cooking, lying with a husband.

It was plain that was true of her mother — it must have been true. If it were not true why had she not spoken, why had no words come to her lips. Day after day May had worked with her mother. Well, then she was a virgin, young, tender and her mother had not kissed her, had not held her closely. No word had been said. It was not true, as Lillian had said, that her mother had counted on her. It was because of death that she was silent, when Lillian and then Kate went on the turf. The dead did not care! The dead are dead!

May wondered if she herself had passed out of life, if she had died. “It may be,” she thought, “I may never have lived and my thinking I was alive may only have been a trick of mind.”

“I’m smart,” May thought. Lillian had said that, her brothers had said it, the whole town had said it. How she hated her own smartness.

The others had been proud of it, glad of it. The whole town had been proud of her, had hailed her. It was because she was smart, because she thought quicker and faster than others, it was because of that the women schoolteachers had smiled at her, because of that old men spoke to her on the streets.

Once an old man had met her on the sidewalk in front of one of the stores and taking her by the hand had led her inside and had bought her a bag of candy. The man was a merchant in Bidwell and had a daughter who was a teacher in the schools, but May had never seen him before, had heard nothing of him, knew nothing about him. He came up to her out of nothingness, out of the stream of life. He had heard about May, of her quick active mind, that always defeated the other children in the school room, that in every test came out ahead. Her imagination played about his figure.

At that time May went every Sunday morning to the Presbyterian Sunday School, as there was a tradition in the Edgley family that Ma Edgley had once been a Presbyterian. None of the other children had ever gone, but for a time she did and they all seemed to want her to go. She remembered the men, the Sunday School teachers were always talking about. There was a gigantic strong old man named Abraham who walked in God’s footsteps. He must have been huge, strong, and good, too. His children were like the sands of the seas for numbers, and was that not a sign of strength. How many children! All the children in the world could not be more than that! The man who had taken hold of her hand and had led her into the store to buy the candy for her was, she imagined just such another. He also must own lands and be the father of innumerable children and no doubt he could ride all day on a fast horse and never get off his own possessions. It was possible he thought her one of his innumerable children.

There was no doubt he was a mighty man. He looked like one and he had admired her. “I’m giving you this candy because my daughter says you are the smartest girl in school,” he said. She remembered that another man stood in the store and that, as she ran away with the bag of candy gripped in her small fingers, the old man, the mighty one, turned to him. He said something to the man. “They are all cattle except her, just cattle,” he had said. Later she had thought out what he meant. He meant her family, the Edgleys.

How many things she had thought out as she went back and forth to school, always alone. There was always plenty of time for thinking things out — in the late afternoons as she helped her mother with the housework and in the long winter evenings when she went to bed early and for a long time did not go to sleep. The old man in the store had admired her quick brain — for that he had forgiven her being an Edgley, one of the cattle. Her thoughts went round and round in circles. Even as a child she had always felt shut in, walled in from life. She struggled to escape out of herself, out into life.

And now she was a woman who had experienced life, tested it, and she stood, silent and attentive on the stairway of the Edgley house or by the stove in the kitchen and with an effort forced herself to quit thinking. On another street, in another house, a door banged. Her sense of hearing was extraordinarily acute, and it seemed to her she could hear every sound made by every man, woman, and child in town. The circle of thoughts began again and again she fought to think, to feel her way out of herself. On another street, in another house a woman was doing housework, just as she had been doing — making beds, washing dishes, cooking food. The woman had just passed from one room of her house to another and a door had shut with a bang. “Well,” May thought, “she is a human being, she feels things as I do, she thinks, eats food, sleeps, dreams, walks about her house.”

It didn’t matter who the woman was. Being or not being an Edgley made no difference. Any woman would do for the purposes of May’s thoughts. All people who lived, lived! Men walked about too, and had thoughts, young girls laughed. She had heard a girl in school, when no one was speaking to her — paying any attention to her — burst suddenly into loud laughter. What was she laughing about?

How cruelly the town had patronized May, setting her apart from the others, calling her smart. They had cared about her because of her smartness. She was smart. Her mind was quick, it reached out. And she was one of the Edgleys— “cattle,” the bearded man in the store had said.

And what of that — what was an Edgley — why were they cattle? An Edgley also slept, ate food, had dreams, walked about. Lillian had said that an Edgley man was like all other men, only less stuck on himself.

May’s mind fought to realize herself in the world of people, she wanted to be a part of all life, to function in life — did not want to be a special thing — smart — patted on the head — smiled at because she was smart.

What was smartness? She could work out problems in school quickly, swiftly, but as each problem was solved she forgot it. It meant nothing to her. A merchant in Egypt wanted to transport goods across the desert and had 370 pounds of tea and such another number of pounds of dried fruits and spices. There was a problem concerning the matter. Camels were to be loaded. How far away? The result of all her quick thinking was some number like twelve or eighteen, arrived at before the others. There was a little trick. It consisted in throwing everything else out of the mind and concentrating on the one thing — and that was smartness.

But what did it matter to her about the loading of camels? It might have meant something could she have seen into the mind, the soul of the man who owned all that merchandise and who was to carry it so far, if she could have understood him, if she could have understood anyone, if anyone could have understood her.

May stood in the kitchen of the Edgley house, quiet, attentive — for ten minutes, a half hour. Once a dish she held in her hand fell to the floor and broke, awakening her suddenly and to awaken was like coming back to the Edgley house after a long journey, during which she had traveled far, over mountains, rivers, seas — it was like coming back to a place she wanted to leave for good.

“And all the time,” she told herself, “life swept on, other people lived, laughed, achieved life.”

And then, through the lie she had told Maud Welliver, May stepped into a new world, a world of boundless release. Through the lie and the telling of it she found out that, if she could not live in the life about her, she could create a life. If she was walled in, shut off from participation in the life of the Ohio town — hated, feared by the town — she could come out of the town. The people would not really look at her, try to understand her and they would not let her look down into themselves.

The lie she had told was the foundation stone, the first of the foundation stones. A tower was to be built, a tall tower on which she could stand, from the ramparts of which she could look down into a world created by herself, by her own mind. If her mind was really what Lillian, the teachers in the school, all the others, had said, she would use it, it would become the tool which in her hands, would force stone after stone into its place in her tower.

* * *

In the Edgley house May had a room of her own, a tiny room at the back of the house and there was one window looking down into the field, that every spring and fall became a swamp. In the winter sometimes it was covered with ice and boys came there to skate. On the evening she had told Maud Welliver the great lie — recreated the incident in the wood with Jerome Hadley — she hurried home and went up to her room and, pulling a chair to the window, sat down. What a thing she had done! The encounter with Jerome Hadley in the wood had been terrible — she had been unable to think about it, did not dare to think about it, and trying not to think had almost upset her reason.

And now it was gone. The whole thing had really never happened. What had happened was this other thing, or something like that, something no one knew about. There had really been an attempt at murder. May sat by the window and smiled sadly. “I stretched it a little,” she thought. “Of course I stretched it, but what was the use trying to tell what happened. I couldn’t make it understood. I can’t understand it myself.”

All through the weeks that had passed since that day in the wood May had been obsessed by the notion that she was unclean, physically unclean. Doing the housework she wore calico dresses — she had several of them and two or three times a day she changed her dress and the soiled dress she could not leave hanging in a closet until washday but washed the dress at once and hung it on a line in the back yard. The wind blowing through it gave her a comforting feeling.

The Edgleys had no bathroom or bathtub. Few people in towns in her day owned any such luxurious appendages to life. And a washtub was kept in the woodshed by the kitchen door and what baths were taken were taken in the tub. It was a ceremony that did not often occur in the family, and when it did occur the tub was filled from the cistern and set in the sun to warm. Then it was carried into the shed. The candidate for cleanliness went into the shed and closed the door. In the winter the ceremony took place in the kitchen and Ma Edgley came at the last moment and poured a kettle of boiling water into the cold water in the tub. In the summer in the shed that was not necessary. The bather undressed and put his clothes about, on the piles of wood, and there was a great splashing.

During that summer May took a bath every afternoon, but did not bother to put the water out in the sun. How good it felt to have it cold! Often when there was no one about, she filled the tub and got into it again before going to bed. Her small body, dark and strong, sank into the cold water and she took strong soap and scrubbed her legs, her breasts, her neck where Jerome Hadley’s kisses had alighted. Her neck and breasts she wished she could scrub quite away.

Her body was strong and wiry. All the Edgleys, even Ma Edgley, had been strong. They were all, except May, large people and in her the family strength seemed to have concentrated. She was never physically weary and after the time of her intensive thinking began, and when she often slept little at night her body seemed to grow constantly stronger. Her breasts grew larger and her figure changed slightly. It grew less boyish. She was becoming a woman.

* * *

After the telling of the lie, May’s body became for a time no more than a tree growing in a forest through which she walked. It was something through which life made itself manifest; it was a house within which she lived, a house, in which, and in spite of the enmity of the town, life went on. “I’m not dead like those who die while their bodies are still alive,” May thought, and there was intense comfort in the thought.

She sat by the window of her room in the darkness thinking. Jerome Hadley had tried to commit a murder and how often such attempts must have been made in the history of other men and women — and how often they must have succeeded. The spirit within was killed. Boys and girls grew up full of notions, brave notions too. In Bidwell, as in other towns, they went to schools and Sunday schools. Words were said — they heard many brave words — but within themselves, within their own tiny houses, all life was uncertain, hesitating. They looked abroad and saw men and women, bearded men, kind strong women. How many were dead! How many of the houses were but empty haunted places! Their town was not the town they had thought it and some day they would have to find that out. It was not a place of warm friendly closeness. Feeling instinctively the uncertainty of life, the difficulty of arriving at truth the people did not draw together. They were not humble in the face of the great mystery. The mystery was to be solved with lies, with truth put away. A great noise must be made. Everything was to be covered up. There must be a great noise and bustle, the firing of cannons, the roll of drums, the shouting of many words. The spirit within must be killed. “What liars people are,” May thought breathlessly. It seemed to her that all the people of her town stood before her, were in a way being judged by her, and her own lie, told to defeat a universal lie, now seemed a small, a white innocent thing.

There was a very tender delicate thing within her, many people had wanted to kill — that was certain. To kill the delicate thing within was a passion that obsessed mankind. All men and women tried to do it. First the man or woman killed the thing within himself, and then tried to kill it in others. Men and women were afraid to let the thing live.

May sat in the darkness in her room in the Edgley house having such thoughts as had never come to her before and the night seemed alive as no other night of her life had been. For her gods walked abroad in the land. The Edgley house was but a poor little affair of boards — of thin walls — and she looked out, in the dim wavering light of the night, into a field, that at times during the year became a bog where cattle sank in black mud to their knees. Her town was but a dot on the huge map of her country — she knew that. It was not necessary to travel to find out. Had she not been at the top of her class in geography? In her country alone lived some sixty, eighty, a hundred million people — she could not remember the number — it changed yearly. When the country was new millions of buffalo walked up and down on the plains. She was a she-calf among the buffalo but she had found lodgment in a town, in a house made of boards and painted yellow, but the field below the house was dry now and long grass grew there. However, tiny pools remained and frogs lived in them and croaked loudly while crickets sang in the dry grass. Her life was sacred — the house in which she lived, the room in which she sat, became a church, a temple, a tower. The lie she had told had started a new force within her and the new temple, on which she was to live, was now being built.

Thoughts like giant clouds, seen in a dim night sky, floated through her mind. Tears came to her eyes and her throat seemed to be swelling. She put her head down on the window sill and convulsive sobs shook her.

That was, she knew, because she had been brave enough and quick-witted enough to tell the lie, to reestablish the romance of existence within herself. The foundation stone for the temple had been laid.

May did not think anything out clearly, did not try to do that. She felt — she knew her own truth. Words heard, read in books in school, in other books loaned her by the schoolteachers, words said casually, without feeling — by thin-lipped, flat-breasted young women who were teachers at the Sunday school, words that had seemed as nothing to her when said, now made a great sound in her mind. They were repeated to her in stately measure by some force, seemingly outside herself and were like the steady rhythmical tread of an army marching on earth roads. No, they were like rain on the roof over her head, on the roof of the house that was herself. All her life she had lived in a house and the rains had come unheeded — and the words she had heard and now remembered were like rain drops falling on roofs. There was a subtle perfume remaining. “The stone which the builders refused is become the headstone of the corner.”

As the thoughts marched through May’s mind her small shoulders shook with sobs, but she was happy — strangely happy and something within herself was singing. The singing was a song that was always alive somewhere in the world, it was the song of life, the song that crickets sang, the song the frogs croaked hoarsely. It ran away out of her room, out of the darkness into the night, into days, into far lands — it was the old song, the sweet song.

May kept thinking about buildings and builders. “The stone which the builders refused is become the headstone of the corner.” Someone had said that and others had felt what she now felt — they had had the feeling she could not put into words and they had tried putting it into words. She was not alone in the world. It was not a strange path she walked in life, but many had walked it, many were walking it now. Even as she sat in the window, thinking so strangely, many men and women in many places and many lands sat at other windows having the same thoughts. In a world, where many men and women had killed the thing within themselves, the path of the rejected was the true path and how many had walked the path! The trees along the way were marked. Signs had been hung up by those who wanted to show others the way. “The stone which the builders refused is become the headstone of the corner.”

Lillian had said, “men are no good,” and it was clear Lillian had also killed the thing within herself, had let it be killed. She had let some Jerome Hadley kill it, and then she had grown slowly and steadily more and more angry at life, had come to hate life, had thrown it away. And the thing had happened to her mother, too. That was the reason for her life of silence — death walking about. “The dead rise up to strike the dead.”

The story May had told to Maud Welliver was not a lie — it was the living truth. He had tried to kill and had come near succeeding. May had walked in the valley of the shadow of death. She knew that now. Her own sister, Lillian, had come to her when she walked with Death and wanted Life. “If you are going to go on the turf I’ll get you in with men who have money,” Lillian had said. She had got no closer to understanding than that.

* * *

May decided that after all she would not try to be Maud Welliver’s friend. She would see her and talk to her but, for the present, she would keep herself to herself. The living thing within her had been wounded and needed time to recover. Of all the feelings, the strong emotion, that swept through her on that evening, cleansing her internally, as she had been trying by splashing in the tub in the woodshed to cleanse herself externally, one impulse got itself definitely expressed. “I’ll go it alone, that’s what I’ll do,” she murmured between sobs as she sat by the window with her head in her hands, and heard the sweet song of the insects, singing of life in the darkness of the fields.


CHAPTER IV
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“THERE WAS A man here. For weeks he lay sick to the point of death, in our house, and all the time I did not dare sleep. Night and day I was on the watch. How often at night I have crept down across this very field, in the middle of the night, in the darkness looking for the black, trying to discover if he was still on the trail.”

It was early summer and May sat talking with Maud Welliver by a tree in the field back of the Edgley’s kitchen door — building steadily her tower of romance. Two or three times each week, since that first talk by the blacksmith shop, Maud had managed to get to the Edgley house unobserved by her aunt. In her passionate devotion to the little dark-skinned woman, who had lived through so many and such romantic adventures in life, she was ready to risk anything, even to the wrath of her father’s iron-jawed housekeeper.

To the Edgley house she came always at night, and the necessity of that was understood by May and perhaps better understood by Lillian Edgley. On the next day, after the meeting by the blacksmith shop, Maud’s father had spoken his mind concerning the Edgleys. The Welliver family sat at supper in the evening. “Maud,” John Welliver began, looking sternly at his daughter, “I don’t want you should have anything to do with that Edgley family that lives on this street.” The railroad man cursed the ill luck that had led him to take a house on the same street where such cattle lived. One of his brother employees on the road, he said, had told him the story of the Edgleys. “They are such an outfit,” he declared wrathfully. “God only knows why they are allowed to stay here. They should be tarred and feathered and run out of town. Why, to live on the same street with them is like living in the midst of cattle.”

The railroad man looked hard at his daughter. To him she was a young woman and a virgin, and by these tokens walked a dangerous trail through life. On dark streets, adventurous men lay in wait for all such women and they employed other women, of the Edgley stripe, to decoy innocent virgins into their hands. There was much he would have liked to say to his daughter but not much he could say. Among themselves men could speak openly of such women as the Edgley sisters. They were a thing — well. To tell the truth — during young manhood almost every man went to see such women, went with other men into a house inhabited by such women. To go to such a place one needed to have been drinking a little. It happened. Several young men were together and went from place to place drinking. “Let’s go down the line,” one of them said. The men went straggling off along a street, two by two. Little was said and they were all a little ashamed of their mission. Then they came to a house, always on a dark foul street, and one of the young men, a bold fellow, knocked at the door. A fat woman, with a hard face, came to let them in and they went into a room and stood about, looking foolish. “O, girls, — company,” the fat woman shouted and several women came and stood about. The women looked bored and tired.

John Welliver had himself been to such places. Well, that was when he was a young workman. Later a man met a good woman and married her, tried to forget the other women, did forget them. In spite of all the things said, most men after marriage went straight. They had a living to make and children growing up and there was no time for any such nonsense. Among his fellow workmen, the railroad man often spoke of the kind of women he believed the three Edgley women to be. “It’s my notion,” he said, “that it’s better to have such places in order that good women may be let alone, but they ought to be off by themselves somewhere. A good woman never ought to see or know about such cattle.”

In the presence of his daughter and of his sister, the housekeeper, now that the subject of the Edgleys had been broached the railroad man was embarrassed. He kept his eye on the plate before him and stole a shy look at his daughter’s face. How white and pure it looked. “I wish I had kept my mouth shut,” he thought — but a sense of the necessity of the occasion led him on. “My Maud might be led to take up with the Edgley women, knowing nothing,” he thought. “Well,” he said, “there are three women in that family and they are all alike. There is one, who works at the hotel — where she meets traveling men — and the oldest one doesn’t work at all. And there is another, too, the youngest that everyone thought was going to turn out all right because she stood high in school and is said to be smart. Everyone thought she would be different but she isn’t, you see. Why, right before everyone, in a berry field, where she was at work, she went into a wood with a man.”

“I know about it and I’ve told Maud,” the railroad man’s sister said sharply. “We don’t need to talk about it no more.”

* * *

Maud Welliver had listened with flushed cheeks to her father’s words, and even as he talked had made up her mind she would see May again and soon. Since coming to Bidwell she had not left the house at night, but now she felt suddenly quite strong and well. When the supper was finished and darkness came on she got up from her chair on the porch and spoke to her aunt, at work inside the house. “I feel better than I have for months, aunty,” she said, “and I’m going for a little walk. You know the doctor said I was to walk all I could and I can’t walk during the day on account of the heat. I’ll just go uptown a little while.”

Maud went cautiously along the sidewalk toward the business section of town and then crossed over and returning on the opposite side, stole along, walking on the grass at the edge of lawns. What an adventure! She felt like one being admitted into some strange world filled with romance. For her May Edgley’s tales had become golden apples of existence, to taste which she would risk anything. “What a person!” she thought as she crept forward in the darkness, lifting and putting down her feet on the grass like a kitten compelled to walk in water. She thought of May Edgley’s adventure in the wood with Jerome Hadley. How stupid her father had been, how stupid everyone in the town of Bidwell! “It must be so with men and women everywhere,” she thought vaguely. “They go on thinking they know what’s happening, and they know nothing.” She thought of May Edgley, small and a woman, alone in the forest with a man — a dark determined man, intent upon murder. The man held in his hand a little package containing a white powder. A few grains of it in a cup of coffee and a human life would go out. A man who walked and talked and went about the streets of Bidwell with other men would become a white lifeless bit of clay. Maud had been at several times in her life close to the door of death. She imagined a scene. There was a rich man’s home with soft carpets, woven of priceless stuffs, brought from the Orient. One walking on the carpets made no sound. The feet sank softly into the velvety stuff and soft-voiced servants moved about. A man entered and sat at breakfast. The movies had not at that time come to Bidwell but Maud had read many popular novels and several times, at Fort Wayne, had been to the theatre.

There was a woman in the rich man’s house — his guilty wife. She was slender and willowy. Ah, there was something serpentine about her. In Maud’s imagination she lay on a silken couch beside the table, at which the man now sat down to eat his breakfast. A wood fire burned in the fireplace. The woman’s hand stole forward and a tiny pinch of the white powder went into the coffee cup; then she raised a white hand and stroked the man’s cheek. She closed her eyes and lay back on the silken couch. The dastardly deed was done and the woman did not care. She was not even curious as to how death would come. She yawned and waited.

The man drank his coffee and arising moved about the room and then a sudden pallor came upon his cheeks. It was quite noticeable as he was a ruddy-cheeked man with soft grey hair — a strong commanding figure of a man, a leader among men. Maud pictured him as the president of a great railroad system. She had never seen a railroad president but her father had often spoken of the president of the Nickel Plate and had described him as a big fine looking fellow.

What a thing is passion, so terrible, so strange. It takes such unimaginable turns. The woman on the silken couch, the willowy serpentine woman, had turned from her husband, from the commander of men, from the strong man, the powerful one who swept all before him, and had given her illicit but powerfully fascinating love to a railroad mail clerk.

Maud had seen Jerome Hadley. When the Wellivers had first come to Bidwell she, with her aunt and father, had been driven about town with a real-estate man and his wife. They were looking for a house in which to live and as they drove about the real-estate man’s wife, who sat on the back seat of a surrey with Maud and her aunt, had pointed to Jerome Hadley, walking past in the street, and had told in a whisper the story of his going into the wood with May Edgley. Maud was half sick on that day and had not listened. The railroad journey from Fort Wayne to Bidwell had given her a headache.

However, she had looked at Jerome. He had sloping shoulders, pale grey eyes and sandy hair, and when he walked he toed out badly and his trousers were baggy. And for that man the woman on the silken couch, the railroad president’s wife, was ready to commit murder. What an unexplainable, what a strange thing is love! The windings and twistings of its pathway through life cannot be followed by the human mind.

The scene being enacted in Maud Welliver’s mind played itself out. The strong man in the richly furnished room put his hand to his throat and staggered. He reeled from side to side and clutched at the backs of chairs. The noiseless servants had all gone out of the room. The woman half arose from the couch as the man fell to the floor and in falling struck his head on the corner of a table so that his blood ran out upon the silken carpets. The woman smiled sardonically. It was terrible. She cared not the least in the world and a slow cruel smile came and remained fixed on her face. Then there was the sound of running feet. The servants were coming, they were running, running desperately. The woman lay back on the couch and yawned again. “I had better scream and then faint,” she thought and she did the two things, did them with the air of a tired actor rehearsing a well known part for a play. It was all for love, for a strange and mysterious thing called passion. She did it for Jerome Hadley’s sake, that she might be free to walk with him the illicit paths of love.

Maud Welliver tiptoed cautiously forward on the lawns on the further side of Duane Street in Bidwell, looking across at the dark house where she had come to live. In Fort Wayne she had known nothing like this. What a terrible thing might have happened in Bidwell but for May Edgley! The scene in the rich man’s home faded and was replaced by another. She saw May standing in the forest with Jerome Hadley. How he had changed! He stood alert, intent, determined, holding the poison package in his hand and he was threatening, threatening and pleading. In the other hand he held money, a great package of bills. He thrust the bills forward and pleaded with May Edgley and then grew angry and threatened again.

Before him stood the small, white-faced woman, frightened now, but terribly determined also. The word “never” was upon her lips. And now the man threw the money away into the bushes and sprang forward. His hand was at the woman’s throat, the murderous hand of the infuriated mail clerk. It pressed hard. May fell to the ground.

Jerome Hadley did not quite dare let the woman die. Too many people had seen the two go into the wood together. He stood over her until she had a little recovered and then the threatening and pleading began again, but all the time the little woman stood firm, shaking her head and saying the brave word “never.” “Kill me if you will,” she said, “but I’ll take no part in this murder. My reputation is gone and I am an outlaw among men and women but I’ll take no part in this murder, and if you go on with it I will betray you.”

* * *

The September evening when May uttered the startling sentences, regarding a strange man and a mysterious black, set down at the head of this section of the story of her adventures, was warm and clear. Brightly the stars shone in the sky and in the field back of the Edgley’s kitchen door all the little ponds had become dry. Since that first evening when she had met May a great change had taken place in Maud. May had led her up to the ramparts of the tower of romance and as often as possible now the two sat together under a tree in the field or on the floor by the open window in May’s room. To the field they went through the kitchen door, along the creek where the elders and willows grew and over stones in the bed of the creek itself, to a wire fence. How alone and how far away from the life of the town they were in the field at night! Buggies and the few automobiles then owned in Bidwell passed on distant roads, and over the town, soft lights played on the sky and soft lights seemed to play over the spirits of the two women. On a distant street, that led down to the town waterworks, a group of young men went tramping along on a board sidewalk. They were singing a song. “Listen, May,” Maud said. The voices died away and another sound came. Jerry Haden, a cripple who walked with a crutch and who delivered evening papers, went along quickly, his crutch making a sharp clicking sound on the sidewalks. What a hurry he was in. “Click! click!” went the crutch.

It was a time and place for the growth of romance. A desire to reach out to life, to command life grew within Maud. One evening she, alone and unaided, mounted the tower of romance and told May of how a young man in Fort Wayne had wanted to marry her. “He was the son of the president of a railroad company,” she said. The matter was of no importance and she only spoke of it to show what men were like. For a long time he came to the house almost every evening and when he did not come he sent flowers and candy. Maud had cared nothing for him. There was a certain air he had that wearied her. He seemed to think himself in some way of better blood than the Wellivers. The idea was absurd. Maud’s father knew his father and knew that he had once been no more than a section hand on the railroad. His pretensions wearied Maud and she finally sent him away.

Maud told May, on several evenings of the imaginary young man whom, because of his pride of blood, she had cast adrift, and on the September evening wanted to speak of something else. For two or three evenings she had been on the point of saying what was in her mind but could not bring the matter to her lips. It trembled within her like a wild bird caught and held in her hand, as, in the dim light, she looked at May. “She won’t do it. I’ll never get her to do it,” she thought.

In Fort Wayne, before she came to Bidwell, and when she had just graduated from the high school Maud had for a time walked upon the border line of love, had stood for a moment in the very pathway of Cupid’s darts. Near the house where the Wellivers then lived there was a grocery run by an alert erect little man of forty-five, whose wife had died. Maud often went to the store to buy supplies for the Welliver home and one evening she arrived just as the grocer, a man named Hunt, was locking the store for the night. He unlocked the door and let her in. “You won’t mind if I don’t light the lights again,” he said. He explained that the grocerymen of Fort Wayne had made an agreement among themselves that they would sell no goods after seven in the evening. “If I light the lights and people see us in here they will be coming in and wanting to be waited on,” he explained.

Maud stood in the uncertain light by a counter while the grocer wrapped her packages. At the back of the store there was a lamp fastened to a bracket on the wall and burning dimly and the soft yellow light fell on her hair and on her white smiling face as the grocer fumbled in the darkness back of the counter and from time to time looked up at her. How beautiful her long pale face in that light! He was stirred and delayed the matter of getting the packages wrapped. “My wife and I were not very happy together but I was happy when I lived alone with my mother,” he thought. He let Maud out at the door, locked it and went along beside her carrying the packages. “I’m going your way,” he said vaguely. He began to speak of his boyhood in a town in Ohio and told of how he had married at the age of twenty-three and had come to Fort Wayne where his wife’s father owned the store that was now his own. He spoke to Maud as to one who knew most of the details of his life. “Well, my wife and her father are both dead and I own the place — I’ve come out all right,” he said. “I wonder why I left my mother. I thought more of her than anyone else in the world but I got married and went away and left her, went away and left her, to live alone until she died,” he said. They came to a corner and he put the packages into Maud’s arms. “You got me started thinking of mother. You’re like her,” he said suddenly and then hurried away.

Maud had got into the habit of going to the store, just at closing time in the evening and when she did not come the grocer was upset. He closed the store and, walking to a nearby corner, stood under an awning before a hardware store, also closed for the night, and looked down along the street where Maud lived. Then he took a heavy silver watch from his pocket and looked at it. “Huh!” he exclaimed and went off along another street to his boarding house, stopping several times in the first block to look back.

* * *

It was early June and the Wellivers had lived in Bidwell, for four months and, during the last year of her life at Fort Wayne Maud had been so continually ill that she had seldom seen the grocer, but now a letter had come from him. The letter came from the city of Cleveland. “I am here at a convention of the K of Ps,” he wrote, “and I have met a man here who is a widower like myself. We are in the same room at the hotel. I want to stop to see you on the way home and would like to bring my friend along. Can’t you get another girl and we’ll all spend an evening together. If you can do it, you get a surrey and meet us at the seven-fifty train next Friday evening. I’ll pay for the surrey of course and we’ll go off somewhere to the country. I’ve got something very important I want to say to you. You write me here and let me know if it’s all right.”

Maud sat in the field beside May and thought of the letter. An answer must be sent at once. In fancy she saw the little bright-eyed grocer standing before May, the hero of the passage in the wood with Jerome Hadley, the woman who lived the romance of which she herself dreamed. At the postoffice during the afternoon she had heard two young men talking of a dance to be given at a place called the Dewdrop. It was to be held on Friday evening, and a bold impulse had led her to go to a livery stable and make inquiry about the place. It was twenty miles away and on the shores of Sandusky Bay. “We will go there,” she had thought, and had engaged the surrey and horses and now she was face to face with May and the thought of the little grocer and his companion frightened her. Freeman Hunt the widower had a bald head and a grey mustache. What would his friend be like? Fear made Maud’s body tremble and when she tried to speak, to tell May of her plan, the words would not come. “She’ll never do it. I’ll never get her to do it,” she thought again.

* * *

“There was a man here. For weeks he lay sick to the point of death in our house and all the time I did not dare sleep.”

May Edgley was building high her tower of romance. Having several times listened, as Maud told of the imaginary son of the railroad president who had been determined to marry her, she had set about making a romantic lover of her own. Books she had read, the remembrance of childhood tales of love and romantic adventure poured in upon her mind. “There was a man here. He was just twenty-four but what a life he had led,” she said absentmindedly. She appeared to be lost in thought and for a long time was silent. Then she got suddenly to her feet and ran to where two large maple trees stood on a little hill in the midst of the field. Maud also got to her feet and her body shook with a new fear. The grocer was forgotten. May returned and again sat on the grass. “I thought I saw someone snooping there behind that tree,” she said. “You see I have to be careful. A man’s life depends on my being careful.”

Warning Maud that whatever happened she was not to tell the secret, now for the first time to be told to another, May launched into her tale. On a dark night, when it was raining and when the trees shook in the wind, she had got out of bed in the Edgley house and had opened her window to behold the storm. She could not imagine what had led her to do it. It was something she had never done before. To tell the truth a voice outside herself seemed to be calling her, commanding her. Well, she had thrown up the window and had stood looking out. How the wind screamed and shrieked! Furies seemed abroad in the night. The house itself trembled on its foundations and great trees bent almost to the ground. Now and then there was a flash of lightning and she could see the whole outdoors as plain as day— “I could even see the leaves on the tree.” May had thought the world must be coming to an end but for some strange reason she was not in the least afraid. It was impossible to explain the feeling she had on that night. Well, she couldn’t sleep. Something, outside there, in the darkness, seemed to be calling, calling to her. “All of this happened more than two years ago, when I was just a young girl in school,” she explained.

On that night when the storm raged May had seen, during one of the flashes of lightning, a man running desperately across the very field, where now she and Maud sat so quietly. Even from where she stood by the window in the upstairs room she could see that he was white and that his face was drawn and tired from long running. Behind him, perhaps a dozen strides behind, was another man, a giant black, with a club in his hand. In a moment May knew, she knew everything, knowledge came into her mind and illuminated it as the lightning had illuminated the scene in the field. The giant black with the club was about to kill the other man, the white man in the field. In a moment she knew she would see a murder done. The fleeing man could not escape. At every stride the black gained. There came a second flash of lightning and then the white man stumbled and fell. May threw up her hands and screamed. She had always been ashamed of the fact but why deny it — she fainted.

What a night that had turned out to be! Even to speak of it made May shudder, even yet. Her father had heard her scream and came running to her room. She recovered — she sat up — in a few quick words she told her father what she had seen.

Well, you see, her father and she had got out of the house somehow. They were both in their night dresses and in the woodshed back of the house her father had fumbled about and had got hold of an axe. It was the only weapon of any kind he could lay his hands on about the place.

And there they were, in the darkness. No more flashes of lightning came and it began to rain. It poured. The rain came in torrents and the wind blew so that the trees seemed to be shouting to each other, calling to each other like friends lost in some dark pit.

There was plenty of shouting after that but neither May nor her father was afraid. They were perhaps too excited for fear to take hold of them. May didn’t know exactly how she felt. No words could describe how she felt.

Followed by her father she ran, down the little hill back of the kitchen, got across the creek, stumbled and fell several times, picked herself up and ran on again. They came to the fence at the edge of the field. Well, they got over somehow. It was strange how the field, across which they had both walked so many times in the daytime (as a child May had always played there and she thought she knew every blade of grass, every little pond, and hillock) — it was strange how it had changed. It was exactly as though she and her father had run out upon a wide treeless plain. They ran, it seemed for hours and hours, and still they were in the field. Later when May thought of the experiences of that night she understood how men came to write fairy tales. Why, the ground in the field might have been made of rubber that stretched out as they ran.

They could see no trees, no buildings — nothing. For a time she and her father kept close together, running desperately, into nothingness, into a wall of darkness.

Then her father got lost from her, was swallowed up in the darkness.

What a roaring of voices went on. Trees somewhere, away off in the distance, were shouting to each other. The very blades of grass seemed to be talking — in excited whispers, you understand.

It was terrible! Now and then May could hear her father’s voice. He just swore. “Gol darn you,” he shouted over and over. The words were grunted forth.

Then there was another and terrible voice — it must have been the voice of the black, intent upon murder. May could not understand what he said. He, of course, just shouted words in some strange foreign language — a gibberish of words.

Then May stopped running. She was too exhausted to run any more and sat down on the ground at the edge of one of the little ponds. Her hair had all fallen about her face. Well, she wasn’t afraid. The thing that had happened was too big to be afraid of. It was like being in the presence of God and one couldn’t be afraid. How could one? A blade of grass isn’t afraid in the presence of the sun, coming up. That’s the way May felt — little you see — a tiny thing in the vast night — nothing.

How wet she was! Her clothes clung to her. All about the voices went on and on and the storm raged. She sat with her feet in a puddle of water and things seemed to fly past her, dark figures running, screaming, swearing, saying strange words. She herself did not doubt — when she thought of it all after it was over — that the giant black and her father had both run past her a dozen times, had passed so close to her that she might have put out her hand and touched them.

How long did she sit there in the darkness? That was something she never knew and her father was like her about it too. Later he couldn’t have said, for the life of him, how long he ran about in the darkness, trying to strike something with the axe. Once he ran against a tree. Well, he drew back and sank the axe into the tree. Sometime — in the daytime — May would show Maud the tree with the great gash in it. Her father sank the axe so deeply into the body of the tree that he had work getting it out again and even in the midst of his excitement he had to laugh to think of what a silly fool he had been.

And there was May sitting with her feet in the puddle, the hair clinging to her bare shoulders, her head in her hands, trying to think, trying perhaps to catch some meaningful word in the strange roar of voices. Well, what was she thinking about? She didn’t know.

And then a hand touched her, a white strong firm hand. It just crept up out of the darkness, seemed to come out of the very ground under her. There was one thing sure — although she lived to be a thousand years old, May would never know why she didn’t scream, faint away, get up and run madly, butting her head against things.

“Love is a strange thing,” she told Maud Welliver, as the two sat in the field that warm clear starlit evening. Her voice trembled. “I knew a man had come to whom I would be faithful unto death,” she explained.

That was the beginning of the strangest and most exciting time in May’s whole life. Never had she thought she would tell anyone in the world about it, at least not until the time came for her marriage, and when all the dangers that still faced the man she loved had passed like a cloud.

On that terrible night, and while the storm still raged, the hand that had crept so strangely and unexpectedly into hers had at once quieted and reassured her. It was too dark to see the face and the body of the man back of the hand, but for some reason she knew at once that he was beautiful and good. She loved the man at once and completely, that was the truth. Later he had told her that his own experience was the same. For him also there came a great peace of the spirit, after his hand found hers in the midst of that roaring darkness.

They got out of that field and into the Edgley house somehow, crawled along together and when they got to the house they did not light a lamp or anything but sat on the floor of May’s room hand in hand, talking in low quiet tones. After a long time, perhaps an hour, May’s father came home. He had got out of the field and had wandered on a country road and as he went along he heard stealthy footsteps behind him. That was the black following the wrong man and it’s a wonder he didn’t kill John Edgley. What happened was that the drayman began to run and got into a grove of trees and there lost his pursuer. Then he took off his shoes and managed to find his way home barefooted. The black’s having followed the wrong man turned out to be a good thing. The man up in May’s room was free, for the first time in more than two years, he was free.

It had turned out that the man was quite badly injured, the black having, in his excitement, aimed a blow at his head that would have done for him had it struck fair. However, the blow glanced off and only bruised his head and made it bleed and as he sat in the darkness on the floor in May’s room with his hand in hers, telling her his story, the blood kept dropping thump, thump, on the floor. May had thought, at the time, it was water falling from her hair. It just went to show what a man he was, afraid of nothing, enduring everything without a murmur. Later he was sick with a fever for weeks and May never left his room, but gradually nursed him back to health and strength, and no one in Bidwell had ever known of his presence in the house. Later he left town at night, on a dark night when, to save yourself, you couldn’t see your hand before your face.

As to the man’s story — it had never been told to anyone and if May told it to Maud Welliver it was because she had to have at least one friend who knew all. Even her father, who had risked his life, did not know.

May put her hands over her face and leaned forward and for a long time she was silent. In the grass the insects kept singing and on a distant street Maud could hear the footsteps of people walking. What a world she had come into when she left Fort Wayne and came to Bidwell! Indiana was not like Ohio! The very air was different. She breathed deeply and looked about into the soft darkness. Had she been alone she could not have stood being in a place where such wonderful things as had just been described to her could happen. How quiet it was in the field now. She put out a hand softly and touched May’s dress and tried to think but her own thoughts were vague, they swam away into a strange world. To go to a theatre, to read books, to hear of the commonplace adventures of other people — how dull and uneventful her life had been before she knew May. Once her father had been in a wreck on the railroad and by a miracle had escaped uninjured and, when company came to the Welliver house, he always told of the wreck, how the cars were piled up and how he, walking over the tops of cars in the darkness of a rainy night was pitched off and went flying, head over heels, only by a pure miracle to land on his feet in dense bushes, uninjured, only badly shaken up. Maud had thought the tale exciting, she had been stupid enough to think it exciting. What contempt she now had for such weak commonplace adventures. What a vast change knowing May Edgley had made in her life!

“You won’t tell. You promise on your life you won’t tell.” May’s hand gripped Maud’s and the two women sat in silence, intent, shaken with some vast emotion that seemed to run over the dry grass in the field, through the branches of distant trees, and that seemed to effect even the stars in the sky. To Maud the stars appeared about to speak. They came down close out of the sky. “Be cautious,” they seemed to be saying. Had she lived in old times, in Judea, and had she been permitted to go into the room where Jesus sat at the last supper with his disciples, she could not have felt more completely humble and thankful that she, of all the people in the world had been permitted to be where she was at the moment.

“He was a prince in his own country,” May said suddenly breaking the silence that had become so intense that in another moment Maud thought she would have screamed. “He lived, Oh, far away. In his own country the father, a king, had decided to marry the prince to the princess of a neighboring kingdom, and on the same day his sister was to marry the brother of his betrothed. Neither he nor his sister had ever seen the man and woman they were to marry. Princes and princesses don’t, you know. That is the way such things are arranged when princes and princesses are concerned.

“He thought nothing about it, was all ready for the marriage, and then one night something came into his head and he had an almost overpowering desire to see the woman, who was to be his wife, and the man who was to be his sister’s husband. Well, he went at night and crept up the side of a great wall to the window of a tower, and through the window saw the man and woman. How ugly they were — horrible! He shuddered. For a time he thought he would let go his hold on the stone face of the wall and be dashed to bits on the rocks beneath. He was ready to die with horror — didn’t care much.

“And then he thought of his sister, the beautiful princess. Whatever happened she had to be saved from such a marriage.

“And so home the prince went and confronted his father and there was a terrible scene, the father swearing the marriage would have to be consummated. The neighboring king was powerful and his kingdom was of vast extent and the marriage would make the son, born of the marriage, the most powerful king in the whole world. The prince and the king stood in the castle and looked at each other. Neither of them would give in an inch.

“There was one thing of which the prince was sure — if he did not marry his sister would not have to. If he went away there would be a quarrel between the two old kings. He was sure of that.

“First though he gave the king, his father, his chance. ‘I won’t do it,’ he declared and he stuck to his word. The king was furious. ‘I’ll disinherit you,’ he cried, and then he ordered his son to go out of his presence and not to come back until he had made up his mind to go ahead with the marriage.

“What the king did not expect was that he would be taken at his word. For what the young man, the prince, did, you see, was to just walk out of the castle and right on out into the world.

“Poor man, his hands were then as soft as a woman’s,” May explained. “You see in all his former life he had never even lifted his hand to do a thing. When he dressed he didn’t even button his own clothes. A prince never did.

“And so the prince ran away and managed, after unbelievable hardships, to make his way to a seaport, where he got a place as sailor on a ship just leaving for foreign parts. The captain of the ship did not know, and the other sailors did not know that he was a king’s son, nor did they know that a great outcry was going up and horsemen riding madly over the whole country, trying to find the lost prince.

“So he got away and was a sailor and in the castle his father was so furious he would not speak to anyone. He shut himself up in a room of the castle and just swore and swore.

“And then one day he called to him a giant black, one who had been his slave since he was born, and was the strongest, the fleetest of foot and the smartest man too, of all the king’s servants. ‘Go over land and sea,’ shouted the king. ‘Go into all strange far away lands and amongst all peoples. Do not let me ever see your face again until you have found my son and have brought him back to marry the woman I have decided shall be his wife. If you find him and he will not come strike him down if you must, but do not kill him. Stun him and bring him to me. Do not let me see your face again until you have done my bidding.’ He threw a handful of gold at the black’s feet. That was to pay the fares on railroads and buy his meals at hotels,” May explained.

“And all the time the king’s son was sailing on and on, over unknown seas. He passed icebergs, islands and continents, and saw great whales and at night heard the growling of wild beasts on strange shores.

“He wasn’t afraid, not he. And all the time he kept getting stronger and his hands got harder, and he could do more work and do it quicker than almost any man on the ship. Almost every day the captain called him aside. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘you are my bravest and best sailor. How shall I reward you?’

“But the young prince wanted no reward. He was so glad to escape from that horrible king’s daughter. How homely she was. Why her teeth stuck out of her mouth like tusks and she was all covered with wrinkles and haggard.

“And the ship sailed and sailed, and it hit a hidden rock, sticking up in the bottom of the ocean, and was split right in two. All but the prince were drowned.

“He swam and swam and came at last to an island that had a mountain on it, and no one lived there, and the mountain was filled with gold. After a long time a passing ship took him off but he told no one of the golden mountain. He sailed and sailed and came to America, and started out to get money to buy a ship and go get the gold and go back to his own country, rich enough so he could marry almost anyone he chose. He had worked and worked and saved money, and then the giant black got on his trail. He tried to escape, time after time he tried to escape. He had been trying that time May found him half-dead in the field.

“The way that came about was that he was on a train passing through Bidwell at night and it was the nine-fifty, that didn’t stop but only threw off a mail sack. He was on that train and the black was on it, too, and, as the train went flying through Bidwell in the terrible storm, the prince opened a door and jumped and the black jumped after him. They ran and ran.

“By a miracle neither of them was hurt by the leap from the train, and then they had got into the field where May had seen them.

“I can’t think what kept me awake on that night,” May said again. She arose and walked toward the Edgley house. “We are betrothed. He has gone to earn money to buy a ship and get the gold. Then he will come for me,” she said in a matter of fact tone.

The two women went to the wire fence, crawled over and got into the Edgley back yard. It was nearly midnight and Maud Welliver had never before been out so late. In the Welliver house her aunt and father sat waiting for her, frightened and nervous. “If she doesn’t come soon I’ll get the police to look for her. I’m afraid something dreadful has happened.”

Maud did not, however, think of her father or of the reception that awaited her in the Welliver house. Other and more sombre thoughts occupied her mind. She had come on that evening to the Edgley house, intending to ask May to go with her on the excursion to the Dewdrop with the two grocers, and that was now an impossibility. One who was loved by a prince, who was secretly betrothed to a prince, would never let herself be seen in the company of a grocer, and, beside May, Maud knew no other woman in Bidwell she felt she could ask to go on the trip, on which she did not feel she could go alone. The whole thing would have to be given up. With a catch in her throat she realized what the trip had meant to her. In Fort Wayne, in the presence of the grocer Hunt, she had felt as she had never felt in the presence of another man. He was old, yes, but there was something in his eyes when he looked at her that made her feel strange inside. He had written that he had something to say to her. Now it could never be said.

In the darkness the two women passed around the Edgley house and came to the front gate, and then Maud gave way to the grief struggling for expression within. May was astonished and tried to comfort her. “What’s the matter? What’s the matter?” she asked anxiously. Stepping through the gate she put an arm about Maud Welliver’s shoulders and for a long time the two figures rocked back and forth in the darkness, and then May managed to get her to come to the Edgley front porch and sit beside her. Maud told the story of the proposed trip and of what it had meant to her — spoke of it as a thing of the past, as a hopeless dream that had faded. “I wouldn’t dare ask you to go,” she said.

It was ten minutes later when Maud got up to go home and May was silent, absorbed in her own thoughts. The tale of the prince was forgotten and she thought only of the town, of what it had done to her, what it would do again when the chance offered. The two grocers were both, however, from another place and knew nothing of her. She thought of the long ride to the shore of Sandusky Bay. Maud had conveyed to her some notion of what the trip meant to her. May’s mind raced. “I could not be alone with a man. I wouldn’t dare,” she thought. Maud had said they would go in a surrey and there was something, that could be used now, in the story she had told about the prince. She could insist that, because of the prince, Maud was not to leave her alone with another man, with the strange grocer, not for a moment.

May arose and stood irresolutely by the front door of the Edgley house and watched Maud go through the gate. How her shoulders drooped. “Oh, well, I’ll go. You fix it up. Don’t you tell anyone in the world, but I’ll go,” she said and then, before Maud Welliver could recover from her surprise, and from the glad thrill that ran through her body, May had opened the door and had disappeared into the Edgley house.


CHAPTER V
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THE DEWDROP, WHERE the dance Maud and May were to attend was to be held was, in May Edgley’s day and no doubt is now, a dreary enough place. An east and west trunk line here came down almost to the water’s edge, touching and then swinging off inland again, and on a narrow strip of land between the tracks and the bay several huge ice houses had been built. To the west of the ice houses were four other buildings, buildings less huge but equally stark and unsightly. The shore of the bay, turned beyond the ice houses, leaving the four latter buildings standing at some distance from the railroad, and during ten months of the year they were uninhabitated and stared with curtainless windows — that looked like great dead eyes — out over the water.

The buildings had been erected by an ice company, with headquarters at Cleveland, for the housing of its workmen during the ice-cutting season, and the upper floors, reached by outside stairways, had rickety balconies running about the four sides. The balconies served as entry ways to small sleeping rooms each provided with a bunk built against the inner wall and filled with straw.

Still further west was the village of Dewdrop itself, a place of some eight or ten small unpainted frame houses, inhabited by men who combined fishing with small farming, and on the shore before each house a small sailing craft was drawn, during the winter months, far up on the sand out of the reach of storms.

All summer long the Dewdrop remained a quiet sleepy place and, far away, over the water, smoke from factory chimneys in the growing industrial city of Sandusky, at the foot of the bay, could be seen — a cloud of smoke that drifted slowly across the horizon and was torn and tossed by a wind. On summer days, on the long beaches a few fishermen launched their boats and went to visit the nets while their children played in the sand at the water’s edge. Inland the farming country — black land, partially covered at certain seasons of the year with stagnant water — was not very prosperous and the road leading down to the Dewdrop from the towns of Fremont, Bellevue, Clyde, Tiffin, and Bidwell was often impassable.

On June days, however, in May Edgley’s time, parties came down along the road to the beach and there was the screaming of town children, the laughter of women and the gruff voices of men. They stayed for a day and an evening and went, leaving upon the beach many empty tin cans, rusty cooking utensils and bits of paper that lay rotting at the base of trees and among the bushes back from the shore.

The hot months of July and August came and brought a little life. The summer crew came to take the ice out of the ice houses and load it into cars. They came in the morning and departed in the evening, and, as they were quiet workmen with families of their own, did nothing to disturb the quiet of the place. At the noon hour they sat in the shade of one of the ice houses and ate their luncheons while they discussed such problems as whether it was better for a workman to pay rent or to own his own house, going into debt and paying on the installment plan.

Night came and an adventurous girl, daughter of one of the fishermen, went to walk on the beach. Thanks to wind and rain the beach kept itself always quite clean. Great tree stumps and logs had been carried up on to the sand by winter storms but the wind and water had mellowed these and touched them with delightful color. On moonlight nights the old roots, clinging to the tree trunks, were like gaunt arms reached up to the sky, and on stormy nights these moved back and forth in the wind and sent a thrill of terror through the breast of the girl. She pressed her body against the wall of one of the ice houses and listened. Far away, over the water, were the massed lights of the great town of Sandusky and over her shoulder the few feeble lights of her own fishing town. A group of tramps had dropped off a freight train that afternoon and were making a night of it about the empty workingmen’s lodging houses. They had jerked doors off their hinges and were throwing them down from the balconies above and soon a great fire would be lit and all night the fishing families would be disturbed by oaths and shouts. The adventurous girl ran swiftly along the beach but was seen by one of the road adventurers. The fire had been lighted and he took a burning stick in his hand and hurled it over her head. “Run little rabbit,” he called as the burning stick, after making a long arch through the air, fell with a hiss into the water.

That was a prelude to the coming of winter and the time of terror. In the hard month of January, when the whole bay was covered with thick ice, a fat man in a heavy fur overcoat, got off a train, that stopped beside the ice houses, and from a car at the front of the train a great multitude of boxes, kegs and crates were pitched into the deep snow at the track side. The world of the cities was coming to break the winter silence of the Dewdrop and the fur coated man and his helpers had come to set the stage for the drama. Hundreds of thousands of tons of ice were to be cut and stored in sawdust in the great ice houses and for weeks, the quiet secluded spot would be astir with life. The silence would be torn by cries, oaths, bits of drunken song — fights would be started and blood would flow.

The fat man waded through the snow to the four empty houses and began to look about. From the little cluster of native houses thin columns of smoke went up into the winter sky. He spoke to one of his helpers. “Who lives in those shacks?” he asked. He himself had much money invested at the Dewdrop but visited the place but once each year and then stayed but a few days. He walked through the big dining room and along the upper galleries where the ice cutters slept, swearing softly. During the year much of his property had been destroyed. Windows had been broken and doors torn from their hinges and he took pencil and paper from his pocket and began to figure. “We’ll have to spend all of three hundred dollars this year,” he meditated. The thoughts of the money, thus thrown away, brought a flush to his cheeks and he looked again along the shore towards the tiny houses. Almost every year he decided he would go to the houses and do what he called “raising the devil.” If doors were torn from hinges and windows smashed these people must have done it. No one else lived at the Dewdrop. “Well I suppose they are a rough gang and I’d better let them alone,” he concluded, “I’ll send a couple of carpenters down tomorrow and have them do just what has to be done. It’s better to keep the ice cutters filled up with beer than to waste money giving them luxurious quarters.”

The fat man went away and other men came. Fires were lighted in the kitchens of the great boarding-houses, carpenters nailed doors back on hinges and replaced broken windows and the Dewdrop was ready again for its season of feverish activity.

The fisher folk hid themselves completely away. On the day when the first of the ice cutters arrived one of them spoke to his assembled family. He looked at his daughter, a somewhat comely girl of fifteen, who could sail a boat through the roughest storm that ever swept down the bay. “I want you to keep out of sight,” he said. One winter night a fire had broken out in the dining room of the smallest of the houses where the ice cutters boarded and the fishermen with their wives had gone to help put it out. That was an event they could never forget. As the men worked, carrying buckets of water from a hole cut in the ice of the bay, a group of young roughs, from Cleveland, tried to drag their wives into another of the houses. Screams and cries arose on the winter air and the men ran to the defense of their women. A battle began, some of the ice cutters fighting on the side of the fishermen, some on the side of the young roughs, but the fishermen never knew they had helpers in the struggle. Out of a mass of swearing, laughing men they had managed to drag their women and escape to their own houses and the thoughts of what might have happened, had they been unsuccessful, had brought the fear of man upon them. “I want you to keep out of sight,” the fisherman said to his assembled family, but as he said it he looked at his daughter. He imagined her dragged into the upper galleries of the boarding-houses and handed about among the city men — something like that had come near happening to her mother. He stared hard at his daughter and she was frightened by the look in his eyes. “You,” he began again, “now you — well you keep yourself out of sight. Those men are looking for just such girls as you.” The fisherman went out of the room and his daughter stood by a window. Sometimes, on Sundays, during the ice-cutting time, the men who had not gone to spend the day in the city walked in the afternoon along the beach past the houses of the fishermen and, more than once, she had peeked out at them from behind a curtain. Sometimes they stopped before one of the houses and shouted and a wit among them exercised his powers. “Hey, there house,” he shouted, “is there any woman in there wants a louse for a lover.” The wit leaped upon the shoulders of one of his companions and with his teeth snatched the cap off his head. Turning towards the house he made an elaborate bow. “I’m only a little louse but I’m cold. Let me crawl into your nest,” he shouted.

* * *

There were six young men from Bidwell who went to the dance given at the Dewdrop on the June evening when May went there with Maud and the two widowed grocers, homeward bound from the K. of P. convention at Cleveland. The dance was held in one of the large rooms, on the first floor of one of the boarding-houses, one of the rooms used as a dining and drinking place by the ice cutters in the months of January and February. A group of farmers’ sons gave the dance and Rat Gould, a one-eyed fiddler from Clyde, came with two other fiddlers, to furnish the music. The dance was open to all who paid fifty cents at the door, and women paid nothing. Rat Gould had announced it at other dances given at Clyde, Bellevue, Castalia and on the floors of newly built barns. There was an idea. At all dances, where Rat had officiated, for several weeks previously, the announcement had been made. “There will be a dance at the Dewdrop two weeks from next Friday night,” he had cried out in a shrill voice. “A prize will be given. The best dressed lady gets a new calico dress.”

Three of the young men from Bidwell who came to the dance, were railroad employees, brakemen on freight trains. They, like John Welliver, worked for the Nickel Plate and their names were Sid Gould, Herman Sanford and Will Smith. With them, to the dance, went Harry Kingsley, Michael Tompkins and Cal Mosher, all known in Bidwell as young sports. Cal Mosher tended bar at the Crescent Saloon near the Nickel Plate station in Bidwell and Michael Tompkins and Harry Kingsley were house painters.

The going of the six young men to the dance was unpremeditated. They had met at the Crescent Saloon early on that June evening and there was a good deal of drinking. There had been a ball game between the baseball teams of Clyde and Bidwell during the week before, and that was talked over, and, thinking and speaking of the defeat of the Bidwell team, all six of the young men grew angry. “Let’s go over to Clyde,” Cal Mosher said. The young men went to a livery stable and hired a team and surrey and set out, taking with them a plentiful supply of whiskey in bottles. It was decided they would make a night of it. As they drove along Turner’s Pike, between Bidwell and Clyde they stopped before farmhouses. “Hey, go to bed you rubes. Get the cows milked and go on to bed,” they shouted. Michael Tompkins, called Mike, was the wit of the party and he decided upon a stroke to win applause. At one of the farmhouses he went to the door and told the woman who came to answer his knock that a friend of hers wanted to speak to her in the road and the woman, a plump red-cheeked farmer’s wife, came boldly out and stood in the road beside the surrey. Mike crept up behind her and throwing his arms about her neck pulled her quickly backward. The woman screamed with fright as Mike kissed her on the cheek and, jumping into the surrey, Mike joined in the laughter of his companions. “Tell your husband your lover has been here,” he shouted at the woman, now fleeing toward the house. Cal Mosher slapped him on the back. “You got a nerve, Mike,” he said filled with admiration. He slapped his knees with his hands. “She’ll have something to talk about for ten years, eh? She won’t get over talking about that kiss Mike gave her for ten years.”

At Clyde, the Bidwell young men went into Charley Shuter’s saloon and there got into trouble. Sid Gould was pitcher for the Bidwell team and during the game at Clyde, during the week before, had been hurt by a swiftly pitched ball that struck him on the side of the head as he stood at bat. He had been unable to continue pitching, and the man who took his place was unskillful and the game was lost, and now, standing at the bar in Charley Shuter’s saloon, Sid remembered his injury and began to talk in a loud voice, challenging another group of young men at another end of the bar. Charley Shuter’s bartender became alarmed. “Here, now, don’t you go starting nothing. Don’t you go trying to start nothing in this place,” he growled.

Sid turned to his friends. “Well, the cowardly pup, he beaned me,” he said. “Well, I had the team, this town thinks so much of, eating out of my hand. For five innings they never got a smell of a hit. Then what did they do, eh? They fixed it up with their cowardly pitcher to bean me — that’s what they did.”

One of the young men of Clyde, loafing the evening away in the saloon, was an outfielder on the Clyde ball team and as Sid talked he went out at the front door. From store to store and from saloon to saloon he ran hurriedly, whispering, sending messengers out in all directions. He was a tall blue-eyed soft-voiced man but he had now become intensely excited. A dozen other young men gathered about him and the crowd started for Shuter’s saloon but when they had got there the young men from Bidwell had come out to the sidewalk, had unhitched their horses from the railing before the saloon door and were preparing to depart. “Yah, you,” bawled the blue-eyed outfielder. “Don’t tell lies and then sneak out of town. Stand up and take your medicine.”

The fight at Clyde was short and sharp and when it had lasted three minutes, and when Sid Gould had lost two teeth and two of his companions had acquired bleeding heads, they managed to struggle into the surrey and start the horses. The blue-eyed outfielder, white with wrath and disappointment, sprang on the steps. “Come back, you cheap skates,” he cried. The surrey rattled off over the cobblestones and several Clyde young men ran in the road behind. Sid Gould drew back his arm and caught the outfielder a swinging blow on the nose and the blow knocked him out of the surrey to the road so that a wheel ran over his legs. Leaning out, and mad now with joy, Sid issued a challenge. “Come over to Bidwell, one at a time, and I’ll clean up your whole town alone. All I want is to get at you fellows one or two at a time,” he challenged.

In the road north of Clyde, Cal Mosher, who was driving, stopped the horses and there was a discussion as to whether the journey should be continued on to the town of Fremont, in search of new and perhaps more enticing adventures, or whether it would be better to go back to Bidwell and mend broken teeth, cut lips and blackened eyes. Sid Gould, the most badly injured member of the party, settled the matter. “There’s a dance down at the Dewdrop tonight. Let’s go down there and stir up the farmers. This night is just started for me,” he said, and the heads of the horses were turned northward. On the back seat Will Smith and Harry Kingsley fell into a troubled sleep, Herman Sanford and Michael Tompkins attempted a song and Cal Mosher talked to Sid. “We’ll get up another game with that bunch from Clyde,” he said. “Now you listen and I’ll tell you how to work it. You pitch the game, see. Well, you fan every man that faces you for eight innings. That will show them up, show what mutts they are. Then, when it comes to the ninth inning, you start to bean ’em. You can lay out three or four of that gang before the game ends in a scrap, and when that time comes we’ll have our own gang on hand.”

* * *

At the Dewdrop, when the six young men from Bidwell arrived at about eleven o’clock, the dance was in full swing. The doors and windows to the dining room of one of the big frame boarding-houses had been thrown open and the floor carefully swept, and over the windows and doorways green branches of trees had been hung. The night was fine — with a moon — and, on a white beach, twenty feet away, the waters of the bay made a faint murmuring sound. At one end of the dance hall and on a little raised platform sat Rat Gould with his brother Will, a small grey-haired man who played a base viol larger than himself. Two other men, fiddlers like Rat himself filled out the orchestra. Nearly every dance announced was a square dance and Rat did the “calling off,” his shrill voice rising above the shuffle of feet and the low continuous hum of conversations. “Swing your pardners round and round. Bow your heads down to the ground. Kick your heels and let her fly. The night is fine and the moon’s on high,” he sang.

In a corner of the big room with her escort, the grocer, from the town of Muncie in Indiana, sat May Edgley. He was a rather heavy and fleshy man of forty-five, whose wife had died during the year before, and for the first time since that event he was with a woman and the thought had excited him. There was a round bald spot on the top of his head and blushes kept running up his cheeks, into his hair and out upon the bald spot, like waves upon a beach. May had put on a white dress, bought for the ceremony of graduation from the Bidwell high school and, the owner being out of town, had borrowed from Lillian, — unknown to her — a huge white hat, decorated with a long ostrich feather, of the variety known as a willow plume.

She had never before been to a dance and her escort had not danced since boyhood but at Maud Welliver’s suggestion they had tried to take part in a square dance. “It’s easy,” Maud had said. “All you got to do is to watch and do what everyone else is doing.”

The attempt turned out a failure, and all the other dancers giggled and laughed at the fat man from Muncie as he rolled and capered about. He ran in the wrong direction, grabbed other men’s partners, whirled them about and even got into the wrong set. A madness of embarrassment seized him and he rushed for May, as one hurries into the house at the coming of a sudden storm, and taking her by the arm started to get off the floor, out of sight of the laughing people — but Rat Gould shouted at him. “Come back, fat man,” he shrieked and the grocer, not knowing what else to do, started to whirl May about. She also laughed and protested but before she could make him understand that she did not want to dance any more his feet flew out from under him and he sat down, pulling May down to sit upon his round paunch.

For May that evening was terrible and the time spent at the dance hung fire like a long unused and rusty old gun. It seemed to her that every passing minute was heavily freighted with possibilities of evil for herself. In the surrey, coming out from Bidwell, she had remained silent, filled with vague fears and Maud Welliver was also silent. In a way she wished May had not come. Alone with Grover Hunt on such a night, she felt she might have had something to say, but all the time, in her mind floated vague visions of May — alone in the wood with Jerome Hadley, May struggling for life there, in the darkness of the field on that other night — and grasping the hand of a prince. Grover Hunt’s hand took hold of hers and he also became silent with embarrassment. When they had got to the Dewdrop, and when they had danced in two square dances, Maud went to May. “Mr. Hunt and I are going to take a little walk together,” she said. “We won’t be gone long.” Through a window May saw the two figures go off along the beach in the moonlight.

The man who had brought May to the dance was named Wilder, and he also wanted May to go walk with him, into the moonlight outside, but could not bring himself to the point of asking so bold a favor. He lit a cigar and held it outside the window, taking occasional puffs and blowing the smoke into the outer air and told May of the K. of P. convention at Cleveland, of a ride the delegates had taken in automobiles and of a dinner given in their honor by the business men of Cleveland. “It was one of the largest affairs ever held in the city,” he said. The Mayor had come and there was present a United States Senator. Well, there was one man there. He was a fat fellow who could say such funny things that everyone in the room rocked with laughter. He was the master of ceremonies and all evening kept telling the funniest stories. As for the Muncie grocer, he had been unable to eat. Well, he laughed until his sides ached. Grocer Wilder tried to reproduce one of the tales told by the Cleveland funny man. “There were two farmers,” he began, “they went to the city of Philadelphia, to a church convention, and at the same time and in the same city a convention of brewers was being held. The two farmers got into the wrong place.”

May’s escort stopped talking and growing suddenly red, leaned out at the window and puffed hard at his cigar. “Well, I can’t remember,” he declared. It had come into his mind that the story he had started to tell was one a man could not tell to a woman. “Gee, I nearly put me foot into it! I came near making a break,” he thought.

May looked from her escort to the men and women dancing on the floor. In her eyes fear lurked. “I wonder if anyone here knows me, I wonder if anyone knows about me and Jerome Hadley,” she thought. Fear, like a little hungry mouse, gnawed at May’s soul. Two red-cheeked country girls sitting on a nearby bench put their heads together and whispered “Oh, I don’t believe it,” one of them shouted and they both gave way to a spasm of giggles. May turned to look at them and something gripped at her heart. A young farm hand, with a shiny red face and with a white handkerchief tied about his neck, beckoned to another young man and the two went outside into the moonlight. They also whispered and laughed. One of them turned to look back at May’s white face and then they lit cigars and walked away. May could no longer hear the voice of grocer Wilder telling of his adventures at the convention at Cleveland. “They know me, I’m sure they know me. They have heard that story. Something dreadful will happen to me before the night is over,” she thought.

May had always wanted to be in some such place as the one to which she had now come, some place where many strange people had congregated and where she could move freely about among strange people. Before the Jerome Hadley incident, and the giving up of the idea of becoming a schoolteacher she had thought a great deal of what she would do when she became a teacher. Everything had been carefully planned. She would get a place as teacher in some town or in the country, far from Bidwell and from the Edgleys and there she would live her own life and make her own way. There would be no handicap of birth and she could stand upon her own feet. Well, that would be a chance. Her natural smartness would at last count for something real and in the new place she would go about to dances and to other social gatherings. Being the schoolteacher, and in a way responsible for the future of their children, people would be glad to invite her into their houses, and all she wanted was a chance, the opportunity to step unknown into the presence of people who had never been to Bidwell and had never heard of the Edgleys.

Then she would show what she could do! She would go — well, to a dance or to a house where many people had congregated to have a good time. She would move about, saying things, laughing, keeping everyone on tiptoes. What things her quick mind would make up to say! Words would become little sharp swords with which she played. How many pictures her mind had made of herself in the midst of such an assemblage. It was not her fault if she found herself the centre toward which all eyes looked and, in spite of the fact that she was the outstanding figure in any assemblage of people among whom she went, she would always remain modest. After all, she would not say things that would hurt people. Indeed she would not do that! Such a thing would not be necessary. It would all be very lovely. Several people would be talking and up she would come and for a moment she would listen, to catch the drift of what was being said, and then her own word would be said. Well it would startle people. She would have a new, a novel, a startling but attractive point of view on any subject that was brought up. Her mind was extraordinarily quick. It would attend to things.

With her fancy thus filled with the thoughts of the possibilities of herself as a glowing social figure May turned toward her escort who, puzzled by her apparent indifference, was striving manfully to remember the funny things the Cleveland man had said at the dinner given for the K. of Ps. Many of the man’s stories could not be repeated to a lady — it had been what is called a stag dinner — but others could be. Of the ones that could be told anywhere — they were called parlor stories — he remembered one and launched into it. May pitied him. He forgot the point, could not remember where the story began and ended. “Well,” he began, “there was a man and woman on a train. It was on a train on the B. and O. No, I think the man said it was on the Lake Shore and Michigan Southern. Perhaps they were riding on a train on the Pennsylvania Railroad. I have forgotten what the woman said to the man. It was about a dog another woman was trying to conceal in a basket. They do not allow dogs in passenger cars on railroads, you know. Something very funny happened. I thought I would die laughing when the man told about it.”

“If I had that story to tell I could make something out of it,” May thought. She imagined herself telling the story of the man and the woman and the dog. How she would decorate it, add little touches. That fat man in Cleveland might have been funny but had she been intrusted with the telling of the story, she was sure he would have been outdone. Her mind began to recast the story and then the fear, that had all evening been lurking within, came back and she forgot the man, the woman and the dog on the train. Again her eyes searched the faces in the room and when a new man or woman came in she trembled. “Suppose Jerome Hadley were to come here tonight,” she thought and the thought made her ill. It was a thing that might happen. Jerome was a young man and a bachelor and he no doubt went about to places, to dances and to shows at the Bidwell Opera House, and he might now, at any moment, come into the very room in which she was sitting and walk directly to her. In the berry field he had been bold and had not cared what he said and, if he came to the dance, he would walk directly to her and might even take her by the arm. “I want you,” he would say. “Come outside with me.”

May tried to think what she would do if such a thing happened. Would she struggle and refuse to go, thus attracting the attention of everyone in the room, or would she go quietly and make her struggle with the man outside alone in the darkness? Her mind ran into a tangle of thoughts. It was true that Jerome Hadley had done something quite terrible to her, had tried to kill something within her, but after all she had surrendered to him. She had lain with the man — filled with fear, trembling to be sure — but the thing had been done. In a strange sort of way she belonged to Jerome Hadley and suppose he were to come and demand again that she submit. Could she refuse? Had she become, and in spite of herself, the property of the man?

With her head a whirlpool of thought May stared, half wildly, about. If in her own room in the Edgley house, and when she had hidden herself away by the willows by the creek, she had built herself a tower of romance in which she could live and from the windows of which she could look down upon life, striving to understand it, to understand people, the tower was now being destroyed. Hands were tearing at it, strong, determined hands. She had felt them as she sat in the surrey with Maud and the two grocers, outbound from Bidwell. Then as now she wondered why she had consented to come to the dance. Well, she had come because not to come would bring a disappointment to Maud Welliver, the only woman who had come in any way close to herself, and now she was at the dance and Maud had gone away, outdoors into darkness. She had gone away with a man and it had been understood that would not happen. There was the matter of the prince, her lover. It had been understood that, because of the prince, Maud would not leave her alone with another man, and she had left, had gone outdoors with a grocer and had left another grocer sitting beside May.

Hands were tearing at her tower of romance, the tower she had built so slowly and painfully, the tower in which she had found the prince, the tower in which she had found a way to live and to be happy in spite of the ugliness of actuality. Dust arose from the walls. An army of men and women, male and female Jerome Hadleys, were charging down upon it. There would be rape and murder and how could she, left alone, withstand them. The prince had gone away. He was now far, far away, and the invaders would clamor over the walls. They would throw her down from the walls. The beautiful hangings in the tower, the rich silken gowns, the stones from strange lands, all the treasures of the tower would be destroyed.

* * *

May had worked herself into a state of mind that made her want to scream. In the room the dance went on, the shrill voice of Rat Gould called off and the fiddles made dance music to which heavy feet scraped over rough boards. By her side sat Grocer Wilder, still talking of the K. of P. convention at Cleveland and May felt that, in coming to the dance, she had raised a knife that in a moment would be plunged into her own breast. She arose to go out of the room, out into the night, out of the sight of people — but for a moment stood uncertain, looking vaguely about. Then she sat heavily down. Grocer Wilder also arose and his face grew red. “I’ve made a break,” he thought. He wondered what he had said that had offended May. “Maybe she didn’t want me to smoke,” he told himself and threw the end of his cigar out through a window. The moment reminded him of many moments of his married life. It was like having his wife back, this feeling of having offended a woman, without knowing in just what the offense lay.

* * *

And then, through a door at the front, the six Bidwell young men came into the room. They had stopped outside for a final drink out of the bottles carried in their hip pockets and, the appetite for drink being satisfied, another appetite had come into the ascendency. They wanted women.

Sid Gould, accompanied by Cal Mosher, led the way into the dance hall. His face had become badly swollen during the drive north from Clyde and he walked uncertainly.

He walked directly toward May, who turned her face to the wall and tried to hide herself. She looked like a rabbit, cornered by dogs, and when she turned on her seat and half knelt, trying to hide her face, the rim of Lillian Edgley’s white dress hat struck against the wall and the hat fell to the floor. Trembling with excitement she turned and picked it up. Her face was chalky white.

Sid Gould was well known in the Edgley household. One summer evening, in the year before May’s mother’s death, he had got into a row with the Edgleys. Being a little under the influence of drink and wanting a woman he shouted at Kate Edgley, walking through the streets of Bidwell with a traveling man, and a fight had been started in which the traveling man blackened Sid’s eyes. Later he was taken into the mayor’s office and fined and the whole affair had given the Edgley men and women a good deal of satisfaction and had been discussed endlessly at the table. Old John Edgley and the sons had sworn they also would beat the ball player. “Just let me catch him alone somewhere, so I don’t get stuck for no fine, and I’ll pound the head off’n him,” they declared.

In the dance hall, and when his eyes alighted upon the figure of May Edgley, Sid Gould remembered his beating at the hands of the traveling man and the ten dollar fine he had been compelled to pay for fighting on the street. “Well, look here,” he cried turning to his companions, now straggling into the room, “here’s one of the Edgley chickens, a long ways from the home coop.”

“There she is — that little chicken over there by the wall.” Sid laughed and leaning over slapped his knees with his hands. The twisted swollen face made the laugh a grotesque, something horrible. Sid’s companions gathered about him. “There she is,” he said, again pointing a wavering forefinger. “It’s the youngest of that Edgley gang, the one that’s just gone on the turf, the one that was so blamed smart in school. Jerome Hadley says she’s all right, and I say she’s mine. I saw her first.”

In the hall all became quiet and many eyes were turned toward the laughing man and the shrinking trembling woman by the wall. May tried to stand erect, to be defiant, but her knees shook so that she sat quickly down on the bench. Grover Wilder, now utterly confused, touched her on the arm, intending to ask for an explanation of her strange behavior, but at the touch of his finger she again sprang to her feet. She was like some little automatic toy that goes stiffly through certain movements when you touch some hidden spring. “What’s the matter, what’s the matter?” Grocer Wilder asked wildly.

Sid Gould walked to where May stood and took hold of her arm and she went meekly when he led her toward the door, walking demurely beside him. He was amazed, having expected a struggle. “Well,” he thought, “I got into trouble over that Kate Edgley but this one is different. She knows how to behave. I’ll have a good time with this kid.” He remembered the trial and the ten dollars he had been compelled to pay for his first attempt to get into the good graces of one of the Edgley women. “I’ll get the worth of my money now and I won’t pay this one a cent,” he thought. He turned to his companions still straggling at his heels. “Get out,” he cried. “Get your own women. I saw this one first. You go get one of your own.”

Sid and May had got outside and nearly to the beach before strength came back into May’s body and mind. She walked beside Sid on the white sand and toward the beach. “Don’t be afraid little kid. I won’t hurt you,” he said. May laughed nervously and he loosened the grip of his hand on her arm.

And then, with a cry of joy she sprang away from him and leaning quickly down grasped one of the pieces of driftwood with which the sand was strewn. The stick whistled through the air and descended upon Sid’s head, knocking him to his knees. “You, you!” he stuttered and then cried out. “Hey, rubes!” he called and two of his companions, who had been standing at the door of the dance hall, ran toward him. Swinging the stick about her head May ran past them and in her nervous fright struck Sid again. In her mind the thing that was happening was in some odd way connected with the affair in the wood with Jerome. It was the same affair. Sid Gould and Jerome were one man, they stood for the same thing, were the same thing. They were something strange and terrible she had to meet, with which she had to struggle. The thing they represented had defeated her once, had got the best of her. She had surrendered to it, had opened the gates that led into the tower of romance, that was herself, that walled in her own secret and precious life. Something terribly crude, without understanding had happened then — it must not, could not happen again! She had been a child and had understood nothing but now she did understand. There was a thing within herself that must not be touched by unclean hands. A terrible fear of people swept over her. There was Maud Welliver, whom she had tried to take as a friend, and Lillian who had tried to be a sister to her, had wanted to help her achieve life. As for Maud — she knew nothing, she was a child — and Lillian was crude, she understood nothing.

May’s mind put all men in a class with Jerome Hadley. There was something men wanted from women, that Jerome had wanted and now this other man, Sid Gould. They were all, like the Edgleys — Lillian and Kate and the two boys — people who went after the thing they wanted brutally, directly. That was not May’s way and she decided she wanted nothing more to do with such people. “I’ll never go back to Bidwell,” she kept saying over and over as she ran in the uncertain light along the beach.

Sid Gould’s companions, having run out of the dance hall, could not understand that he had been knocked over by the slight girl he had led into the darkness, and when they heard his curses and groans and saw him reeling about, quite overcome by the second blow May had aimed at his head — combined with the liquor within — they imagined some man had come to May’s rescue. When they ran forward and saw May with the stick in her hand and swinging it wildly about they paid little attention to her but began at once looking for her companion. Two of them followed May as she ran along the beach and the others returned to the dance hall. A group of young farmers came crowding to the door and Cal Mosher hit one of them a swinging blow with his fist. “Get out of the way,” he cried, “we’re going to clean up this place.”

May ran like a frightened rabbit along the beach, stopping occasionally to listen. From the dance hall came an uproar and oaths and cries broke the silence of the night. At her heels two men ran, lumbering along slowly. The drink within had taken effect and one of them fell. As she ran May came presently into the place of huge stumps and logs, thrown up by the storms of winter, and saw Maud Welliver standing at the edge of the water with the grocer Hunt — who had his arm about Maud’s waist. The frightened woman ran so close to them that she might have touched Maud’s dress but they were unconscious of her presence and, as for May, she was in an odd way afraid of them also. She was afraid of everything human. “It all comes to something ugly and terrible,” she thought frantically.

May ran for nearly two miles, along the beach, among the tree stumps, the roots of which stuck up into the air like arms raised in supplication to the moon. Perhaps the dry withered old tree arms, sticking up thus, kept her physical fear alive, as it is not likely Sid Gould’s drunken companions followed her far. She ran clinging to Lillian Edgley’s hat — she had borrowed without permission — and that, I presume, seemed a thing of beauty to her. Something conscientious and fine in her made her cling desperately to the hat and she had held it in her left hand and safely out of harm’s way, even in the moment when she was belaboring Sid Gould with the stick of driftwood.

And now she ran, still clinging to the hat, and was afraid with a fear that was no longer physical. The new fear that swept in upon her comprehended something more than the grotesque masses of tree roots, that now appeared to dance madly in the moonlight, something more than Sid Gould, Cal Mosher and Jerome Hadley — that had become a fear of life itself, of all she had ever known of life, all she had ever been permitted to see of life — that fear was now heavy upon her.

Little May Edgley did not want to live any more. “Death is a kind and comforting thing to those who are through with life,” an old farm horse had seemed to say to a boy, who, a few days later, ran in terror from the sight of May Edgley’s dead body to lean trembling on the old horse’s manger.

What actually happened on that terrible night when May ran so madly was that she came in her flight to where a creek runs down into the bay. There are good fishing places off the mouth of the creek. At the creek’s mouth the water spreads itself out, so that the small stream looks, from a distance, like a strong river, but one coming along the beach — running along the beach, in the moonlight, let us say — from the west would run almost to the eastern bank in the shallow water, that came only to the shoe tops.

One would run thus, in the shallow water, and the clear white beach — east of the creek’s mouth — would seem but a few steps away, and then one would be plunged suddenly down into the narrow deep current, sweeping under the eastern bank, the current that carried the main body of the water of the stream.

And May Edgley plunged in there, still clinging to Lillian’s white hat — the white willow plume bobbing up and down in the swift current — and was swept into the bay. Her body, caught by an eddy was carried in and lodged among the submerged tree roots, where it stayed, lodged, until the farmer and his hired man accidentally found it and laid it tenderly on the boards beside the farmer’s barn.

The little hard fist clung to the hat, the white grotesque hat that Lil Edgley was in the habit of putting on when she wanted to look her best — when she wanted, I presume, to be beautiful.

May may have thought the hat was beautiful. She may have thought of it as the most beautiful thing she had ever seen in the actuality of her life.

Of that one cannot speak too definitely, and I only know that, if the hat ever had been beautiful, it had lost its beauty when, a few days later, it fell under the eyes of a boy who saw the bedraggled remains of it, clutched in the drowned woman’s hand.


A CHICAGO HAMLET


PART ONE
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THERE WAS ONE time in Tom’s life when he came near dying, came so close to it that for several days he held his own life in his hand, as a boy would hold a ball. He had only to open his fingers to let it drop.

How vividly I remember the night when he told me the story. We had gone to dine together at a little combined saloon and restaurant in what is now Wells Street in Chicago. It was a wet cold night in early October. In Chicago October and November are usually the most charming months of the year but that year the first weeks of October were cold and rainy. Everyone who lives in our industrial lake cities has a disease of the nasal passages and a week of such weather starts everyone coughing and sneezing. The warm little den into which Tom and I had got seemed cosy and comfortable. We had drinks of whiskey to drive the chill out of our bodies and then, after eating, Tom began to talk.

Something had come into the air of the place where we sat, a kind of weariness. At times all Chicagoans grow weary of the almost universal ugliness of Chicago and everyone sags. One feels it in the streets, in the stores, in the homes. The bodies of the people sag and a cry seems to go up out of a million throats,— “we are set down here in this continual noise, dirt and ugliness. Why did you put us down here? There is no rest. We are always being hurried about from place to place, to no end. Millions of us live on the vast Chicago West Side, where all streets are equally ugly and where the streets go on and on forever, out of nowhere into nothing. We are tired, tired! What is it all about? Why did you put us down here, mother of men?” All the moving bodies of the people in the streets seem to be saying something like the words set down above and some day, perhaps, that Chicago poet, Carl Sandburg, will sing a song about it. Oh, he will make you feel then the tired voices coming out of tired people. Then, it may be, we will all begin singing it and realizing something long forgotten among us.

But I grow too eloquent. I will return to Tom and the restaurant in Wells Street. Carl Sandburg works on a newspaper and sits at a desk writing about the movies in Wells Street, Chicago.

In the restaurant two men stood at the bar talking to the bartender. They were trying to hold a friendly conversation, but there was something in the air that made friendly conversations impossible. The bartender looked like pictures one sees of famous generals — he was the type — a red-faced, well-fed looking man, with a grey moustache.

The two men facing him and with their feet resting on the bar rail had got into a meaningless wrangle concerning the relationship of President McKinley and his friend Mark Hanna. Did Mark Hanna control McKinley or was McKinley only using Mark Hanna to his own ends. The discussion was of no special interest to the men engaged in it — they did not care. At that time the newspapers and political magazines of the country were always wrangling over the same subject. It filled space that had to be filled, I should say.

At any rate the two men had taken it up and were using it as a vehicle for their weariness and disgust with life. They spoke of McKinley and Hanna as Bill and Mark.

“Bill is a smooth one, I tell you what. He has Mark eating out of his hand.”

“Eating out of his hand, hell! Mark whistles and Bill comes running, like that, like a little dog.”

Meaningless vicious sentences, opinions thrown out by tired brains. One of the men grew sullenly angry. “Don’t look at me like that, I tell you. I’ll stand a good deal from a friend but not any such looks. I’m a fellow who loses his temper. Sometimes I bust someone on the jaw.”

The bartender was taking the situation in hand. He tried to change the subject. “Who’s going to lick that Fitzsimmons? How long they going to let that Australian strut around in this country? Ain’t they no guy can take him?” he asked, with pumped up enthusiasm.

I sat with my head in my hands. “Men jangling with men! Men and women in houses and apartments jangling! Tired people going home to Chicago’s West Side, going home from the factories! Children crying fretfully!”

Tom tapped me on the shoulder, and then tapped with his empty glass on the table. He laughed.

“Ladybug, ladybug, why do you roam?

Ladybug, ladybug, fly away home,”

he recited. When the whiskey had come he leaned forward and made one of the odd and truthful observations on life that were always coming out of him at unexpected moments. “I want you to notice something,” he began; “You have seen a lot of bartenders — well, if you’ll notice, there is a striking similarity in appearance between bartenders, great generals, diplomats, presidents and all such people. I just happened to think why it is. It’s because they are all up to the same game. They have to spend their lives handling weary dissatisfied people and they learn the trick of giving things just a little twist, out of one dull meaningless channel into another. That is their game and practising it makes them all look alike.”

I smiled sympathetically. Now that I come to write of my friend I find it somewhat difficult not to misrepresent him on the sentimental side. I forget times when I was with him and he was unspeakably dull, when he also talked often for hours of meaningless things. It was all foolishness, this trying to be anything but a dull business man, he sometimes said, and declared that both he and I were fools. Better for us both that we become more alert, more foxy, as he put it. But for the fact that we were both fools we would both join the Chicago Athletic Club, play golf, ride about in automobiles, pick up flashy young girls and take them out to road-houses to dinner, go home later and make up cock and bull stories to quiet our wives, go to church on Sunday, talk continuously of money making, woman and golf, and in general enjoy our lives. At times he half convinced me he thought the fellows he described led gay and cheerful lives.

And there were times, too, when he, as a physical being, seemed to fairly disintegrate before my eyes. His great bulk grew a little loose and flabby, he talked and talked, saying nothing.

And then, when I had quite made up my mind he had gone the same road I and all the men about me were no doubt going, the road of surrender to ugliness and to dreary meaningless living, something would happen. He would have talked thus, as I have just described, aimlessly, through a long evening, and then, when we parted for the night, he would scribble a few words on a bit of paper and push it awkwardly into my pocket. I watched his lumbering figure go away along a street and going to a street lamp read what he had written.

“I am very weary. I am not the silly ass I seem but I am as tired as a dog, trying to find out what I am,” were the words he had scrawled.

But to return to the evening in the place in Wells Street. When the whiskey came we drank it and sat looking at each other. Then he put his hand on the table and closing the fingers, so that they made a little cup, opened the hand slowly and listlessly. “Once I had life, like that, in my hand, my own life. I could have let go of it as easily as that. Just why I didn’t I’ve never quite figured out. I can’t think why I kept my fingers cupped, instead of opening my hand and letting go,” he said. If, a few minutes before, there had been no integrity in the man there was enough of it now.

He began telling the story of an evening and a night of his youth.

It was when he was still on his father’s farm, a little rented farm down in Southeastern Ohio, and when he was but eighteen years old. That would have been in the fall before he left home and started on his adventures in the world. I knew something of his history.

It was late October and he and his father had been digging potatoes in a field. I suppose they both wore torn shoes as, in telling the story, Tom made a point of the fact that their feet were cold, and that the black dirt had worked into their shoes and discolored their feet.

The day was cold and Tom wasn’t very well and was in a bitter mood. He and his father worked rather desperately and in silence. The father was tall, had a sallow complexion and wore a beard, and in the mental picture I have of him, he is always stopping — as he walks about the farmyard or works in the fields he stops and runs his fingers nervously through his beard.

As for Tom, one gets the notion of him as having been at that time rather nice, one having an inclination toward the nicer things of life without just knowing he had the feeling, and certainly without an opportunity to gratify it.

Tom had something the matter with him, a cold with a bit of fever perhaps and sometimes as he worked his body shook as with a chill and then, after a few minutes, he felt hot all over. The two men had been digging the potatoes all afternoon and as night began to fall over the field, they started to pick up. One picks up the potatoes in baskets and carries them to the ends of the rows where they are put into two-bushel grain bags.

Tom’s step-mother came to the kitchen door and called. “Supper,” she cried in her peculiarly colorless voice. Her husband was a little angry and fretful. Perhaps for a long time he had been feeling very deeply the enmity of his son. “All right,” he called back, “we’ll come pretty soon. We got to get done picking up.” There was something very like a whine in his voice. “You can keep the things hot for a time,” he shouted.

Tom and his father both worked with feverish haste, as though trying to outdo each other and every time Tom bent over to pick up a handful of the potatoes his head whirled and he thought he might fall. A kind of terrible pride had taken possession of him and with the whole strength of his being he was determined not to let his father — who, if ineffectual, was nevertheless sometimes very quick and accurate at tasks — get the better of him. They were picking up potatoes — that was the task before them at the moment — and the thing was to get all the potatoes picked up and in the bags before darkness came. Tom did not believe in his father and was he to let such an ineffectual man outdo him at any task, no matter how ill he might be?

That was somewhat the nature of Tom’s thoughts and feelings at the moment.

And then the darkness had come and the task was done. The filled sacks were set along a fence at the end of the field. It was to be a cold frosty night and now the moon was coming up and the filled sacks looked like grotesque human beings, standing there along the fence — standing with grey sagging bodies, such as Tom’s step-mother had — sagged bodies and dull eyes — standing and looking at the two men, so amazingly not in accord with each other.

As the two walked across the field Tom let his father go ahead. He was afraid he might stagger and did not want his father to see there was anything the matter with him. In a way boyish pride was involved too. “He might think he could wear me out working,” Tom thought. The moon coming up was a huge yellow ball in the distance. It was larger than the house towards which they were walking and the figure of Tom’s father seemed to walk directly across the yellow face of the moon.

When they got to the house the children Tom’s father had got — thrown in with the woman, as it were, when he made his second marriage — were standing about. After he left home Tom could never remember anything about the children except that they always had dirty faces and were clad in torn dirty dresses and that the youngest, a baby, wasn’t very well and was always crying fretfully.

When the two men came into the house the children, from having been fussing at their mother because the meal was delayed, grew silent. With the quick intuition of children they sensed something wrong between father and son. Tom walked directly across the small dining room and opening a door entered a stairway that led up to his bedroom. “Ain’t you going to eat any supper?” his father asked. It was the first word that had passed between father and son for hours.

“No,” Tom answered and went up the stairs. At the moment his mind was concentrated on the problem of not letting anyone in the house know he was ill and the father let him go without protest. No doubt the whole family were glad enough to have him out of the way.

He went upstairs and into his own room and got into bed without taking off his clothes, just pulled off the torn shoes and crawling in pulled the covers up over himself. There was an old quilt, not very clean.

His brain cleared a little and as the house was small he could hear everything going on down stairs. Now the family were all seated at the table and his father was doing a thing called “saying grace.” He always did that and sometimes, while the others waited, he prayed intermittently.

Tom was thinking, trying to think. What was it all about, his father’s praying that way? When he got at it the man seemed to forget everyone else in the world. There he was, alone with God, facing God alone and the people about him seemed to have no existence. He prayed a little about food, and then went on to speak with God, in a strange confidential way, about other things, his own frustrated desires mostly.

All his life he had wanted to be a Methodist minister but could not be ordained because he was uneducated, had never been to the schools or colleges. There was no chance at all for his becoming just the thing he wanted to be and still he went on and on praying about it, and in a way seemed to think there might be a possibility that God, feeling strongly the need of more Methodist ministers, would suddenly come down out of the sky, off the judgment seat as it were, and would go to the administrating board, or whatever one might call it, of the Methodist Church and say, “Here you, what are you up to? Make this man a Methodist minister and be quick about it. I don’t want any fooling around.”

Tom lay on the bed upstairs listening to his father praying down below. When he was a lad and his own mother was alive he had always been compelled to go with his father to the church on Sundays and to the prayer meetings on Wednesday evenings. His father always prayed, delivered sermons to the other sad-faced men and women sitting about, under the guise of prayers, and the son sat listening and no doubt it was then, in childhood, his hatred of his father was born. The man who was then the minister of the little country church, a tall, raw-boned young man, who was as yet unmarried, sometimes spoke of Tom’s father as one powerful in prayer.

And all the time there was something in Tom’s mind. Well he had seen a thing. One day when he was walking alone through a strip of wood, coming back barefooted from town to the farm he had seen — he never told anyone what he had seen. The minister was in the wood, sitting alone on a log. There was something. Some rather nice sense of life in Tom was deeply offended. He had crept away unseen.

And now he was lying on the bed in the half darkness upstairs in his father’s house, shaken with a chill, and downstairs his father was praying and there was one sentence always creeping into his prayers. “Give me the gift, O God, give me the great gift.” Tom thought he knew what that meant— “the gift of the gab and the opportunity to exercise it, eh?”

There was a door at the foot of Tom’s bed and beyond the door another room, at the front of the house upstairs. His father slept in there with the new woman he had married and the three children slept in a small room beside it. The baby slept with the man and woman. It was odd what terrible thoughts sometimes came into one’s head. The baby wasn’t very well and was always whining and crying. Chances were it would grow up to be a yellow-skinned thing, with dull eyes, like the mother. Suppose . . . well suppose . . . some night . . . one did not voluntarily have such thoughts — suppose either the man or woman might, quite accidentally, roll over on the baby and crush it, smother it, rather.

Tom’s mind slipped a little out of his grasp. He was trying to hold on to something — what was it? Was it his own life? That was an odd thought. Now his father had stopped praying and downstairs the family were eating the evening meal. There was silence in the house. People, even dirty half-ill children, grew silent when they ate. That was a good thing. It was good to be silent sometimes.

And now Tom was in the wood, going barefooted through the wood and there was that man, the minister, sitting alone there on the log. Tom’s father wanted to be a minister, wanted God to arbitrarily make him a minister, wanted God to break the rules, bust up the regular order of things just to make him a minister. And he a man who could barely make a living on the farm, who did everything in a half slipshod way, who, when he felt he had to have a second wife, had gone off and got one with four sickly kids, one who couldn’t cook, who did the work of his house in a slovenly way.

Tom slipped off into unconsciousness and lay still for a long time. Perhaps he slept.

When he awoke — or came back into consciousness — there was his father’s voice still praying and Tom had thought the grace-saying was over. He lay still, listening. The voice was loud and insistent and now seemed near at hand. All of the rest of the house was silent. None of the children were crying.

Now there was a sound, the rattling of dishes downstairs in the kitchen and Tom sat up in bed and leaning far over looked through the open door into the room occupied by his father and his father’s new wife. His mind cleared.

After all, the evening meal was over and the children had been put to bed and now the woman downstairs had put the three older children into their bed and was washing the dishes at the kitchen stove. Tom’s father had come upstairs and had prepared for bed by taking off his clothes and putting on a long soiled white nightgown. Then he had gone to the open window at the front of the house and kneeling down had begun praying again.

A kind of cold fury took possession of Tom and without a moment’s hesitation he got silently out of bed. He did not feel ill now but very strong. At the foot of his bed, leaning against the wall, was a whippletree, a round piece of hard wood, shaped something like a baseball bat, but tapering at both ends. At each end there was an iron ring. The whippletree had been left there by his father who was always leaving things about, in odd unexpected places. He leaned a whippletree against the wall in his son’s bedroom and then, on the next day, when he was hitching a horse to a plow and wanted it, he spent hours going nervously about rubbing his fingers through his beard and looking.

Tom took the whippletree in his hand and crept barefooted through the open door into his father’s room. “He wants to be like that fellow in the woods — that’s what he’s always praying about.” There was in Tom’s mind some notion — from the beginning there must have been a great deal of the autocrat in him — well, you see, he wanted to crush out impotence and sloth.

He had quite made up his mind to kill his father with the whippletree and crept silently across the floor, gripping the hardwood stick firmly in his right hand. The sickly looking baby had already been put into the one bed in the room and was asleep. Its little face looked out from above another dirty quilt and the clear cold moonlight streamed into the room and fell upon the bed and upon the kneeling figure on the floor by the window.

Tom had got almost across the room when he noticed something — his father’s bare feet sticking out from beneath the white nightgown. The heels and the little balls of flesh below the toes were black with the dirt of the fields but in the centre of each foot there was a place. It was not black but yellowish white in the moonlight.

Tom crept silently back into his own room and closed softly the door between himself and his father. After all he did not want to kill anyone. His father had not thought it necessary to wash his feet before kneeling to pray to his God, and he had himself come upstairs and had got into bed without washing his own feet.

His hands were trembling now and his body shaking with the chill but he sat on the edge of the bed trying to think. When he was a child and went to church with his father and mother there was a story he had heard told. A man came into a feast, after walking a long time on dusty roads, and sat down at the feast. A woman came and washed his feet. Then she put precious ointments on them and later dried the feet with her hair.

The story had, when he heard it, no special meaning to the boy but now . . . He sat on the bed smiling half foolishly. Could one make of one’s own hands a symbol of what the woman’s hands must have meant on that occasion, long ago, could not one make one’s own hands the humble servants to one’s soiled feet, to one’s soiled body?

It was a strange notion, this business of making oneself the keeper of the clean integrity of oneself. When one was ill one got things a little distorted. In Tom’s room there was a tin wash-basin, and a pail of water, he himself brought each morning from the cistern at the back of the house. He had always been one who fancied waiting on himself and perhaps, at that time, he had in him something he afterward lost, or only got hold of again at long intervals, the sense of the worth of his own young body, the feeling that his own body was a temple, as one might put it.

At any rate he must have had some such feeling on that night of his childhood and I shall never forget a kind of illusion I had concerning him that time in the Wells Street place when he told me the tale. At the moment something seemed to spring out of his great hulking body, something young hard clean and white.

But I must walk carefully. Perhaps I had better stick to my tale, try only to tell it simply, as he did.

Anyway he got off the bed, there in the upper room of that strangely disorganized and impotent household, and standing in the centre of the room took off his clothes. There was a towel hanging on a hook on the wall but it wasn’t very clean.

By chance he did have, however, a white nightgown that had not been worn and he now got it out of the drawer of a small rickety dresser that stood by the wall and recklessly tore off a part of it to serve as a washcloth. Then he stood up and with the tin washbasin on the floor at his feet washed himself carefully in the icy cold water.

No matter what illusions I may have had regarding him when he told me the tale, that night in Wells Street, surely on that night of his youth he must have been, as I have already described him, something young hard clean and white. Surely and at that moment his body was a temple.

* * *

As for the matter of his holding his own life in his hands — that came later, when he had got back into the bed, and that part of his tale I do not exactly understand. Perhaps he fumbled it in the telling and perhaps my own understanding fumbled.

I remember that he kept his hand lying on the table in the Wells Street place and that he kept opening and closing the fingers as though that would explain everything. It didn’t for me, not then at any rate. Perhaps it will for you who read.

“I got back into bed,” he said, “and taking my own life into my hand tried to decide whether I wanted to hold on to it or not. All that night I held it like that, my own life I mean,” he said.

There was some notion, he was evidently trying to explain, concerning other lives being things outside his own, things not to be touched, not to be fooled with. How much of that could have been in his mind that night of his youth, long ago, and how much came later I do not know and one takes it for granted he did not know either.

He seemed however to have had the notion that for some hours that night, after his father’s wife came upstairs and the two elder people got into bed and the house was silent, that there came certain hours when his own life belonged to him to hold or to drop as easily as one spreads out the fingers of a hand lying on a table in a saloon in Wells Street, Chicago.

“I had a fancy not to do it,” he said, “not to spread out my fingers, not to open my hand. You see, I couldn’t feel any very definite purpose in life, but there was something. There was a feeling I had as I stood naked in the cold washing my body. Perhaps I just wanted to have that feeling of washing myself again sometime. You know what I mean — I was really cleansing myself, there in the moonlight, that night.

“And so I got back into bed and kept my fingers closed, like this, like a cup. I held my own life in my hand and when I felt like opening my fingers and letting my life slip away I remembered myself washing myself in the moonlight.

“And so I didn’t open out my fingers. I kept my fingers closed like this, like a cup,” he said, again slowly drawing his fingers together.


PART TWO
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FOR A GOOD many years Tom wrote advertisements in an office in Chicago where I was also employed. He had grown middle-aged and was unmarried and in the evenings and on Sundays sat in his apartment reading or playing rather badly on a piano. Outside business hours he had few associates and although his youth and young manhood had been a time of hardship, he continually, in fancy, lived in the past.

He and I had been intimate, in a loose detached sort of way, for a good many years. Although I was a much younger man we often got half-drunk together.

Little fluttering tag-like ends of his personal history were always leaking out of him and, of all the men and women I have known, he gave me the most material for stories. His own talks, things remembered or imagined, were never quite completely told. They were fragments caught up, tossed in the air as by a wind and then abruptly dropped.

All during the late afternoon we had been standing together at a bar and drinking. We had talked of our work and as Tom grew more drunken he played with the notion of the importance of advertising writing. At that time his more mature point of view puzzled me a little. “I’ll tell you what, that lot of advertisements on which you are now at work is very important. Do put all your best self into your work. It is very important that the American house-wife buy Star laundry soap, rather than Arrow laundry soap. And there is something else — the daughter of the man who owns the soap factory, that is at present indirectly employing you, is a very pretty girl. I saw her once. She is nineteen now but soon she will be out of college and, if her father makes a great deal of money it will profoundly affect her life. The very man she is to marry may be decided by the success or failure of the advertisements you are now writing. In an obscure way you are fighting her battles. Like a knight of old you have tipped your lance, or shall I say typewriter, in her service. Today as I walked past your desk and saw you sitting there, scratching your head, and trying to think whether to say, “buy Star Laundry Soap — it’s best,” or whether to be a bit slangy and say, “Buy Star — You win!” — well, I say, my heart went out to you and to this fair young girl you have never seen, may never see. I tell you what, I was touched.” He hiccoughed and leaning forward tapped me affectionately on the shoulder. “I tell you what, young fellow,” he added smiling, “I thought of the middle ages and of the men, women and children who once set out toward the Holy Land in the service of the Virgin. They didn’t get as well paid as you do. I tell you what, we advertising men are too well paid. There would be more dignity in our profession if we went barefooted and walked about dressed in old ragged cloaks and carrying staffs. We might, with a good deal more dignity, carry beggar’s bowls, in our hands, eh!”

He was laughing heartily now, but suddenly stopped laughing. There was always an element of sadness in Tom’s mirth.

We walked out of the saloon, he going forward a little unsteadily for, even when he was quite sober, he was not too steady on his legs. Life did not express itself very definitely in his body and he rolled awkwardly about, his heavy body at times threatening to knock some passerby off the sidewalk.

For a time we stood at a corner, at La Salle and Lake Streets in Chicago, and about us surged the home-going crowds while over our heads rattled the elevated trains. Bits of newspaper and clouds of dust were picked up by a wind and blown in our faces and the dust got into our eyes. We laughed together, a little nervously.

At any rate for us the evening had just begun. We would walk and later dine together. He plunged again into the saloon out of which we had just come, and in a moment returned with a bottle of whiskey in his pocket.

“It is horrible stuff, this whiskey, eh, but after all this is a horrible town. One couldn’t drink wine here. Wine belongs to a sunny, laughing people and clime,” he said. He had a notion that drunkenness was necessary to men in such a modern industrial city as the one in which we lived. “You wait,” he said, “you’ll see what will happen. One of these days the reformers will manage to take whiskey away from us, and what then? We’ll sag down, you see. We’ll become like old women, who have had too many children. We’ll all sag spiritually and then you’ll see what’ll happen. Without whiskey no people can stand up against all this ugliness. It can’t be done, I say. We’ll become empty and bag-like — we will — all of us. We’ll be like old women who were never loved but who have had too many children.” We had walked through many streets and had come to a bridge over a river. It was growing dark now and we stood for a time in the dusk and in the uncertain light the structures, built to the very edge of the stream, great warehouses and factories, began to take on strange shapes. The river ran through a canyon formed by the buildings, a few boats passed up and down, and over other bridges, in the distance, street cars passed. They were like moving clusters of stars against the dark purple of the sky.

From time to time he sucked at the whiskey bottle and occasionally offered me a drink but often he forgot me and drank alone. When he had taken the bottle from his lips he held it before him and spoke to it softly, “Little mother,” he said, “I am always at your breast, eh? You cannot wean me, can you?”

He grew a little angry. “Well, then why did you drop me down here? Mothers should drop their children in places where men have learned a little to live. Here there is only a desert of buildings.”

He took another drink from the bottle and then held it for a moment against his cheek before passing it to me. “There is something feminine about a whiskey bottle,” he declared. “As long as it contains liquor one hates to part with it and passing it to a friend is a little like inviting a friend to go in to your wife. They do that, I’m told, in some of the Oriental countries — a rather delicate custom. Perhaps they are more civilized than ourselves, and then, you know, perhaps, it’s just possible, they have found out that the women sometimes like it too, eh?”

I tried to laugh but did not succeed very well. Now that I am writing of my friend, I find I am not making a very good likeness of him after all. It may be that I overdo the note of sadness I get into my account of him. There was always that element present but it was tempered in him, as I seem to be unable to temper it in my account of him.

For one thing he was not very clever and I seem to be making him out a rather clever fellow. On many evenings I have spent with him he was silent and positively dull and for hours walked awkwardly along, talking of some affair at the office. There was a long rambling story. He had been at Detroit with the president of the company and the two men had visited an advertiser. There was a long dull account of what had been said — of “he saids,” and, “I saids.”

Or again he told a story of some experience of his own, as a newspaper man, before he got into advertising. He had been on the copy desk in some Chicago newspaper, the Tribune, perhaps. One grew accustomed to a little peculiarity of his mind. It traveled sometimes in circles and there were certain oft-told tales always bobbing up. A man had come into the newspaper office, a cub reporter with an important piece of news, a great scoop in fact. No one would believe the reporter’s story. He was just a kid. There was a murderer, for whom the whole town was on the watchout, and the cub reporter had picked him up and had brought him into the office.

There he sat, the dangerous murderer. The cub reporter had found him in a saloon and going up to him had said, “You might as well give yourself up. They will get you anyway and it will go better with you if you come in voluntarily.”

And so the dangerous murderer had decided to come and the cub reporter had escorted him, not to the police station but to the newspaper office. It was a great scoop. In a moment now the forms would close, the newspaper would go to press. The dead line was growing close and the cub reporter ran about the room from one man to another. He kept pointing at the murderer, a mild-looking little man with blue eyes, sitting on a bench, waiting. The cub reporter was almost insane. He danced up and down and shouting “I tell you that’s Murdock, sitting there. Don’t be a lot of damn fools. I tell you that’s Murdock, sitting there.”

Now one of the editors has walked listlessly across the room and is speaking to the little man with blue eyes, and suddenly the whole tone of the newspaper office has changed. “My God! It’s the truth! Stop everything! Clear the front page! My God! It is Murdock! What a near thing! We almost let it go! My God! It’s Murdock!”

The incident in the newspaper office had stayed in my friend’s mind. It swam about in his mind as in a pool. At recurring times, perhaps once every six months, he told the story, using always the same words and the tenseness of that moment in the newspaper office was reproduced in him over and over. He grew excited. Now the men in the office were all gathering about the little blue-eyed Murdock. He had killed his wife, her lover and three children. Then he had run into the street and quite wantonly shot two men, innocently passing the house. He sat talking quietly and all the police of the city, and all the reporters for the other newspapers, were looking for him. There he sat talking, nervously telling his story. There wasn’t much to the story. “I did it. I just did it. I guess I was off my nut,” he kept saying.

“Well, the story will have to be stretched out.” The cub reporter who has brought him in walks about the office proudly. “I’ve done it! I’ve done it! I’ve proven myself the greatest newspaper man in the city.” The older men are laughing. “The fool! It’s fool’s luck. If he hadn’t been a fool he would never have done it. Why he walked right up. ‘Are you Murdock?’ He had gone about all over town, into saloons, asking men, ‘Are you Murdock?’ God is good to fools and drunkards!”

My friend told the story to me ten, twelve, fifteen times, and did not know it had grown to be an old story. When he had reproduced the scene in the newspaper office he made always the same comment. “It’s a good yarn, eh. Well it’s the truth. I was there. Someone ought to write it up for one of the magazines.”

I looked at him, watched him closely as he told the story and as I grew older and kept hearing the murderer’s story and certain others, he also told regularly without knowing he had told them before, an idea came to me. “He is a tale-teller who has had no audience,” I thought. “He is a stream dammed up. He is full of stories that whirl and circle about within him. Well, he is not a stream dammed up, he is a stream overfull.” As I walked beside him and heard again the story of the cub reporter and the murderer I remembered a creek back of my father’s house in an Ohio town. In the spring the water overflowed a field near our house and the brown muddy water ran round and round in crazy circles. One threw a stick into the water and it was carried far away but, after a time, it came whirling back to where one stood on a piece of high ground, watching.

What interested me was that the untold stories, or rather the uncompleted stories of my friend’s mind, did not seem to run in circles. When a story had attained form it had to be told about every so often, but the unformed fragments were satisfied to peep out at one and then retire, never to reappear.

* * *

It was a spring evening and he and I had gone for a walk in Jackson Park. We went on a street-car and when we were alighting the car started suddenly and my awkward friend was thrown to the ground and rolled over and over in the dusty street. The motorman, the conductor and several of the men passengers alighted and gathered about. No, he was not hurt and would not give his name and address to the anxious conductor. “I’m not hurt. I’m not going to sue the company. Damn it, man, I defy you to make me give my name and address if I do not care to do so.”

He assumed a look of outraged dignity. “Just suppose now that I happen to be some great man, traveling about the country — in foreign parts, incognito, as it were. Let us suppose I am a great prince or a dignitary of some sort. Look how big I am.” He pointed to his huge round paunch. “If I told who I was cheers might break forth. I do not care for that. With me, you see, it is different than with yourselves. I have had too much of that sort of thing already. I’m sick of it. If it happens that, in the process of my study of the customs of your charming country, I chose to fall off a street-car that is my own affair. I did not fall on anyone.”

We walked away leaving the conductor, the motorman and passengers somewhat mystified. “Ah, he’s a nut,” I heard one of the passengers say to another.

As for the fall, it had shaken something out of my friend. When later we were seated on a bench in the park one of the fragments, the little illuminating bits of his personal history, that sometimes came from him and that were his chief charm for me, seemed to have been shaken loose and fell from him as a ripe apple falls from a tree in a wind.

He began talking, a little hesitatingly, as though feeling his way in the darkness along the hallway of a strange house at night. It had happened I had never seen him with a woman and he seldom spoke of women, except with a witty and half scornful gesture, but now he began speaking of an experience with a woman.

The tale concerned an adventure of his young manhood and occurred after his mother had died and after his father married again, in fact after he had left home, not to return.

The enmity, that seemed always to have existed between himself and his father became while he continued living at home, more and more pronounced, but on the part of the son, my friend, it was never expressed in words and his dislike of his father took the form of contempt that he had made so bad a second marriage. The new woman in the house seemed such a poor stick. The house was always dirty and the children, some other man’s children, were always about under foot. When the two men who had been working in the fields came into the house to eat, the food was badly cooked.

The father’s desire to have God make him, in some mysterious way a Methodist minister continued and, as he grew older, the son had difficulty keeping back certain sharp comments upon life in the house, that wanted to be expressed. “What was a Methodist minister after all?” The son was filled with the intolerance of youth. His father was a laborer, a man who had never been to school. Did he think that God could suddenly make him something else and that without effort on his own part, by this interminable praying? If he had really wanted to be a minister why had he not prepared himself? He had chased off and got married and when his first wife died he could hardly wait until she was buried before making another marriage. And what a poor stick of a woman he had got.

The son looked across the table at his step-mother who was afraid of him. Their eyes met and the woman’s hands began to tremble. “Do you want anything?” she asked anxiously. “No,” he replied and began eating in silence.

One day in the spring, when he was working in the field with his father, he decided to start out into the world. He and his father were planting corn. They had no corn-planter and the father had marked out the rows with a home-made marker and now he was going along in his bare feet, dropping the grains of corn and the son, with a hoe in his hand, was following. The son drew earth over the corn and then patted the spot with the back of the hoe. That was to make the ground solid above so that the crows would not come down and find the corn before it had time to take root.

All morning the two worked in silence, and then at noon and when they came to the end of a row, they stopped to rest. The father went into a fence corner.

The son was nervous. He sat down and then got up and walked about. He did not want to look into the fence corner, where his father was no doubt kneeling and praying — he was always doing that at odd moments — but presently he did. Dread crept over him. His father was kneeling and praying in silence and the son could see again the bottoms of his two bare feet, sticking out from among low-growing bushes. Tom shuddered. Again he saw the heels and the cushions of the feet, the two ball-like cushions below the toes. They were black but the instep of each foot was white with an odd whiteness — not unlike the whiteness of the belly of a fish.

The reader will understand what was in Tom’s mind — a memory.

Without a word to his father or to his father’s wife, he walked across the fields to the house, packed a few belongings and left, saying good-bye to no one. The woman of the house saw him go but said nothing and after he had disappeared, about a bend in the road, she ran across the fields to her husband, who was still at his prayers, oblivious to what had happened. His wife also saw the bare feet sticking out of the bushes and ran toward them screaming. When her husband arose she began to cry hysterically. “I thought something dreadful had happened, Oh, I thought something dreadful had happened,” she sobbed.

“Why, what’s the matter, — what’s the matter?” asked her husband but she did not answer but ran and threw herself into his arms, and as the two stood thus, like two grotesque bags of grain, embracing in a black newly-plowed field under a grey sky, the son, who had stopped in a small clump of trees, saw them. He walked to the edge of a wood and stood for a moment and then went off along the road. Afterward he never saw or heard from them again.

* * *

About Tom’s woman adventure — he told it as I have told you the story of his departure from home, that is to say in a fragmentary way. The story, like the one I have just tried to tell, or rather perhaps give you a sense of, was told in broken sentences, dropped between long silences. As my friend talked I sat looking at him and I will admit I sometimes found myself thinking he must be the greatest man I would ever know. “He has felt more things, has by his capacity for silently feeling things, penetrated further into human life than any other man I am likely ever to know, perhaps than any other man who lives in my day,” I thought — deeply stirred.

And so he was on the road now and working his way slowly along afoot through Southern Ohio. He intended to make his way to some city and begin educating himself. In the winter, during boyhood, he had attended a country school, but there were certain things he wanted he could not find in the country, books, for one thing. “I knew then, as I know now, something of the importance of books, that is to say real books. There are only a few such books in the world and it takes a long time to find them out. Hardly anyone knows what they are and one of the reasons I have never married is because I did not want some woman coming between me and the search for the books that really have something to say,” he explained. He was forever breaking the thread of his stories with little comments of this kind.

All during that summer he worked on the farms, staying sometimes for two or three weeks and then moving on and in June he had got to a place, some twenty miles west of Cincinnati, where he went to work on the farm of a German, and where the adventure happened that he told me about that night on the park bench.

The farm on which he was at work belonged to a tall, solidly-built German of fifty, who had come to America twenty years before, and who, by hard work, had prospered and had acquired much land. Three years before he had made up his mind he had better marry and had written to a friend in Germany about getting him a wife. “I do not want one of these American girls, and I would like a young woman, not an old one,” he wrote. He explained that the American girls all had the idea in their heads that they could run their husbands and that most of them succeeded. “It’s getting so all they want is to ride around all dressed up or trot off to town,” he said. Even the older American women he employed as housekeepers were the same way; none of them would take hold, help about the farm, feed the stock and do things the wife of a European farmer expected to do. When he employed a housekeeper she did the housework and that was all.

Then she went to sit on the front porch, to sew or read a book. “What nonsense! You get me a good German girl, strong and pretty good-looking. I’ll send the money and she can come over here and be my wife,” he wrote.

The letter had been sent to a friend of his young manhood, now a small merchant in a German town and after talking the matter over with his wife the merchant decided to send his daughter, a woman of twenty-four. She had been engaged to marry a man who was taken sick and had died while he was serving his term in the army and her father decided she had been mooning about long enough. The merchant called the daughter into a room where he and his wife sat and told her of his decision and, for a long time she sat looking at the floor. Was she about to make a fuss? A prosperous American husband who owned a big farm was not to be sneezed at. The daughter put up her hand and fumbled with her black hair — there was a great mass of it. After all she was a big strong woman. Her husband wouldn’t be cheated. “Yes, I’ll go,” she said quietly, and getting up walked out of the room.

In America the woman had turned out all right but her husband thought her a little too silent. Even though the main purpose in life be to do the work of a house and farm, feed the stock and keep a man’s clothes in order, so that he is not always having to buy new ones, still there are times when something else is in order. As he worked in his fields the farmer sometimes muttered to himself. “Everything in its place. For everything there is a time and a place,” he told himself. One worked and then the time came when one played a little too. Now and then it was nice to have a few friends about, drink beer, eat a good deal of heavy food and then have some fun, in a kind of way. One did not go too far but if there were women in the party someone tickled one of them and she giggled. One made a remark about legs — nothing out of the way. “Legs is legs. On horses or women legs count a good deal.” Everyone laughed. One had a jolly evening, one had some fun.

Often, after his woman came, the farmer, working in his fields, tried to think what was the matter with her. She worked all the time and the house was in order. Well, she fed the stock so that he did not have to bother about that. What a good cook she was. She even made beer, in the old-fashioned German way, at home — and that was fine too.

The whole trouble lay in the fact that she was silent, too silent. When one spoke to her she answered nicely but she herself made no conversation and at night she lay in the bed silently. The German wondered if she would be showing signs of having a child pretty soon. “That might make a difference,” he thought. He stopped working and looked across the fields to where there was a meadow. His cattle were there feeding quietly. “Even cows, and surely cows were quiet and silent enough things, even cows had times. Sometimes the very devil got into a cow. You were leading her along a road or a lane and suddenly she went half insane. If one weren’t careful she would jam her head through fences, knock a man over, do almost anything. She wanted something insanely, with a riotous hunger. Even a cow wasn’t always just passive and quiet.” The German felt cheated. He thought of the friend in Germany who had sent his daughter. “Ugh, the deuce, he might have sent a livelier one,” he thought.

It was June when Tom came to the farm and the harvest was on. The German had planted several large fields to wheat and the yield was good. Another man had been employed to work on the farm all summer but Tom could be used too. He would have to sleep on the hay in the barn but that he did not mind. He went to work at once.

And anyone knowing Tom, and seeing his huge and rather ungainly body, must realize that, in his youth, he might have been unusually strong. For one thing he had not done so much thinking as he must have done later, nor had he been for years seated at a desk. He worked in the fields with the other two men and at the meal time came into the house with them to eat. He and the German’s wife must have been a good deal alike. Tom had in his mind certain things — thoughts concerning his boyhood — and he was thinking a good deal of the future. Well, there he was working his way westward and making a little money all the time as he went, and every cent he made he kept. He had not yet been into an American city, had purposely avoided such places as Springfield, Dayton and Cincinnatti and had kept to the smaller places and the farms.

After a time he would have an accumulation of money and would go into cities, study, read books, live. He had then a kind of illusion about American cities. “A city was a great gathering of people who had grown tired of loneliness and isolation. They had come to realize that only by working together could they have the better things of life. Many hands working together might build wonderfully, many minds working together might think clearly, many impulses working together might channel all lives into an expression of something rather fine.”

I am making a mistake if I give you the impression that Tom, the boy from the Ohio farm, had any such definite notions. He had a feeling — of a sort. There was a dumb kind of hope in him. He had even then, I am quite sure, something else, that he later always retained, a kind of almost holy inner modesty. It was his chief attraction as a man but perhaps it stood in the way of his ever achieving the kind of outstanding and assertive manhood we Americans all seem to think we value so highly.

At any rate there he was, and there was that woman, the silent one, now twenty-seven years old. The three men sat at table eating and she waited on them. They ate in the farm kitchen, a large old-fashioned one, and she stood by the stove or went silently about putting more food on the table as it was consumed.

At night the men did not eat until late and sometimes darkness came as they sat at table and then she brought lighted lamps for them. Great winged insects flew violently against the screen door and a few moths, that had managed to get into the house, flew about the lamps. When the men had finished eating they sat at the table drinking beer and the woman washed the dishes.

The farm hand, employed for the summer, was a man of thirty-five, a large bony man with a drooping mustache. He and the German talked. Well, it was good, the German thought, to have the silence of his house broken. The two men spoke of the coming threshing time and of the hay harvest just completed. One of the cows would be calving next week. Her time was almost here. The man with the mustache took a drink of beer and wiped his mustache with the back of his hand, that was covered with long black hair.

Tom had drawn his chair back against the wall and sat in silence and, when the German was deeply engaged in conversation, he looked at the woman, who sometimes turned from her dish-washing to look at him.

There was something, a certain feeling he had sometimes — she, it might be, also had — but of the two men in the room that could not be said. It was too bad she spoke no English. Perhaps, however even though she spoke his language, he could not speak to her of the things he meant. But, pshaw, there wasn’t anything in his mind, nothing that could be said in words. Now and then her husband spoke to her in German and she replied quietly, and then the conversation between the two men was resumed in English. More beer was brought. The German felt expansive. How good to have talk in the house. He urged beer upon Tom who took it and drank. “You’re another close-mouthed one, eh?” he said laughing.

Tom’s adventure happened during the second week of his stay. All the people about the place had gone to sleep for the night but, as he could not sleep, he arose silently and came down out of the hay loft carrying his blanket. It was a silent hot soft night without a moon and he went to where there was a small grass plot that came down to the barn and spreading his blanket sat with his back to the wall of the barn.

That he could not sleep did not matter. He was young and strong. “If I do not sleep tonight I will sleep tomorrow night,” he thought. There was something in the air that he thought concerned only himself, and that made him want to be thus awake, sitting out of doors and looking at the dim distant trees in the apple orchard near the barn, at the stars in the sky, at the farm house, faintly seen some few hundred feet away. Now that he was out of doors he no longer felt restless. Perhaps it was only that he was nearer something that was like himself at the moment, just the night perhaps.

He became aware of something, of something moving, restlessly in the darkness. There was a fence between the farm yard and the orchard, with berry bushes growing beside it, and something was moving in the darkness along the berry bushes. Was it a cow that had got out of the stable or were the bushes moved by a wind? He did a trick known to country boys. Thrusting a finger into his mouth he stood up and put the wet finger out before him. A wind would dry one side of the warm wet finger quickly and that side would turn cold. Thus one told oneself something, not only of the strength of a wind but its direction. Well, there was no wind strong enough to move berry bushes — there was no wind at all. He had come down out of the barn loft in his bare feet and in moving about had made no sound and now he went and stood silently on the blanket with his back against the wall of the barn.

The movement among the bushes was growing more distinct but it wasn’t in the bushes. Something was moving along the fence, between him and the orchard. There was a place along the fence, an old rail one, where no bushes grew and now the silent moving thing was passing the open space.

It was the woman of the house, the German’s wife. What was up? Was she also trying dumbly to draw nearer something that was like herself, that she could understand, a little? Thoughts flitted through Tom’s head and a dumb kind of desire arose within him. He began hoping vaguely that the woman was in search of himself.

Later, when he told me of the happenings of that night, he was quite sure that the feeling that then possessed him was not physical desire for a woman. His own mother had died several years before and the woman his father had later married had seemed to him just a thing about the house, a not very competent thing, bones, a hank of hair, a body that did not do very well what one’s body was supposed to do. “I was intolerant as the devil, about all women. Maybe I always have been but then — I’m sure I was a queer kind of country bumpkin aristocrat. I thought myself something, a special thing in the world, and that woman, any women I had ever seen or known, the wives of a few neighbors as poor as my father, a few country girls — I had thought them all beneath my contempt, dirt under my feet.

“About that German’s wife I had not felt that way. I don’t know why. Perhaps because she had a habit of keeping her mouth shut as I did just at that time, a habit I have since lost.”

And so Tom stood there — waiting. The woman came slowly along the fence, keeping in the shadow of the bushes and then crossed an open space toward the barn.

Now she was walking slowly along the barn wall, directly toward the young man who stood in the heavy shadows holding his breath and waiting for her coming.

Afterwards, when he thought of what had happened, he could never quite make up his mind whether she was walking in sleep or was awake as she came slowly toward him. They did not speak the same language and they never saw each other after that night. Perhaps she had only been restless and had got out of the bed beside her husband and made her way out of the house, without any conscious knowledge of what she was doing.

She became conscious when she came to where he was standing however, conscious and frightened. He stepped out toward her and she stopped. Their faces were very close together and her eyes were large with alarm. “The pupils dilated,” he said in speaking of that moment. He insisted upon the eyes. “There was a fluttering something in them. I am sure I do not exaggerate when I say that at the moment I saw everything as clearly as though we had been standing together in the broad daylight. Perhaps something had happened to my own eyes, eh? That might be possible. I could not speak to her, reassure her — I could not say, ‘Do not be frightened, woman.’ I couldn’t say anything. My eyes I suppose had to do all the saying.”

Evidently there was something to be said. At any rate there my friend stood, on that remarkable night of his youth, and his face and the woman’s face drew nearer each other. Then their lips met and he took her into his arms and held her for a moment.

That was all. They stood together, the woman of twenty-seven and the young man of nineteen and he was a country boy and was afraid. That may be the explanation of the fact that nothing else happened.

I do not know as to that but in telling this tale I have an advantage you who read cannot have. I heard the tale told, brokenly, by the man — who had the experience I am trying to describe. Story-tellers of old times, who went from place to place telling their wonder tales, had an advantage we, who have come in the age of the printed word, do not have. They were both story tellers and actors. As they talked they modulated their voices, made gestures with their hands. Often they carried conviction simply by the power of their own conviction. All of our modern fussing with style in writing is an attempt to do the same thing.

And what I am trying to express now is a sense I had that night, as my friend talked to me in the park, of a union of two people that took place in the heavy shadows by a barn in Ohio, a union of two people that was not personal, that concerned their two bodies and at the same time did not concern their bodies. The thing has to be felt, not understood with the thinking mind.

Anyway they stood for a few minutes, five minutes perhaps, with their bodies pressed against the wall of the barn and their hands together, clasped together tightly. Now and then one of them stepped away from the barn and stood for a moment directly facing the other. One might say it was Europe facing America in the darkness by a barn. One might grow fancy and learned and say almost anything but all I am saying is that they stood as I am describing them, and oddly enough with their faces to the barn wall — instinctively turning from the house I presume — and that now and then one of them stepped out and stood for a moment facing the other. Their lips did not meet after the first moment.

The next step was taken. The German awoke in the house and began calling, and then he appeared at the kitchen door with a lantern in his hand. It was the lantern, his carrying of the lantern, that saved the situation for the wife and my friend. It made a little circle of light outside of which he could see nothing, but he kept calling his wife, whose name was Katherine, in a distracted frightened way. “Oh, Katherine. Where are you? Oh, Katherine,” he called.

My friend acted at once. Taking hold of the woman’s hand he ran — making no sound — along the shadows of the barn and across the open space between the barn and the fence. The two people were two dim shadows flitting along the dark wall of the barn, nothing more and at the place in the fence where there were no bushes he lifted her over and climbed over after her. Then he ran through the orchard and into the road before the house and putting his two hands on her shoulders shook her. As though understanding his wish, she answered her husband’s call and as the lantern came swinging down toward them my friend dodged back into the orchard.

The man and wife went toward the house, the German talking vigorously and the woman answering quietly, as she had always answered him. Tom was puzzled. Everything that happened to him that night puzzled him then and long afterward when he told me of it. Later he worked out a kind of explanation of it — as all men will do in such cases — but that is another story and the time to tell it is not now.

The point is that my friend had, at the moment, the feeling of having completely possessed the woman, and with that knowledge came also the knowledge that her husband would never possess her, could never by any chance possess her. A great tenderness swept over him and he had but one desire, to protect the woman, not to by any chance make the life she had yet to live any harder.

And so he ran quickly to the barn, secured the blanket and climbed silently up into the loft.

The farm hand with the drooping mustache was sleeping quietly on the hay and Tom lay down beside him and closed his eyes. As he expected the German came, almost at once, to the loft and flashed the lantern, not into the face of the older man but into Tom’s face. Then he went away and Tom lay awake smiling happily. He was young then and there was something proud and revengeful in him — in his attitude toward the German, at the moment. “Her husband knew, but at the same time did not know, that I had taken his woman from him,” he said to me when he told of the incident long afterward. “I don’t know why that made me so happy then, but it did. At the moment I thought I was happy only because we had both managed to escape, but now I know that wasn’t it.”

And it is quite sure my friend did have a sense of something. On the next morning when he went into the house the breakfast was on the table but the woman was not on hand to serve it. The food was on the table and the coffee on the stove and the three men ate in silence. And then Tom and the German stepped out of the house together, stepped, as by a prearranged plan into the barnyard. The German knew nothing — his wife had grown restless in the night and had got out of bed and walked out into the road and both the other men were asleep in the barn. He had never had any reason for suspecting her of anything at all and she was just the kind of woman he had wanted, never went traipsing off to town, didn’t spend a lot of money on clothes, was willing to do any kind of work, made no trouble. He wondered why he had taken such a sudden and violent dislike for his young employee.

Tom spoke first. “I think I’ll quit. I think I’d better be on my way,” he said. It was obvious his going, at just that time, would upset the plans the German had made for getting the work done at the rush time but he made no objection to Tom’s going and at once. Tom had arranged to work by the week and the German counted back to the Saturday before and tried to cheat a little. “I owe you for only one week, eh?” he said. One might as well get two days extra work out of the man without pay — if it were possible.

But Tom did not intend being defeated. “A week and four days,” he replied, purposely adding an extra day. “If you do not want to pay for the four days I’ll stay out the week.”

The German went into the house and got the money and Tom set off along the road.

When he had walked for two or three miles he stopped and went into a wood where he stayed all that day thinking of what had happened.

Perhaps he did not do much thinking. What he said, when he told the story that night in the Chicago park, was that all day there were certain figures marching through his mind and that he just sat down on a log and let them march. Did he have some notion that an impulse toward life in himself had come, and that it would not come again?

As he sat on the log there were the figures of his father and his dead mother and of several other people who had lived about the Ohio countryside where he had spent his boyhood. They kept doing things, saying things. It will be quite clear to my readers that I think my friend a story teller who for some reason has never been able to get his stories outside himself, as one might say, and that might of course explain the day in the wood. He himself thought he was in a sort of comatose state. He had not slept during the night before and, although he did not say as much, there was something a bit mysterious in the thing that had happened to him.

There was one thing he told me concerning that day of dreams that is curious. There appeared in his fancy, over and over again, the figure of a woman he had never seen in the flesh and has never seen since. At any rate it wasn’t the German’s wife, he declared.

“The figure was that of a woman but I could not tell her age,” he said. “She was walking away from me and was clad in a blue dress covered with black dots. Her figure was slender and looked strong but broken. That’s it. She was walking in a path in a country such as I had then never seen, have never seen, a country of very low hills and without trees. There was no grass either but only low bushes that came up to her knees. One might have thought it an Arctic country, where there is summer but for a few weeks each year. She had her sleeves rolled to her shoulders so that her slender arms showed, and had buried her face in the crook of her right arm. Her left arm hung like a broken thing, her legs were like broken things, her body was a broken thing.

“And yet, you see, she kept walking and walking, in the path, among the low bushes, over the barren little hills. She walked vigorously too. It seems impossible and a foolish thing to tell about but all day I sat in the woods on the stump and every time I closed my eyes I saw that woman walking thus, fairly rushing along, and yet, you see, she was all broken to pieces.”


THE MAN WHO BECAME A WOMAN
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MY FATHER WAS a retail druggist in our town, out in Nebraska, which was so much like a thousand other towns I’ve been in since that there’s no use fooling around and taking up your time and mine trying to describe it.

Anyway I became a drug clerk and after father’s death the store was sold and mother took the money and went west, to her sister in California, giving me four hundred dollars with which to make my start in the world. I was only nineteen years old then.

I came to Chicago, where I worked as a drug clerk for a time, and then, as my health suddenly went back on me, perhaps because I was so sick of my lonely life in the city and of the sight and smell of the drug store, I decided to set out on what seemed to me then the great adventure and became for a time a tramp, working now and then, when I had no money, but spending all the time I could loafing around out of doors or riding up and down the land on freight trains and trying to see the world. I even did some stealing in lonely towns at night — once a pretty good suit of clothes that someone had left hanging out on a clothesline, and once some shoes out of a box in a freight car — but I was in constant terror of being caught and put into jail so realized that success as a thief was not for me.

The most delightful experience of that period of my life was when I once worked as a groom, or swipe, with race horses and it was during that time I met a young fellow of about my own age who has since become a writer of some prominence.

The young man of whom I now speak had gone into race track work as a groom, to bring a kind of flourish, a high spot, he used to say, into his life.

He was then unmarried and had not been successful as a writer. What I mean is he was free and I guess, with him as with me, there was something he liked about the people who hang about a race track, the touts, swipes, drivers, niggers and gamblers. You know what a gaudy undependable lot they are — if you’ve ever been around the tracks much — about the best liars I’ve ever seen, and not saving money or thinking about morals, like most druggists, dry-goods merchants and the others who used to be my father’s friends in our Nebraska town — and not bending the knee much either, or kowtowing to people, they thought must be grander or richer or more powerful than themselves.

What I mean is, they were an independent, go-to-the-devil, come-have-a-drink-of-whisky, kind of a crew and when one of them won a bet, “knocked ’em off,” we called it, his money was just dirt to him while it lasted. No king or president or soap manufacturer — gone on a trip with his family to Europe — could throw on more dog than one of them, with his big diamond rings and the diamond horse-shoe stuck in his necktie and all.

I liked the whole blamed lot pretty well and he did too.

He was groom temporarily for a pacing gelding named Lumpy Joe owned by a tall black-mustached man named Alfred Kreymborg and trying the best he could to make the bluff to himself he was a real one. It happened that we were on the same circuit, doing the West Pennsylvania county fairs all that fall, and on fine evenings we spent a good deal of time walking and talking together.

Let us suppose it to be a Monday or Tuesday evening and our horses had been put away for the night. The racing didn’t start until later in the week, maybe Wednesday, usually. There was always a little place called a dining-hall, run mostly by the Woman’s Christian Temperance Associations of the towns, and we would go there to eat where we could get a pretty good meal for twenty-five cents. At least then we thought it pretty good.

I would manage it so that I sat beside this fellow, whose name was Tom Means and when we had got through eating we would go look at our two horses again and when we got there Lumpy Joe would be eating his hay in his box stall and Alfred Kreymborg would be standing there, pulling his mustache and looking as sad as a sick crane.

But he wasn’t really sad. “You two boys want to go down town to see the girls. I’m an old duffer and way past that myself. You go on along. I’ll be setting here anyway, and I’ll keep an eye on both the horses for you,” he would say.

So we would set off, going, not into the town to try to get in with some of the town girls, who might have taken up with us because we were strangers and race track fellows, but out into the country. Sometimes we got into a hilly country and there was a moon. The leaves were falling off the trees and lay in the road so that we kicked them up with the dust as we went along.

To tell the truth I suppose I got to love Tom Means, who was five years older than me, although I wouldn’t have dared say so, then. Americans are shy and timid about saying things like that and a man here don’t dare own up he loves another man, I’ve found out, and they are afraid to admit such feelings to themselves even. I guess they’re afraid it may be taken to mean something it don’t need to at all.

Anyway we walked along and some of the trees were already bare and looked like people standing solemnly beside the road and listening to what we had to say. Only I didn’t say much. Tom Means did most of the talking.

Sometimes we came back to the race track and it was late and the moon had gone down and it was dark. Then we often walked round and round the track, sometimes a dozen times, before we crawled into the hay to go to bed.

Tom talked always on two subjects, writing and race horses, but mostly about race horses. The quiet sounds about the race tracks and the smells of horses, and the things that go with horses, seemed to get him all excited. “Oh, hell, Herman Dudley,” he would burst out suddenly, “don’t go talking to me. I know what I think. I’ve been around more than you have and I’ve seen a world of people. There isn’t any man or woman, not even a fellow’s own mother, as fine as a horse, that is to say a thoroughbred horse.”

Sometimes he would go on like that a long time, speaking of people he had seen and their characteristics. He wanted to be a writer later and what he said was that when he came to be one he wanted to write the way a well bred horse runs or trots or paces. Whether he ever did it or not I can’t say. He has written a lot, but I’m not too good a judge of such things. Anyway I don’t think he has.

But when he got on the subject of horses he certainly was a darby. I would never have felt the way I finally got to feel about horses or enjoyed my stay among them half so much if it hadn’t been for him. Often he would go on talking for an hour maybe, speaking of horses’ bodies and of their minds and wills as though they were human beings. “Lord help us, Herman,” he would say, grabbing hold of my arm, “don’t it get you up in the throat? I say now, when a good one, like that Lumpy Joe I’m swiping, flattens himself at the head of the stretch and he’s coming, and you know he’s coming, and you know his heart’s sound, and he’s game, and you know he isn’t going to let himself get licked — don’t it get you Herman, don’t it get you like the old Harry?”

That’s the way he would talk, and then later, sometimes, he’d talk about writing and get himself all het up about that too. He had some notions about writing I’ve never got myself around to thinking much about but just the same maybe his talk, working in me, has led me to want to begin to write this story myself.

* * *

There was one experience of that time on the tracks that I am forced, by some feeling inside myself, to tell.

Well, I don’t know why but I’ve just got to. It will be kind of like confession is, I suppose, to a good Catholic, or maybe, better yet, like cleaning up the room you live in, if you are a bachelor, like I was for so long. The room gets pretty mussy and the bed not made some days and clothes and things thrown on the closet floor and maybe under the bed. And then you clean all up and put on new sheets, and then you take off all your clothes and get down on your hands and knees, and scrub the floor so clean you could eat bread off it, and then take a walk and come home after a while and your room smells sweet and you feel sweetened-up and better inside yourself too.

What I mean is, this story has been on my chest, and I’ve often dreamed about the happenings in it, even after I married Jessie and was happy. Sometimes I even screamed out at night and so I said to myself, “I’ll write the dang story,” and here goes.

Fall had come on and in the mornings now when we crept out of our blankets, spread out on the hay in the tiny lofts above the horse stalls, and put our heads out to look around, there was a white rime of frost on the ground. When we woke the horses woke too. You know how it is at the tracks — the little barn-like stalls with the tiny lofts above are all set along in a row and there are two doors to each stall, one coming up to a horse’s breast and then a top one, that is only closed at night and in bad weather.

In the mornings the upper door is swung open and fastened back and the horses put their heads out. There is the white rime on the grass over inside the grey oval the track makes. Usually there is some outfit that has six, ten or even twelve horses, and perhaps they have a negro cook who does his cooking at an open fire in the clear space before the row of stalls and he is at work now and the horses with their big fine eyes are looking about and whinnying, and a stallion looks out at the door of one of the stalls and sees a sweet-eyed mare looking at him and sends up his trumpet-call, and a man’s voice laughs, and there are no women anywhere in sight or no sign of one anywhere, and everyone feels like laughing and usually does.

It’s pretty fine but I didn’t know how fine it was until I got to know Tom Means and heard him talk about it all.

At the time the thing happened of which I am trying to tell now Tom was no longer with me. A week before his owner, Alfred Kreymborg, had taken his horse Lumpy Joe over into the Ohio Fair Circuit and I saw no more of Tom at the tracks.

There was a story going about the stalls that Lumpy Joe, a big rangy brown gelding, wasn’t really named Lumpy Joe at all, that he was a ringer who had made a fast record out in Iowa and up through the northwest country the year before, and that Kreymborg had picked him up and had kept him under wraps all winter and had brought him over into the Pennsylvania country under this new name and made a clean-up in the books.

I know nothing about that and never talked to Tom about it but anyway he, Lumpy Joe and Kreymborg were all gone now.

I suppose I’ll always remember those days, and Tom’s talk at night, and before that in the early September evenings how we sat around in front of the stalls, and Kreymborg sitting on an upturned feed box and pulling at his long black mustache and some times humming a little ditty one couldn’t catch the words of. It was something about a deep well and a little grey squirrel crawling up the sides of it, and he never laughed or smiled much but there was something in his solemn grey eyes, not quite a twinkle, something more delicate than that.

The others talked in low tones and Tom and I sat in silence. He never did his best talking except when he and I were alone.

For his sake — if he ever sees my story — I should mention that at the only big track we ever visited, at Readville, Pennsylvania, we saw old Pop Geers, the great racing driver, himself. His horses were at a place far away across the tracks from where we were stabled. I suppose a man like him was likely to get the choice of all the good places for his horses.

We went over there one evening and stood about and there was Geers himself, sitting before one of the stalls on a box tapping the ground with a riding whip. They called him, around the tracks, “The silent man from Tennessee” and he was silent — that night anyway. All we did was to stand and look at him for maybe a half hour and then we went away and that night Tom talked better than I had ever heard him. He said that the ambition of his life was to wait until Pop Geers died and then write a book about him, and to show in the book that there was at least one American who never went nutty about getting rich or owning a big factory or being any other kind of a hell of a fellow. “He’s satisfied I think to sit around like that and wait until the big moments of his life come, when he heads a fast one into the stretch and then, darn his soul, he can give all of himself to the thing right in front of him,” Tom said, and then he was so worked up he began to blubber. We were walking along the fence on the inside of the tracks and it was dusk and, in some trees nearby, some birds, just sparrows maybe, were making a chirping sound, and you could hear insects singing and, where there was a little light, off to the west between some trees, motes were dancing in the air. Tom said that about Pop Geers, although I think he was thinking most about something he wanted to be himself and wasn’t, and then he went and stood by the fence and sort of blubbered and I began to blubber too, although I didn’t know what about.

But perhaps I did know, after all. I suppose Tom wanted to feel, when he became a writer, like he thought old Pop must feel when his horse swung around the upper turn, and there lay the stretch before him, and if he was going to get his horse home in front he had to do it right then. What Tom said was that any man had something in him that understands about a thing like that but that no woman ever did except up in her brain. He often got off things like that about women but I notice he later married one of them just the same.

But to get back to my knitting. After Tom had left, the stable I was with kept drifting along through nice little Pennsylvania county seat towns. My owner, a strange excitable kind of a man from over in Ohio, who had lost a lot of money on horses but was always thinking he would maybe get it all back in some big killing, had been playing in pretty good luck that year. The horse I had, a tough little gelding, a five year old, had been getting home in front pretty regular and so he took some of his winnings and bought a three years old black pacing stallion named “O, My Man.” My gelding was called “Pick-it-boy” because when he was in a race and had got into the stretch my owner always got half wild with excitement and shouted so you could hear him a mile and a half. “Go, pick it boy, pick it boy, pick it boy,” he kept shouting and so when he had got hold of this good little gelding he had named him that.

The gelding was a fast one, all right. As the boys at the tracks used to say, he “picked ’em up sharp and set ’em down clean,” and he was what we called a natural race horse, right up to all the speed he had, and didn’t require much training. “All you got to do is to drop him down on the track and he’ll go,” was what my owner was always saying to other men, when he was bragging about his horse.

And so you see, after Tom left, I hadn’t much to do evenings and then the new stallion, the three year old, came on with a negro swipe named Burt.

I liked him fine and he liked me but not the same as Tom and me. We got to be friends all right and I suppose Burt would have done things for me, and maybe me for him, that Tom and me wouldn’t have done for each other.

But with a negro you couldn’t be close friends like you can with another white man. There’s some reason you can’t understand but it’s true. There’s been too much talk about the difference between whites and blacks and you’re both shy, and anyway no use trying and I suppose Burt and I both knew it and so I was pretty lonesome.

Something happened to me that happened several times, when I was a young fellow, that I have never exactly understood. Sometimes now I think it was all because I had got to be almost a man and had never been with a woman. I don’t know what’s the matter with me. I can’t ask a woman. I’ve tried it a good many times in my life but every time I’ve tried the same thing happened.

Of course, with Jessie now, it’s different, but at the time of which I’m speaking Jessie was a long ways off and a good many things were to happen to me before I got to her.

Around a race track, as you may suppose, the fellows who are swipes and drivers and strangers in the towns do not go without women. They don’t have to. In any town there are always some fly girls will come around a place like that. I suppose they think they are fooling with men who lead romantic lives. Such girls will come along by the front of the stalls where the race horses are and, if you look all right to them, they will stop and make a fuss over your horse. They rub their little hands over the horse’s nose and then is the time for you — if you aren’t a fellow like me who can’t get up the nerve — then is the time for you to smile and say, “Hello, kid,” and make a date with one of them for that evening up town after supper. I couldn’t do that, although the Lord knows I tried hard enough, often enough. A girl would come along alone, and she would be a little thing and give me the eye, and I would try and try but couldn’t say anything. Both Tom, and Burt afterwards, used to laugh at me about it sometimes but what I think is that, had I been able to speak up to one of them and had managed to make a date with her, nothing would have come of it. We would probably have walked around the town and got off together in the dark somewhere, where the town came to an end, and then she would have had to knock me over with a club before it got any further.

And so there I was, having got used to Tom and our talks together, and Burt of course had his own friends among the black men. I got lazy and mopey and had a hard time doing my work.

It was like this. Sometimes I would be sitting, perhaps under a tree in the late afternoon when the races were over for the day and the crowds had gone away. There were always a lot of other men and boys who hadn’t any horses in the races that day and they would be standing or sitting about in front of the stalls and talking.

I would listen for a time to their talk and then their voices would seem to go far away. The things I was looking at would go far away too. Perhaps there would be a tree, not more than a hundred yards away, and it would just come out of the ground and float away like a thistle. It would get smaller and smaller, away off there in the sky, and then suddenly — bang, it would be back where it belonged, in the ground, and I would begin hearing the voices of the men talking again.

When Tom was with me that summer the nights were splendid. We usually walked about and talked until pretty late and then I crawled up into my hole and went to sleep. Always out of Tom’s talk I got something that stayed in my mind, after I was off by myself, curled up in my blanket. I suppose he had a way of making pictures as he talked and the pictures stayed by me as Burt was always saying pork chops did by him. “Give me the old pork chops, they stick to the ribs,” Burt was always saying and with the imagination it was always that way about Tom’s talks. He started something inside you that went on and on, and your mind played with it like walking about in a strange town and seeing the sights, and you slipped off to sleep and had splendid dreams and woke up in the morning feeling fine.

And then he was gone and it wasn’t that way any more and I got into the fix I have described. At night I kept seeing women’s bodies and women’s lips and things in my dreams, and woke up in the morning feeling like the old Harry.

Burt was pretty good to me. He always helped me cool Pick-it-boy out after a race and he did the things himself that take the most skill and quickness, like getting the bandages on a horse’s leg smooth, and seeing that every strap is setting just right, and every buckle drawn up to just the right hole, before your horse goes out on the track for a heat.

Burt knew there was something wrong with me and put himself out not to let the boss know. When the boss was around he was always bragging about me. “The brightest kid I’ve ever worked with around the tracks,” he would say and grin, and that at a time when I wasn’t worth my salt.

When you go out with the horses there is one job that always takes a lot of time. In the late afternoon, after your horse has been in a race and after you have washed him and rubbed him out, he has to be walked slowly, sometimes for hours and hours, so he’ll cool out slowly and won’t get muscle-bound. I got so I did that job for both our horses and Burt did the more important things. It left him free to go talk or shoot dice with the other niggers and I didn’t mind. I rather liked it and after a hard race even the stallion, O My Man, was tame enough, even when there were mares about.

You walk and walk and walk, around a little circle, and your horse’s head is right by your shoulder, and all around you the life of the place you are in is going on, and in a queer way you get so you aren’t really a part of it at all. Perhaps no one ever gets as I was then, except boys that aren’t quite men yet and who like me have never been with girls or women — to really be with them, up to the hilt, I mean. I used to wonder if young girls got that way too before they married or did what we used to call “go on the town.”

If I remember it right though, I didn’t do much thinking then. Often I would have forgotten supper if Burt hadn’t shouted at me and reminded me, and sometimes he forgot and went off to town with one of the other niggers and I did forget.

There I was with the horse, going slow slow slow, around a circle that way. The people were leaving the fair grounds now, some afoot, some driving away to the farms in wagons and fords. Clouds of dust floated in the air and over to the west, where the town was, maybe the sun was going down, a red ball of fire through the dust. Only a few hours before the crowd had been all filled with excitement and everyone shouting. Let us suppose my horse had been in a race that afternoon and I had stood in front of the grandstand with my horse blanket over my shoulder, alongside of Burt perhaps, and when they came into the stretch my owner began to call, in that queer high voice of his that seemed to float over the top of all the shouting up in the grandstand. And his voice was saying over and over, “Go, pick it boy, pick it boy, pick it boy,” the way he always did, and my heart was thumping so I could hardly breathe, and Burt was leaning over and snapping his fingers and muttering, “Come, little sweet. Come on home. Your Mama wants you. Come get your ‘lasses and bread, little Pick-it-boy.”

Well, all that was over now and the voices of the people left around were all low. And Pick-it-boy — I was leading him slowly around the little ring, to cool him out slowly, as I’ve said, — he was different too. Maybe he had pretty nearly broken his heart trying to get down to the wire in front, or getting down there in front, and now everything inside him was quiet and tired, as it was nearly all the time those days in me, except in me tired but not quiet.

You remember I’ve told you we always walked in a circle, round and round and round. I guess something inside me got to going round and round and round too. The sun did sometimes and the trees and the clouds of dust. I had to think sometimes about putting down my feet so they went down in the right place and I didn’t get to staggering like a drunken man.

And a funny feeling came that it is going to be hard to describe. It had something to do with the life in the horse and in me. Sometimes, these late years, I’ve thought maybe negroes would understand what I’m trying to talk about now better than any white man ever will. I mean something about men and animals, something between them, something that can perhaps only happen to a white man when he has slipped off his base a little, as I suppose I had then. I think maybe a lot of horsey people feel it sometimes though. It’s something like this, maybe — do you suppose it could be that something we whites have got, and think such a lot of, and are so proud about, isn’t much of any good after all?

It’s something in us that wants to be big and grand and important maybe and won’t let us just be, like a horse or a dog or a bird can. Let’s say Pick-it-boy had won his race that day. He did that pretty often that summer. Well, he was neither proud, like I would have been in his place, or mean in one part of the inside of him either. He was just himself, doing something with a kind of simplicity. That’s what Pick-it-boy was like and I got to feeling it in him as I walked with him slowly in the gathering darkness. I got inside him in some way I can’t explain and he got inside me. Often we would stop walking for no cause and he would put his nose up against my face.

I wished he was a girl sometimes or that I was a girl and he was a man. It’s an odd thing to say but it’s a fact. Being with him that way, so long, and in such a quiet way, cured something in me a little. Often after an evening like that I slept all right and did not have the kind of dreams I’ve spoken about.

But I wasn’t cured for very long and couldn’t get cured. My body seemed all right and just as good as ever but there wasn’t no pep in me.

Then the fall got later and later and we came to the last town we were going to make before my owner laid his horses up for the winter, in his home town over across the State line in Ohio, and the track was up on a hill, or rather in a kind of high plain above the town.

It wasn’t much of a place and the sheds were rather rickety and the track bad, especially at the turns. As soon as we got to the place and got stabled it began to rain and kept it up all week so the fair had to be put off.

As the purses weren’t very large a lot of the owners shipped right out but our owner stayed. The fair owners guaranteed expenses, whether the races were held the next week or not.

And all week there wasn’t much of anything for Burt and me to do but clean manure out of the stalls in the morning, watch for a chance when the rain let up a little to jog the horses around the track in the mud and then clean them off, blanket them and stick them back in their stalls.

It was the hardest time of all for me. Burt wasn’t so bad off as there were a dozen or two blacks around and in the evening they went off to town, got liquored up a little and came home late, singing and talking, even in the cold rain.

And then one night I got mixed up in the thing I’m trying to tell you about.

* * *

It was a Saturday evening and when I look back at it now it seems to me everyone had left the tracks but just me. In the early evening swipe after swipe came over to my stall and asked me if I was going to stick around. When I said I was he would ask me to keep an eye out for him, that nothing happened to his horse. “Just take a stroll down that way now and then, eh, kid,” one of them would say, “I just want to run up to town for an hour or two.”

I would say “yes” to be sure, and so pretty soon it was dark as pitch up there in that little ruined fairground and nothing living anywhere around but the horses and me.

I stood it as long as I could, walking here and there in the mud and rain, and thinking all the time I wished I was someone else and not myself. “If I were someone else,” I thought, “I wouldn’t be here but down there in town with the others.” I saw myself going into saloons and having drinks and later going off to a house maybe and getting myself a woman.

I got to thinking so much that, as I went stumbling around up there in the darkness, it was as though what was in my mind was actually happening.

Only I wasn’t with some cheap woman, such as I would have found had I had the nerve to do what I wanted but with such a woman as I thought then I should never find in this world. She was slender and like a flower and with something in her like a race horse too, something in her like Pick-it-boy in the stretch, I guess.

And I thought about her and thought about her until I couldn’t stand thinking any more. “I’ll do something anyway,” I said to myself.

So, although I had told all the swipes I would stay and watch their horses, I went out of the fair grounds and down the hill a ways. I went down until I came to a little low saloon, not in the main part of the town itself but half way up the hillside. The saloon had once been a residence, a farmhouse perhaps, but if it was ever a farmhouse I’m sure the farmer who lived there and worked the land on that hillside hadn’t made out very well. The country didn’t look like a farming country, such as one sees all about the other county-seat towns we had been visiting all through the late summer and fall. Everywhere you looked there were stones sticking out of the ground and the trees mostly of the stubby, stunted kind. It looked wild and untidy and ragged, that’s what I mean. On the flat plain, up above, where the fairground was, there were a few fields and pastures, and there were some sheep raised and in the field right next to the tracks, on the furtherest side from town, on the back stretch side, there had once been a slaughter-house, the ruins of which were still standing. It hadn’t been used for quite some time but there were bones of animals lying all about in the field, and there was a smell coming out of the old building that would curl your hair.

The horses hated the place, just as we swipes did, and in the morning when we were jogging them around the track in the mud, to keep them in racing condition, Pick-it-boy and O My Man both raised old Ned every time we headed them up the back stretch and got near to where the old slaughterhouse stood. They would rear and fight at the bit, and go off their stride and run until they got clear of the rotten smells, and neither Burt nor I could make them stop it. “It’s a hell of a town down there and this is a hell of a track for racing,” Burt kept saying. “If they ever have their danged old fair someone’s going to get spilled and maybe killed back here.” Whether they did or not I don’t know as I didn’t stay for the fair, for reasons I’ll tell you pretty soon, but Burt was speaking sense all right. A race horse isn’t like a human being. He won’t stand for it to have to do his work in any rotten ugly kind of a dump the way a man will, and he won’t stand for the smells a man will either.

But to get back to my story again. There I was, going down the hillside in the darkness and the cold soaking rain and breaking my word to all the others about staying up above and watching the horses. When I got to the little saloon I decided to stop and have a drink or two. I’d found out long before that about two drinks upset me so I was two-thirds piped and couldn’t walk straight, but on that night I didn’t care a tinker’s dam.

So I went up a kind of path, out of the road, toward the front door of the saloon. It was in what must have been the parlor of the place when it was a farmhouse and there was a little front porch.

I stopped before I opened the door and looked about a little. From where I stood I could look right down into the main street of the town, like being in a big city, like New York or Chicago, and looking down out of the fifteenth floor of an office building into the street.

The hillside was mighty steep and the road up had to wind and wind or no one could ever have come up out of the town to their plagued old fair at all.

It wasn’t much of a town I saw — a main street with a lot of saloons and a few stores, one or two dinky moving-picture places, a few fords, hardly any women or girls in sight and a raft of men. I tried to think of the girl I had been dreaming about, as I walked around in the mud and darkness up at the fair ground, living in the place but I couldn’t make it. It was like trying to think of Pick-it-boy getting himself worked up to the state I was in then, and going into the ugly dump I was going into. It couldn’t be done.

All the same I knew the town wasn’t all right there in sight. There must have been a good many of the kinds of houses Pennsylvania miners live in back in the hills, or around a turn in the valley in which the main street stood.

What I suppose is that, it being Saturday night and raining, the women and kids had all stayed at home and only the men were out, intending to get themselves liquored up. I’ve been in some other mining towns since and if I was a miner and had to live in one of them, or in one of the houses they live in with their women and kids, I’d get out and liquor myself up too.

So there I stood looking, and as sick as a dog inside myself, and as wet and cold as a rat in a sewer pipe. I could see the mass of dark figures moving about down below, and beyond the main street there was a river that made a sound you could hear distinctly, even up where I was, and over beyond the river were some railroad tracks with switch engines going up and down. I suppose they had something to do with the mines in which the men of the town worked. Anyway, as I stood watching and listening there was, now and then, a sound like thunder rolling down the sky, and I suppose that was a lot of coal, maybe a whole carload, being let down plunk into a coal car.

And then besides there was, on the side of a hill far away, a long row of coke ovens. They had little doors, through which the light from the fire within leaked out and as they were set closely, side by side, they looked like the teeth of some big man-eating giant lying and waiting over there in the hills.

The sight of it all, even the sight of the kind of hellholes men are satisfied to go on living in, gave me the fantods and the shivers right down in my liver, and on that night I guess I had in me a kind of contempt for all men, including myself, that I’ve never had so thoroughly since. Come right down to it, I suppose women aren’t so much to blame as men. They aren’t running the show.

* * *

Then I pushed open the door and went into the saloon. There were about a dozen men, miners I suppose, playing cards at tables in a little long dirty room, with a bar at one side of it, and with a big red-faced man with a mustache standing back of the bar.

The place smelled, as such places do where men hang around who have worked and sweated in their clothes and perhaps slept in them too, and have never had them washed but have just kept on wearing them. I guess you know what I mean if you’ve ever been in a city. You smell that smell in a city, in street cars on rainy nights when a lot of factory hands get on. I got pretty used to that smell when I was a tramp and pretty sick of it too.

And so I was in the place now, with a glass of whisky in my hand, and I thought all the miners were staring at me, which they weren’t at all, but I thought they were and so I felt just the same as though they had been. And then I looked up and saw my own face in the old cracked looking-glass back of the bar. If the miners had been staring, or laughing at me, I wouldn’t have wondered when I saw what I looked like.

It — I mean my own face — was white and pasty-looking, and for some reason, I can’t tell exactly why, it wasn’t my own face at all. It’s a funny business I’m trying to tell you about and I know what you may be thinking of me as well as you do, so you needn’t suppose I’m innocent or ashamed. I’m only wondering. I’ve thought about it a lot since and I can’t make it out. I know I was never that way before that night and I know I’ve never been that way since. Maybe it was lonesomeness, just lonesomeness, gone on in me too long. I’ve often wondered if women generally are lonesomer than men.

The point is that the face I saw in the looking-glass back of that bar, when I looked up from my glass of whisky that evening, wasn’t my own face at all but the face of a woman. It was a girl’s face, that’s what I mean. That’s what it was. It was a girl’s face, and a lonesome and scared girl too. She was just a kid at that.

When I saw that the glass of whisky came pretty near falling out of my hand but I gulped it down, put a dollar on the bar, and called for another. “I’ve got to be careful here — I’m up against something new,” I said to myself. “If any of these men in here get on to me there’s going to be trouble.” When I had got the second drink in me I called for a third and I thought, “When I get this third drink down I’ll get out of here and back up the hill to the fair ground before I make a fool of myself and begin to get drunk.”

And then, while I was thinking and drinking my third glass of whisky, the men in the room began to laugh and of course I thought they were laughing at me. But they weren’t. No one in the place had really paid any attention to me.

What they were laughing at was a man who had just come in at the door. I’d never seen such a fellow. He was a huge big man, with red hair, that stuck straight up like bristles out of his head, and he had a red-haired kid in his arms. The kid was just like himself, big, I mean, for his age, and with the same kind of stiff red hair.

He came and set the kid up on the bar, close beside me, and called for a glass of whisky for himself and all the men in the room began to shout and laugh at him and his kid. Only they didn’t shout and laugh when he was looking, so he could tell which ones did it, but did all their shouting and laughing when his head was turned the other way. They kept calling him “cracked.” “The crack is getting wider in the old tin pan,” someone sang and then they all laughed.

I’m puzzled you see, just how to make you feel as I felt that night. I suppose, having undertaken to write this story, that’s what I’m up against, trying to do that. I’m not claiming to be able to inform you or to do you any good. I’m just trying to make you understand some things about me, as I would like to understand some things about you, or anyone, if I had the chance. Anyway the whole blamed thing, the thing that went on I mean in that little saloon on that rainy Saturday night, wasn’t like anything quite real. I’ve already told you how I had looked into the glass back of the bar and had seen there, not my own face but the face of a scared young girl. Well, the men, the miners, sitting at the tables in the half dark room, the redfaced bartender, the unholy looking big man who had come in and his queer-looking kid, now sitting on the bar — all of them were like characters in some play, not like real people at all.

There was myself, that wasn’t myself — and I’m not any fairy. Anyone who has ever known me knows better than that.

And then there was the man who had come in. There was a feeling came out of him that wasn’t like the feeling you get from a man at all. It was more like the feeling you get maybe from a horse, only his eyes weren’t like a horse’s eyes. Horses’ eyes have a kind of calm something in them and his hadn’t. If you’ve ever carried a lantern through a wood at night, going along a path, and then suddenly you felt something funny in the air and stopped, and there ahead of you somewhere were the eyes of some little animal, gleaming out at you from a dead wall of darkness — The eyes shine big and quiet but there is a point right in the centre of each, where there is something dancing and wavering. You aren’t afraid the little animal will jump at you, you are afraid the little eyes will jump at you — that’s what’s the matter with you.

Only of course a horse, when you go into his stall at night, or a little animal you had disturbed in a wood that way, wouldn’t be talking and the big man who had come in there with his kid was talking. He kept talking all the time, saying something under his breath, as they say, and I could only understand now and then a few words. It was his talking made him kind of terrible. His eyes said one thing and his lips another. They didn’t seem to get together, as though they belonged to the same person.

For one thing the man was too big. There was about him an unnatural bigness. It was in his hands, his arms, his shoulders, his body, his head, a bigness like you might see in trees and bushes in a tropical country perhaps. I’ve never been in a tropical country but I’ve seen pictures. Only his eyes were small. In his big head they looked like the eyes of a bird. And I remember that his lips were thick, like negroes’ lips.

He paid no attention to me or to the others in the room but kept on muttering to himself, or to the kid sitting on the bar — I couldn’t tell to which.

First he had one drink and then, quick, another. I stood staring at him and thinking — a jumble of thoughts, I suppose.

What I must have been thinking was something like this. “Well he’s one of the kind you are always seeing about towns,” I thought. I meant he was one of the cracked kind. In almost any small town you go to you will find one, and sometimes two or three cracked people, walking around. They go through the street, muttering to themselves and people generally are cruel to them. Their own folks make a bluff at being kind, but they aren’t really, and the others in the town, men and boys, like to tease them. They send such a fellow, the mild silly kind, on some fool errand after a round square or a dozen post-holes or tie cards on his back saying “Kick me,” or something like that, and then carry on and laugh as though they had done something funny.

And so there was this cracked one in that saloon and I could see the men in there wanted to have some fun putting up some kind of horseplay on him, but they didn’t quite dare. He wasn’t one of the mild kind, that was a cinch. I kept looking at the man and at his kid, and then up at that strange unreal reflection of myself in the cracked looking-glass back of the bar. “Rats, rats, digging in the ground — miners are rats, little jack-rabbit,” I heard him say to his solemn-faced kid. I guess, after all, maybe he wasn’t so cracked.

The kid sitting on the bar kept blinking at his father, like an owl caught out in the daylight, and now the father was having another glass of whisky. He drank six glasses, one right after the other, and it was cheap ten-cent stuff. He must have had cast-iron insides all right.

Of the men in the room there were two or three (maybe they were really more scared than the others so had to put up a bluff of bravery by showing off) who kept laughing and making funny cracks about the big man and his kid and there was one fellow was the worst of the bunch. I’ll never forget that fellow because of his looks and what happened to him afterwards.

He was one of the showing-off kind all right, and he was the one that had started the song about the crack getting bigger in the old tin pan. He sang it two or three times, and then he grew bolder and got up and began walking up and down the room singing it over and over. He was a showy kind of man with a fancy vest, on which there were brown tobacco spots, and he wore glasses. Every time he made some crack he thought was funny, he winked at the others as though to say, “You see me. I’m not afraid of this big fellow,” and then the others laughed.

The proprietor of the place must have known what was going on, and the danger in it, because he kept leaning over the bar and saying, “Shush, now quit it,” to the showy-off man, but it didn’t do any good. The fellow kept prancing like a turkey-cock and he put his hat on one side of his head and stopped right back of the big man and sang that song about the crack in the old tin pan. He was one of the kind you can’t shush until they get their blocks knocked off, and it didn’t take him long to come to it that time anyhow.

Because the big fellow just kept on muttering to his kid and drinking his whisky, as though he hadn’t heard anything, and then suddenly he turned and his big hand flashed out and he grabbed, not the fellow who had been showing off, but me. With just a sweep of his arm he brought me up against his big body. Then he shoved me over with my breast jammed against the bar and looking right into his kid’s face and he said, “Now you watch him, and if you let him fall I’ll kill you,” in just quiet ordinary tones as though he was saying “good morning” to some neighbor.

Then the kid leaned over and threw his arms around my head, and in spite of that I did manage to screw my head around enough to see what happened.

It was a sight I’ll never forget. The big fellow had whirled around, and he had the showy-off man by the shoulder now, and the fellow’s face was a sight. The big man must have had some reputation as a bad man in the town, even though he was cracked for the man with the fancy vest had his mouth open now, and his hat had fallen off his head, and he was silent and scared. Once, when I was a tramp, I saw a kid killed by a train. The kid was walking on the rail and showing off before some other kids, by letting them see how close he could let an engine come to him before he got out of the way. And the engine was whistling and a woman, over on the porch of a house nearby, was jumping up and down and screaming, and the kid let the engine get nearer and nearer, wanting more and more to show off, and then he stumbled and fell. God, I’ll never forget the look on his face, in just the second before he got hit and killed, and now, there in that saloon, was the same terrible look on another face.

I closed my eyes for a moment and was sick all through me and then, when I opened my eyes, the big man’s fist was just coming down in the other man’s face. The one blow knocked him cold and he fell down like a beast hit with an axe.

And then the most terrible thing of all happened. The big man had on heavy boots, and he raised one of them and brought it down on the other man’s shoulder, as he lay white and groaning on the floor. I could hear the bones crunch and it made me so sick I could hardly stand up, but I had to stand up and hold on to that kid or I knew it would be my turn next.

Because the big fellow didn’t seem excited or anything, but kept on muttering to himself as he had been doing when he was standing peacefully by the bar drinking his whisky, and now he had raised his foot again, and maybe this time he would bring it down in the other man’s face and, “just eliminate his map for keeps,” as sports and prize-fighters sometimes say. I trembled, like I was having a chill, but thank God at that moment the kid, who had his arms around me and one hand clinging to my nose, so that there were the marks of his fingernails on it the next morning, at that moment the kid, thank God, began to howl, and his father didn’t bother any more with the man on the floor but turned around, knocked me aside, and taking the kid in his arms tramped out of that place, muttering to himself as he had been doing ever since he came in.

I went out too but I didn’t prance out with any dignity, I’ll tell you that. I slunk out like a thief or a coward, which perhaps I am, partly anyhow.

And so there I was, outside there in the darkness, and it was as cold and wet and black and Godforsaken a night as any man ever saw. I was so sick at the thought of human beings that night I could have vomited to think of them at all. For a while I just stumbled along in the mud of the road, going up the hill, back to the fair ground, and then, almost before I knew where I was, I found myself in the stall with Pick-it-boy.

That was one of the best and sweetest feelings I’ve ever had in my whole life, being in that warm stall alone with that horse that night. I had told the other swipes that I would go up and down the row of stalls now and then and have an eye on the other horses, but I had altogether forgotten my promise now. I went and stood with my back against the side of the stall, thinking how mean and low and all balled-up and twisted-up human beings can become, and how the best of them are likely to get that way any time, just because they are human beings and not simple and clear in their minds, and inside themselves, as animals are, maybe.

Perhaps you know how a person feels at such a moment. There are things you think of, odd little things you had thought you had forgotten. Once, when you were a kid, you were with your father, and he was all dressed up, as for a funeral or Fourth of July, and was walking along a street holding your hand. And you were going past a railroad station, and there was a woman standing. She was a stranger in your town and was dressed as you had never seen a woman dressed before, and never thought you would see one, looking so nice. Long afterwards you knew that was because she had lovely taste in clothes, such as so few women have really, but then you thought she must be a queen. You had read about queens in fairy stories and the thoughts of them thrilled you. What lovely eyes the strange lady had and what beautiful rings she wore on her fingers.

Then your father came out, from being in the railroad station, maybe to set his watch by the station clock, and took you by the hand and he and the woman smiled at each other, in an embarrassed kind of way, and you kept looking longingly back at her, and when you were out of her hearing you asked your father if she really were a queen. And it may be that your father was one who wasn’t so very hot on democracy and a free country and talked-up bunk about a free citizenry, and he said he hoped she was a queen, and maybe, for all he knew, she was.

Or maybe, when you get jammed up as I was that night, and can’t get things clear about yourself or other people and why you are alive, or for that matter why anyone you can think about is alive, you think, not of people at all but of other things you have seen and felt — like walking along a road in the snow in the winter, perhaps out in Iowa, and hearing soft warm sounds in a barn close to the road, or of another time when you were on a hill and the sun was going down and the sky suddenly became a great soft-colored bowl, all glowing like a jewel-handled bowl, a great queen in some far away mighty kingdom might have put on a vast table out under the tree, once a year, when she invited all her loyal and loving subjects to come and dine with her.

I can’t, of course, figure out what you try to think about when you are as desolate as I was that night. Maybe you are like me and inclined to think of women, and maybe you are like a man I met once, on the road, who told me that when he was up against it he never thought of anything but grub and a big nice clean warm bed to sleep in. “I don’t care about anything else and I don’t ever let myself think of anything else,” he said. “If I was like you and went to thinking about women sometime I’d find myself hooked up to some skirt, and she’d have the old double cross on me, and the rest of my life maybe I’d be working in some factory for her and her kids.”

As I say, there I was anyway, up there alone with that horse in that warm stall in that dark lonesome fair ground and I had that feeling about being sick at the thought of human beings and what they could be like.

Well, suddenly I got again the queer feeling I’d had about him once or twice before, I mean the feeling about our understanding each other in some way I can’t explain.

So having it again I went over to where he stood and began running my hands all over his body, just because I loved the feel of him and as sometimes, to tell the plain truth, I’ve felt about touching with my hands the body of a woman I’ve seen and who I thought was lovely too. I ran my hands over his head and neck and then down over his hard firm round body and then over his flanks and down his legs. His flanks quivered a little I remember and once he turned his head and stuck his cold nose down along my neck and nipped my shoulder a little, in a soft playful way. It hurt a little but I didn’t care.

So then I crawled up through a hole into the loft above thinking that night was over anyway and glad of it, but it wasn’t, not by a long sight.

As my clothes were all soaking wet and as we race track swipes didn’t own any such things as night-gowns or pajamas I had to go to bed naked, of course.

But we had plenty of horse blankets and so I tucked myself in between a pile of them and tried not to think any more that night. The being with Pick-it-boy and having him close right under me that way made me feel a little better.

Then I was sound asleep and dreaming and — bang like being hit with a club by someone who has sneaked up behind you — I got another wallop.

What I suppose is that, being upset the way I was, I had forgotten to bolt the door to Pick-it-boy’s stall down below and two negro men had come in there, thinking they were in their own place, and had climbed up through the hole where I was. They were half lit up but not what you might call dead drunk, and I suppose they were up against something a couple of white swipes, who had some money in their pockets, wouldn’t have been up against.

What I mean is that a couple of white swipes, having liquored themselves up and being down there in the town on a bat, if they wanted a woman or a couple of women would have been able to find them. There is always a few women of that kind can be found around any town I’ve ever seen or heard of, and of course a bar tender would have given them the tip where to go.

But a negro, up there in that country, where there aren’t any, or anyway mighty few negro women, wouldn’t know what to do when he felt that way and would be up against it.

It’s so always. Burt and several other negroes I’ve known pretty well have talked to me about it, lots of times. You take now a young negro man — not a race track swipe or a tramp or any other low-down kind of a fellow — but, let us say, one who has been to college, and has behaved himself and tried to be a good man, the best he could, and be clean, as they say. He isn’t any better off, is he? If he has made himself some money and wants to go sit in a swell restaurant, or go to hear some good music, or see a good play at the theatre, he gets what we used to call on the tracks, “the messy end of the dung fork,” doesn’t he?

And even in such a low-down place as what people call a “bad house” it’s the same way. The white swipes and others can go into a place where they have negro women fast enough, and they do it too, but you let a negro swipe try it the other way around and see how he comes out.

You see, I can think this whole thing out fairly now, sitting here in my own house and writing, and with my wife Jessie in the kitchen making a pie or something, and I can show just how the two negro men who came into that loft, where I was asleep, were justified in what they did, and I can preach about how the negroes are up against it in this country, like a daisy, but I tell you what, I didn’t think things out that way that night.

For, you understand, what they thought, they being half liquored-up, and when one of them had jerked the blankets off me, was that I was a woman. One of them carried a lantern but it was smoky and dirty and didn’t give out much light. So they must have figured it out — my body being pretty white and slender then, like a young girl’s body I suppose — that some white swipe had brought me up there. The kind of girls around a town that will come with a swipe to a race track on a rainy night aren’t very fancy females but you’ll find that kind in the towns all right. I’ve seen many a one in my day.

And so, I figure, these two big buck niggers, being piped that way, just made up their minds they would snatch me away from the white swipe who had brought me out there, and who had left me lying carelessly around.

“Jes’ you lie still honey. We ain’t gwine hurt you none,” one of them said, with a little chuckling laugh that had something in it besides a laugh, too. It was the kind of laugh that gives you the shivers.

The devil of it was I couldn’t say anything, not even a word. Why I couldn’t yell out and say “What the hell,” and just kid them a little and shoo them out of there I don’t know, but I couldn’t. I tried and tried so that my throat hurt but I didn’t say a word. I just lay there staring at them.

It was a mixed-up night. I’ve never gone through another night like it.

Was I scared? Lord Almighty, I’ll tell you what, I was scared.

Because the two big black faces were leaning right over me now, and I could feel their liquored-up breaths on my cheeks, and their eyes were shining in the dim light from that smoky lantern, and right in the centre of their eyes was that dancing flickering light I’ve told you about your seeing in the eyes of wild animals, when you were carrying a lantern through the woods at night.

It was a puzzler! All my life, you see — me never having had any sisters, and at that time never having had a sweetheart either — I had been dreaming and thinking about women, and I suppose I’d always been dreaming about a pure innocent one, for myself, made for me by God, maybe. Men are that way. No matter how big they talk about “let the women go hang,” they’ve always got that notion tucked away inside themselves, somewhere. It’s a kind of chesty man’s notion, I suppose, but they’ve got it and the kind of up-and-coming women we have nowdays who are always saying, “I’m as good as a man and will do what the men do,” are on the wrong trail if they really ever want to, what you might say “hog-tie” a fellow of their own.

So I had invented a kind of princess, with black hair and a slender willowy body to dream about. And I thought of her as being shy and afraid to ever tell anything she really felt to anyone but just me. I suppose I fancied that if I ever found such a woman in the flesh I would be the strong sure one and she the timid shrinking one.

And now I was that woman, or something like her, myself.

I gave a kind of wriggle, like a fish, you have just taken off the hook. What I did next wasn’t a thought-out thing. I was caught and I squirmed, that’s all.

The two niggers both jumped at me but somehow — the lantern having been kicked over and having gone out the first move they made — well in some way, when they both lunged at me they missed.

As good luck would have it my feet found the hole, where you put hay down to the horse in the stall below, and through which we crawled up when it was time to go to bed in our blankets up in the hay, and down I slid, not bothering to try to find the ladder with my feet but just letting myself go.

In less than a second I was out of doors in the dark and the rain and the two blacks were down the hole and out the door of the stall after me.

How long or how far they really followed me I suppose I’ll never know. It was black dark and raining hard now and a roaring wind had begun to blow. Of course, my body being white, it must have made some kind of a faint streak in the darkness as I ran, and anyway I thought they could see me and I knew I couldn’t see them and that made my terror ten times worse. Every minute I thought they would grab me.

You know how it is when a person is all upset and full of terror as I was. I suppose maybe the two niggers followed me for a while, running across the muddy race track and into the grove of trees that grew in the oval inside the track, but likely enough, after just a few minutes, they gave up the chase and went back, found their own place and went to sleep. They were liquored-up, as I’ve said, and maybe partly funning too.

But I didn’t know that, if they were. As I ran I kept hearing sounds, sounds made by the rain coming down through the dead old leaves left on the trees and by the wind blowing, and it may be that the sound that scared me most of all was my own bare feet stepping on a dead branch and breaking it or something like that.

There was something strange and scary, a steady sound, like a heavy man running and breathing hard, right at my shoulder. It may have been my own breath, coming quick and fast. And I thought I heard that chuckling laugh I’d heard up in the loft, the laugh that sent the shivers right down through me. Of course every tree I came close to looked like a man standing there, ready to grab me, and I kept dodging and going — bang — into other trees. My shoulders kept knocking against trees in that way and the skin was all knocked off, and every time it happened I thought a big black hand had come down and clutched at me and was tearing my flesh.

How long it went on I don’t know, maybe an hour, maybe five minutes. But anyway the darkness didn’t let up, and the terror didn’t let up, and I couldn’t, to save my life, scream or make any sound.

Just why I couldn’t I don’t know. Could it be because at the time I was a woman, while at the same time I wasn’t a woman? It may be that I was too ashamed of having turned into a girl and being afraid of a man to make any sound. I don’t know about that. It’s over my head.

But anyway I couldn’t make a sound. I tried and tried and my throat hurt from trying and no sound came.

And then, after a long time, or what seemed like a long time, I got out from among the trees inside the track and was on the track itself again. I thought the two black men were still after me, you understand, and I ran like a madman.

Of course, running along the track that way, it must have been up the back stretch, I came after a time to where the old slaughter-house stood, in that field, beside the track. I knew it by its ungodly smell, scared as I was. Then, in some way, I managed to get over the high old fairground fence and was in the field, where the slaughter-house was.

All the time I was trying to yell or scream, or be sensible and tell those two black men that I was a man and not a woman, but I couldn’t make it. And then I heard a sound like a board cracking or breaking in the fence and thought they were still after me.

So I kept on running like a crazy man, in the field, and just then I stumbled and fell over something. I’ve told you how the old slaughter-house field was filled with bones, that had been lying there a long time and had all been washed white. There were heads of sheep and cows and all kinds of things.

And when I fell and pitched forward I fell right into the midst of something, still and cold and white.

It was probably the skeleton of a horse lying there. In small towns like that, they take an old worn-out horse, that has died, and haul him off to some field outside of town and skin him for the hide, that they can sell for a dollar or two. It doesn’t make any difference what the horse has been, that’s the way he usually ends up. Maybe even Pick-it-boy, or O My Man, or a lot of other good fast ones I’ve seen and known have ended that way by this time.

And so I think it was the bones of a horse lying there and he must have been lying on his back. The birds and wild animals had picked all his flesh away and the rain had washed his bones clean.

Anyway I fell and pitched forward and my side got cut pretty deep and my hands clutched at something. I had fallen right in between the ribs of the horse and they seemed to wrap themselves around me close. And my hands, clutching upwards, had got hold of the cheeks of that dead horse and the bones of his cheeks were cold as ice with the rain washing over them. White bones wrapped around me and white bones in my hands.

There was a new terror now that seemed to go down to the very bottom of me, to the bottom of the inside of me, I mean. It shook me like I have seen a rat in a barn shaken by a dog. It was a terror like a big wave that hits you when you are walking on a seashore, maybe. You see it coming and you try to run and get away but when you start to run inshore there is a stone cliff you can’t climb. So the wave comes high as a mountain, and there it is, right in front of you and nothing in all this world can stop it. And now it had knocked you down and rolled and tumbled you over and over and washed you clean, clean, but dead maybe.

And that’s the way I felt — I seemed to myself dead with blind terror. It was a feeling like the finger of God running down your back and burning you clean, I mean.

It burned all that silly nonsense about being a girl right out of me.

I screamed at last and the spell that was on me was broken. I’ll bet the scream I let out of me could have been heard a mile and a half.

Right away I felt better and crawled out from among the pile of bones, and then I stood on my own feet again and I wasn’t a woman, or a young girl any more but a man and my own self, and as far as I know I’ve been that way ever since. Even the black night seemed warm and alive now, like a mother might be to a kid in the dark.

Only I couldn’t go back to the race track because I was blubbering and crying and was ashamed of myself and of what a fool I had made of myself. Someone might see me and I couldn’t stand that, not at that moment.

So I went across the field, walking now, not running like a crazy man, and pretty soon I came to a fence and crawled over and got into another field, in which there was a straw stack, I just happened to find in the pitch darkness.

The straw stack had been there a long time and some sheep had nibbled away at it until they had made a pretty deep hole, like a cave, in the side of it. I found the hole and crawled in and there were some sheep in there, about a dozen of them.

When I came in, creeping on my hands and knees, they didn’t make much fuss, just stirred around a little and then settled down.

So I settled down amongst them too. They were warm and gentle and kind, like Pick-it-boy, and being in there with them made me feel better than I would have felt being with any human person I knew at that time.

So I settled down and slept after a while, and when I woke up it was daylight and not very cold and the rain was over. The clouds were breaking away from the sky now and maybe there would be a fair the next week but if there was I knew I wouldn’t be there to see it.

Because what I expected to happen did happen. I had to go back across the fields and the fairground to the place where my clothes were, right in the broad daylight, and me stark naked, and of course I knew someone would be up and would raise a shout, and every swipe and every driver would stick his head out and would whoop with laughter.

And there would be a thousand questions asked, and I would be too mad and too ashamed to answer, and would perhaps begin to blubber, and that would make me more ashamed than ever.

It all turned out just as I expected, except that when the noise and the shouts of laughter were going it the loudest, Burt came out of the stall where O My Man was kept, and when he saw me he didn’t know what was the matter but he knew something was up that wasn’t on the square and for which I wasn’t to blame.

So he got so all-fired mad he couldn’t speak for a minute, and then he grabbed a pitchfork and began prancing up and down before the other stalls, giving that gang of swipes and drivers such a royal old dressing-down as you never heard. You should have heard him sling language. It was grand to hear.

And while he was doing it I sneaked up into the loft, blubbering because I was so pleased and happy to hear him swear that way, and I got my wet clothes on quick and got down, and gave Pick-it-boy a goodbye kiss on the cheek and lit out.

The last I saw of all that part of my life was Burt, still going it, and yelling out for the man who had put up a trick on me to come out and get what was coming to him. He had the pitch-fork in his hand and was swinging it around, and every now and then he would make a kind of lunge at a tree or something, he was so mad through, and there was no one else in sight at all. And Burt didn’t even see me cutting out along the fence through a gate and down the hill and out of the race-horse and the tramp life for the rest of my days.


MILK BOTTLES
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I LIVED, DURING that summer, in a large room on the top floor of an old house on the North Side in Chicago. It was August and the night was hot. Until after midnight I sat — the sweat trickling down my back — under a lamp, laboring to feel my way into the lives of the fanciful people who were trying also to live in the tale on which I was at work.

It was a hopeless affair.

I became involved in the efforts of the shadowy people and they in turn became involved in the fact of the hot uncomfortable room, in the fact that, although it was what the farmers of the Middle West call “good corn-growing weather” it was plain hell to be alive in Chicago. Hand in hand the shadowy people of my fanciful world and myself groped our way through a forest in which the leaves had all been burned off the trees. The hot ground burned the shoes off our feet. We were striving to make our way through the forest and into some cool beautiful city. The fact is, as you will clearly understand, I was a little off my head.

When I gave up the struggle and got to my feet the chairs in the room danced about. They also were running aimlessly through a burning land and striving to reach some mythical city. “I’d better get out of here and go for a walk or go jump into the lake and cool myself off,” I thought.

I went down out of my room and into the street. On a lower floor of the house lived two burlesque actresses who had just come in from their evening’s work and who now sat in their room talking. As I reached the street something heavy whirled past my head and broke on the stone pavement. A white liquid spurted over my clothes and the voice of one of the actresses could be heard coming from the one lighted room of the house. “Oh, hell! We live such damned lives, we do, and we work in such a town! A dog is better off! And now they are going to take booze away from us too! I come home from working in that hot theatre on a hot night like this and what do I see — a half-filled bottle of spoiled milk standing on a window sill!

“I won’t stand it! I got to smash everything!” she cried.

I walked eastward from my house. From the northwestern end of the city great hordes of men women and children had come to spend the night out of doors, by the shore of the lake. It was stifling hot there too and the air was heavy with a sense of struggle. On a few hundred acres of flat land, that had formerly been a swamp, some two million people were fighting for the peace and quiet of sleep and not getting it. Out of the half darkness, beyond the little strip of park land at the water’s edge, the huge empty houses of Chicago’s fashionable folk made a greyish-blue blot against the sky. “Thank the gods,” I thought, “there are some people who can get out of here, who can go to the mountains or the seashore or to Europe.” I stumbled in the half darkness over the legs of a woman who was lying and trying to sleep on the grass. A baby lay beside her and when she sat up it began to cry. I muttered an apology and stepped aside and as I did so my foot struck a half-filled milk bottle and I knocked it over, the milk running out on the grass. “Oh, I’m sorry. Please forgive me,” I cried. “Never mind,” the woman answered, “the milk is sour.”

* * *

He is a tall stoop-shouldered man with prematurely greyed hair and works as a copy writer in an advertising agency in Chicago — an agency where I also have sometimes been employed — and on that night in August I met him, walking with quick eager strides along the shore of the lake and past the tired petulant people. He did not see me at first and I wondered at the evidence of life in him when everyone else seemed half dead; but a street lamp hanging over a nearby roadway threw its light down upon my face and he pounced. “Here you, come up to my place,” he cried sharply. “I’ve got something to show you. I was on my way down to see you. That’s where I was going,” he lied as he hurried me along.

We went to his apartment on a street leading back from the lake and the park. German, Polish, Italian and Jewish families, equipped with soiled blankets and the ever-present half-filled bottles of milk, had come prepared to spend the night out of doors; but the American families in the crowd were giving up the struggle to find a cool spot and a little stream of them trickled along the sidewalks, going back to hot beds in the hot houses.

It was past one o’clock and my friend’s apartment was disorderly as well as hot. He explained that his wife, with their two children, had gone home to visit her mother on a farm near Springfield, Illinois.

We took off our coats and sat down. My friend’s thin cheeks were flushed and his eyes shone. “You know — well — you see,” he began and then hesitated and laughed like an embarrassed schoolboy. “Well now,” he began again, “I’ve long been wanting to write something real, something besides advertisements. I suppose I’m silly but that’s the way I am. It’s been my dream to write something stirring and big. I suppose it’s the dream of a lot of advertising writers, eh? Now look here — don’t you go laughing. I think I’ve done it.”

He explained that he had written something concerning Chicago, the capital and heart, as he said, of the whole Central West. He grew angry. “People come here from the East or from farms, or from little holes of towns like I came from and they think it smart to run Chicago into the ground,” he declared. “I thought I’d show ’em up,” he added, jumping up and walking nervously about the room.

He handed me many sheets of paper covered with hastily scrawled words, but I protested and asked him to read it aloud. He did, standing with his face turned away from me. There was a quiver in his voice. The thing he had written concerned some mythical town I had never seen. He called it Chicago, but in the same breath spoke of great streets flaming with color, ghostlike buildings flung up into night skies and a river, running down a path of gold into the boundless West. It was the city, I told myself, I and the people of my story had been trying to find earlier on that same evening, when because of the heat I went a little off my head and could not work any more. The people of the city, he had written about, were a cool-headed, brave people, marching forward to some spiritual triumph, the promise of which was inherent in the physical aspects of the town.

Now I am one who, by the careful cultivation of certain traits in my character, have succeeded in building up the more brutal side of my nature, but I cannot knock women and children down in order to get aboard Chicago street-cars, nor can I tell an author to his face that I think his work is rotten.

“You’re all right, Ed. You’re great. You’ve knocked out a regular soc-dolager of a masterpiece here. Why you sound as good as Henry Mencken writing about Chicago as the literary centre of America, and you’ve lived in Chicago and he never did. The only thing I can see you’ve missed is a little something about the stockyards, and you can put that in later,” I added and prepared to depart.

“What’s this?” I asked, picking up a half-dozen sheets of paper that lay on the floor by my chair. I read it eagerly. And when I had finished reading it he stammered and apologized and then, stepping across the room, jerked the sheets out of my hand and threw them out at an open window. “I wish you hadn’t seen that. It’s something else I wrote about Chicago,” he explained. He was flustered.

“You see the night was so hot, and, down at the office, I had to write a condensed-milk advertisement, just as I was sneaking away to come home and work on this other thing, and the street-car was so crowded and the people stank so, and when I finally got home here — the wife being gone — the place was a mess. Well, I couldn’t write and I was sore. It’s been my chance, you see, the wife and kids being gone and the house being quiet. I went for a walk. I think I went a little off my head. Then I came home and wrote that stuff I’ve just thrown out of the window.”

He grew cheerful again. “Oh, well — it’s all right. Writing that fool thing stirred me up and enabled me to write this other stuff, this real stuff I showed you first, about Chicago.”

And so I went home and to bed, having in this odd way stumbled upon another bit of the kind of writing that is — for better or worse — really presenting the lives of the people of these towns and cities — sometimes in prose, sometimes in stirring colorful song. It was the kind of thing Mr. Sandburg or Mr. Masters might have done after an evening’s walk on a hot night in, say West Congress Street in Chicago.

The thing I had read of Ed’s, centred about a half-filled bottle of spoiled milk standing dim in the moonlight on a window sill. There had been a moon earlier on that August evening, a new moon, a thin crescent golden streak in the sky. What had happened to my friend, the advertising writer, was something like this — I figured it all out as I lay sleepless in bed after our talk.

I am sure I do not know whether or not it is true that all advertising writers and newspaper men, want to do other kinds of writing, but Ed did all right. The August day that had preceded the hot night had been a hard one for him to get through. All day he had been wanting to be at home in his quiet apartment producing literature, rather than sitting in an office and writing advertisements. In the late afternoon, when he had thought his desk cleared for the day, the boss of the copy writers came and ordered him to write a page advertisement for the magazines on the subject of condensed milk. “We got a chance to get a new account if we can knock out some crackerjack stuff in a hurry,” he said. “I’m sorry to have to put it up to you on such a rotten hot day, Ed, but we’re up against it. Let’s see if you’ve got some of the old pep in you. Get down to hardpan now and knock out something snappy and unusual before you go home.”

Ed had tried. He put away the thoughts he had been having about the city beautiful — the glowing city of the plains — and got right down to business. He thought about milk, milk for little children, the Chicagoans of the future, milk that would produce a little cream to put in the coffee of advertising writers in the morning, sweet fresh milk to keep all his brother and sister Chicagoans robust and strong. What Ed really wanted was a long cool drink of something with a kick in it, but he tried to make himself think he wanted a drink of milk. He gave himself over to thoughts of milk, milk condensed and yellow, milk warm from the cows his father owned when he was a boy — his mind launched a little boat and he set out on a sea of milk.

Out of it all he got what is called an original advertisement. The sea of milk on which he sailed became a mountain of cans of condensed milk, and out of that fancy he got his idea. He made a crude sketch for a picture showing wide rolling green fields with white farm houses. Cows grazed on the green hills and at one side of the picture a barefooted boy was driving a herd of Jersey cows out of the sweet fair land and down a lane into a kind of funnel at the small end of which was a tin of the condensed milk. Over the picture he put a heading: “The health and freshness of a whole countryside is condensed into one can of Whitney-Wells Condensed Milk.” The head copy writer said it was a humdinger.

And then Ed went home. He wanted to begin writing about the city beautiful at once and so didn’t go out to dinner, but fished about in the ice chest and found some cold meat out of which he made himself a sandwich. Also, he poured himself a glass of milk, but it was sour. “Oh, damn!” he said and poured it into the kitchen sink.

As Ed explained to me later, he sat down and tried to begin writing his real stuff at once, but he couldn’t seem to get into it. The last hour in the office, the trip home in the hot smelly car, and the taste of the sour milk in his mouth had jangled his nerves. The truth is that Ed has a rather sensitive, finely balanced nature, and it had got mussed up.

He took a walk and tried to think, but his mind wouldn’t stay where he wanted it to. Ed is now a man of nearly forty and on that night his mind ran back to his young manhood in the city, — and stayed there. Like other boys who had become grown men in Chicago, he had come to the city from a farm at the edge of a prairie town, and like all such town and farm boys, he had come filled with vague dreams.

What things he had hungered to do and be in Chicago! What he had done you can fancy. For one thing he had got himself married and now lived in the apartment on the North Side. To give a real picture of his life during the twelve or fifteen years that had slipped away since he was a young man would involve writing a novel, and that is not my purpose.

Anyway, there he was in his room — come home from his walk — and it was hot and quiet and he could not manage to get into his masterpiece. How still it was in the apartment with the wife and children away! His mind stayed on the subject of his youth in the city.

He remembered a night of his young manhood when he had gone out to walk, just as he did on that August evening. Then his life wasn’t complicated by the fact of the wife and children and he lived alone in his room; but something had got on his nerves then, too. On that evening long ago he grew restless in his room and went out to walk. It was summer and first he went down by the river where ships were being loaded and then to a crowded park where girls and young fellows walked about.

He grew bold and spoke to a woman who sat alone on a park bench. She let him sit beside her and, because it was dark and she was silent, he began to talk. The night had made him sentimental. “Human beings are such hard things to get at. I wish I could get close to someone,” he said. “Oh, you go on! What you doing? You ain’t trying to kid someone?” asked the woman.

Ed jumped up and walked away. He went into a long street lined with dark silent buildings and then stopped and looked about. What he wanted was to believe that in the apartment buildings were people who lived intense eager lives, who had great dreams, who were capable of great adventures. “They are really only separated from me by the brick walls,” was what he told himself on that night.

It was then that the milk bottle theme first got hold of him. He went into an alleyway to look at the backs of the apartment buildings and, on that evening also, there was a moon. Its light fell upon a long row of half-filled bottles standing on window sills.

Something within him went a little sick and he hurried out of the alleyway and into the street. A man and woman walked past him and stopped before the entrance to one of the buildings. Hoping they might be lovers, he concealed himself in the entrance to another building to listen to their conversation.

The couple turned out to be a man and wife and they were quarreling. Ed heard the woman’s voice saying: “You come in here. You can’t put that over on me. You say you just want to take a walk, but I know you. You want to go out and blow in some money. What I’d like to know is why you don’t loosen up a little for me.”

* * *

That is the story of what happened to Ed, when, as a young man, he went to walk in the city in the evening, and when he had become a man of forty and went out of his house wanting to dream and to think of a city beautiful, much the same sort of thing happened again. Perhaps the writing of the condensed milk advertisement and the taste of the sour milk he had got out of the ice box had something to do with his mood; but, anyway, milk bottles, like a refrain in a song, got into his brain. They seemed to sit and mock at him from the windows of all the buildings in all the streets, and when he turned to look at people, he met the crowds from the West and the Northwest Sides going to the park and the lake. At the head of each little group of people marched a woman who carried a milk bottle in her hand.

And so, on that August night, Ed went home angry and disturbed, and in anger wrote of his city. Like the burlesque actress in my own house he wanted to smash something, and, as milk bottles were in his mind, he wanted to smash milk bottles. “I could grasp the neck of a milk bottle. It fits the hand so neatly. I could kill a man or woman with such a thing,” he thought desperately.

He wrote, you see, the five or six sheets I had read in that mood and then felt better. And after that he wrote about the ghostlike buildings flung into the sky by the hands of a brave adventurous people and about the river that runs down a path of gold, and into the boundless West.

As you have already concluded, the city he described in his masterpiece was lifeless, but the city he, in a queer way, expressed in what he wrote about the milk bottle could not be forgotten. It frightened you a little but there it was and in spite of his anger or perhaps because of it, a lovely singing quality had got into the thing. In those few scrawled pages the miracle had been worked. I was a fool not to have put the sheets into my pocket. When I went down out of his apartment that evening I did look for them in a dark alleyway, but they had become lost in a sea of rubbish that had leaked over the tops of a long row of tin ash cans that stood at the foot of a stairway leading from the back doors of the apartments above.


THE SAD HORN BLOWERS
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IT HAD BEEN a disastrous year in Will’s family. The Appletons lived on one of the outlying streets of Bidwell and Will’s father was a house painter. In early February, when there was deep snow on the ground, and a cold bitter wind blew about the houses, Will’s mother suddenly died. He was seventeen years old then, and rather a big fellow for his age.

The mother’s death happened abruptly, without warning, as a sleepy man kills a fly with the hand in a warm room on a summer day. On one February day there she was coming in at the kitchen door of the Appleton’s house, from hanging the wash out on the line in the back yard, and warming her long hands, covered with blue veins, by holding them over the kitchen stove — and then looking about at the children with that half-hidden, shy smile of hers — there she was like that, as the three children had always known her, and then, but a week later, she was cold in death and lying in her coffin in the place vaguely spoken of in the family as “the other room.”

After that, and when summer came and the family was trying hard to adjust itself to the new conditions, there came another disaster. Up to the very moment when it happened it looked as though Tom Appleton, the house painter, was in for a prosperous season. The two boys, Fred and Will, were to be his assistants that year.

To be sure Fred was only fifteen, but he was one to lend a quick alert hand at almost any undertaking. For example, when there was a job of paper hanging to be done, he was the fellow to spread on the paste, helped by an occasional sharp word from his father.

Down off his step ladder Tom Appleton hopped and ran to the long board where the paper was spread out. He liked this business of having two assistants about. Well, you see, one had the feeling of being at the head of something, of managing affairs. He grabbed the paste brush out of Fred’s hand. “Don’t spare the paste,” he shouted. “Slap her on like this. Spread her out — so. Do be sure to catch all the edges.”

It was all very warm, and comfortable, and nice, working at paper-hanging jobs in the houses on the March and April days. When it was cold or rainy outside, stoves were set up in the new houses being built, and in houses already inhabited the folks moved out of the rooms to be papered, spread newspapers on the floors over the carpets and put sheets over the furniture left in the rooms. Outside it rained or snowed, but inside it was warm and cosy.

To the Appletons it seemed, at the time, as though the death of the mother had drawn them closer together. Both Will and Fred felt it, perhaps Will the more consciously. The family was rather in the hole financially — the mother’s funeral had cost a good deal of money, and Fred was being allowed to stay out of school. That pleased him. When they worked in a house where there were other children, they came home from school in the late afternoon and looked in through the door to where Fred was spreading paste over the sheets of wall paper. He made a slapping sound with the brush, but did not look at them. “Ah, go on, you kids,” he thought. This was a man’s business he was up to. Will and his father were on the step ladders, putting the sheets carefully into place on the ceilings and walls. “Does she match down there?” the father asked sharply. “Oh-kay, go ahead,” Will replied. When the sheet was in place Fred ran and rolled out the laps with a little wooden roller. How jealous the kids of the house were. It would be a long time before any of them could stay out of school and do a man’s work, as Fred was doing.

And then in the evening, walking homeward, it was nice, too. Will and Fred had been provided with suits of white overalls that were now covered with dried paste and spots of paint and looked really professional. They kept them on and drew their overcoats on over them. Their hands were stiff with paste, too. On Main Street the lights were lighted, and other men passing called to Tom Appleton. He was called Tony in the town. “Hello, Tony!” some storekeeper shouted. It was rather too bad, Will thought that his father hadn’t more dignity. He was too boyish. Young boys growing up and merging into manhood do not fancy fathers being too boyish. Tom Appleton played a cornet in the Bidwell Silver Cornet Band and didn’t do the job very well — rather made a mess of it, when there was a bit of solo work to be done — but was so well liked by the other members of the band that no one said anything. And then he talked so grandly about music, and about the lip of a cornet player, that everyone thought he must be all right. “He has an education. I tell you what, Tony Appleton knows a lot. He’s a smart one,” the other members of the band were always saying to each other.

“Well, the devil! A man should grow up after a time, perhaps. When a man’s wife had died but such a short time before, it was just as well to walk through Main Street with more dignity — for the time being, anyway.”

Tom Appleton had a way of winking at men he passed in the street, as though to say, “Well, now I’ve got my kids with me, and we won’t say anything, but didn’t you and I have the very hell of a time last Wednesday night, eh? Mum’s the word, old pal. Keep everything quiet. There are gay times ahead for you and me. We’ll cut loose, you bet, when you and me are out together next time.”

Will grew a little angry about something he couldn’t exactly understand. His father stopped in front of Jake Mann’s meat market. “You kids go along home. Tell Kate I am bringing a steak. I’ll be right on your heels,” he said.

He would get the steak and then he would go into Alf Geiger’s saloon and get a good, stiff drink of whisky. There would be no one now to bother about smelling it on his breath when he got home later. Not that his wife had ever said anything when he wanted a drink — but you know how a man feels when there’s a woman in the house. “Why, hello, Bildad Smith — how’s the old game leg? Come on, have a little nip with me. Were you on Main Street last band meeting night and did you hear us do that new gallop? It’s a humdinger. Turkey White did that trombone solo simply grand.”

Will and Fred had got beyond Main Street now, and Will took a small pipe with a curved stem out of his overcoat pocket and lighted it. “I’ll bet I could hang a ceiling without father there at all, if only some one would give me a chance,” he said. Now that his father was no longer present to embarrass him with his lack of dignity, he felt comfortable and happy. Also, it was something to be able to smoke a pipe without discomfiture. When mother was alive she was always kissing a fellow when he came home at night, and then one had to be mighty careful about smoking. Now it was different. One had become a man and one accepted manhood with its responsibilities. “Don’t it make you sick at all?” Fred asked. “Huh, naw!” Will answered contemptuously.

The new disaster to the family came late in August, just when the fall work was all ahead, and the prospects good too. A. P. Wrigley, the jeweler, had just built a big, new house and barn on a farm he had bought the year before. It was a mile out of town on the Turner pike.

That would be a job to set the Appletons up for the winter. The house was to have three coats outside, with all the work inside, and the barn was to have two coats — and the two boys were to work with their father and were to have regular wages.

And just to think of the work to be done inside that house made Tom Appleton’s mouth water. He talked of it all the time, and in the evenings liked to sit in a chair in the Appleton’s front yard, get some neighbor over, and then go on about it. How he slung house-painter’s lingo about! The doors and cupboards were to be grained in imitation of weathered oak, the front door was to be curly maple, and there was to be black walnut, too. Well, there wasn’t another painter in the town could imitate all the various kinds of wood as Tom could. Just show him the wood, or tell him — you didn’t have to show him anything. Name what you wanted — that was enough. To be sure a man had to have the right tools, but give him the tools and then just go off and leave everything to him. What the devil! When A. P. Wrigley gave him this new house to do, he showed he was a man who knew what he was doing.

As for the practical side of the matter, everyone in the family knew that the Wrigley job meant a safe winter. There wasn’t any speculation, as when taking work on the contract plan. All work was to be paid for by the day, and the boys were to have their wages, too. It meant new suits for the boys, a new dress and maybe a hat for Kate, the house rent paid all winter, potatoes in the cellar. It meant safety — that was the truth.

In the evenings, sometimes, Tom got out his tools and looked at them. Brushes and graining tools were spread out on the kitchen table, and Kate and the boys gathered about. It was Fred’s job to see that all brushes were kept clean and, one by one, Tom ran his fingers over them, and then worked them back and forth over the palm of his hand. “This is a camel’s hair,” he said, picking a soft fine-haired brush up and handing it to Will. “I paid four dollars and eighty cents for that.” Will also worked it back and forth over the palm of his hand, just as his father had done and then Kate picked it up and did the same thing. “It’s as soft as the cat’s back,” she said. Will thought that rather silly. He looked forward to the day when he would have brushes ladders and pots of his own, and could show them off before people and through his mind went words he had picked up from his father’s talk. One spoke of the “heel” and “toe” of a brush. The way to put on varnish was to “flow” it on. Will knew all the words of his trade now and didn’t have to talk like one of the kind of muts who just does, now and then, a jack job of house painting.

On the fatal evening a surprise party was held for Mr. and Mrs. Bardshare, who lived just across the road from the Appletons on Piety Hill. That was a chance for Tom Appleton. In any such affair he liked to have a hand in the arrangements. “Come on now, we’ll make her go with a bang. They’ll be setting in the house after supper, and Bill Bardshare will be in his stocking feet, and Ma Bardshare washing the dishes. They won’t be expecting nothing, and we’ll slip up, all dressed in our Sunday clothes, and let out a whoop. I’ll bring my cornet and let out a blast on that too. ‘What in Sam Hill is that?’ Say, I can just see Bill Bardshare jumping up and beginning to swear, thinking we’re a gang of kids come to bother him, like Hallowe’en, or something like that. You just get the grub, and I’ll make the coffee over to my house and bring it over hot. I’ll get ahold of two big pots and make a whooping lot of it.”

In the Appleton house all was in a flurry. Tom, Will and Fred were painting a barn, three miles out of town, but they knocked off work at four and Tom got the farmer’s son to drive them to town. He himself had to wash up, take a bath in a tub in the woodshed, shave and everything — just like Sunday. He looked more like a boy than a man when he got all dogged up.

And then the family had to have supper, over and done with, a little after six, and Tom didn’t dare go outside the house until dark. It wouldn’t do to have the Bardshares see him so fixed up. It was their wedding anniversary, and they might suspect something. He kept trotting about the house, and occasionally looked out of the front window toward the Bardshare house. “You kid, you,” Kate said, laughing. Sometimes she talked up to him like that, and after she said it he went upstairs, and getting out his cornet blew on it, so softly, you could hardly hear him downstairs. When he did that you couldn’t tell how badly he played, as when the band was going it on Main Street and he had to carry a passage right through alone. He sat in the room upstairs thinking. When Kate laughed at him it was like having his wife back, alive. There was the same shy sarcastic gleam in her eyes.

Well, it was the first time he had been out anywhere since his wife had died, and there might be some people think it would be better if he stayed at home now — look better, that is. When he had shaved he had cut his chin, and the blood had come. After a time he went downstairs and stood before the looking glass, hung above the kitchen sink, and dabbed at the spot with the wet end of a towel.

Will and Fred stood about.

Will’s mind was working — perhaps Kate’s, too. “Was there — could it be? — well, at such a party — only older people invited — there were always two or three widow women thrown in for good measure, as it were.”

Kate didn’t want any woman fooling around her kitchen. She was twenty years old.

“And it was just as well not to have any monkeyshine talk about motherless children,” such as Tom might indulge in. Even Fred thought that. There was a little wave of resentment against Tom in the house. It was a wave that didn’t make much noise, just crept, as it were softly, up a low sandy beach.

“Widow women went to such places, and then of course, people were always going home in couples.” Both Kate and Will had the same picture in mind. It was late at night and in fancy they were both peeking out at front upper windows of the Appleton house. There were all the people coming out at the front door of the Bardshare house, and Bill Bardshare was standing there and holding the door open. He had managed to sneak away during the evening, and got his Sunday clothes on all right.

And the couples were coming out. “There was that woman now, that widow, Mrs. Childers.” She had been married twice, both husbands dead now, and she lived away over Maumee Pike way. “What makes a woman of her age want to act silly like that? It is the very devil how a woman can keep looking young and handsome after she has buried two men. There are some who say that, even when her last husband was alive—”

“But whether that’s true or not, what makes her want to act and talk silly that way?” Now her face is turned to the light and she is saying to old Bill Bardshare, “Sleep light, sleep tight, sweet dreams to you tonight.”

“It’s only what one may expect when one’s father lacks a sense of dignity. There is that old fool Tom now, hopping out of the Bardshare house like a kid, and running right up to Mrs. Childers. ‘May I see you home?’ he is saying, while all the others are laughing and smiling knowingly. It makes one’s blood run cold to see such a thing.”

* * *

“Well, fill up the pots. Let’s get the old coffee pots started, Kate. The gang’ll be creeping along up the street pretty soon now,” Tom shouted self-consciously, skipping busily about and breaking the little circle of thoughts in the house.

What happened was that — just as darkness came and when all the people were in the front yard before the Appleton house — Tom went and got it into his head to try to carry his cornet and two big coffee pots at the same time. Why didn’t he leave the coffee until later? There the people were in the dusk outside the house, and there was that kind of low whispering and tittering that always goes on at such a time — and then Tom stuck his head out at the door and shouted, “Let her go!”

And then he must have gone quite crazy, for he ran back into the kitchen and grabbed both of the big coffee pots, hanging on to his cornet at the same time. Of course he stumbled in the darkness in the road outside and fell, and of course all of that boiling hot coffee had to spill right over him.

It was terrible. The flood of boiling hot coffee made steam under his thick clothes, and there he lay screaming with the pain of it. What a confusion! He just writhed and screamed, and the people ran ‘round and ‘round in the half darkness like crazy things. Was it some kind of joke the crazy fellow was up to at the last minute! Tom always was such a devil to think up things. “You should see him down at Alf Geigers, sometimes on Saturday nights, imitating the way Joe Douglas got out on a limb, and then sawed it off between himself and the tree, and the look on Joe’s face when the limb began to crack. It would make you laugh until you screamed to see him imitate that.”

“But what now? My God!” There was Kate Appleton trying to tear her father’s clothes off, and crying and whimpering, and young Will Appleton knocking people aside. “Say, the man’s hurt! What’s happened? My God! Run for the doctor, someone. He’s burnt, something awful!”

* * *

Early in October Will Appleton sat in the smoking car of a day train that runs between Cleveland and Buffalo. His destination was Erie, Pennsylvania, and he had got on the passenger train at Ashtabula, Ohio. Just why his destination was Erie he couldn’t very easily have explained. He was going there anyway, going to get a job in a factory or on the docks there. Perhaps it was just a quirk of the mind that had made him decide upon Erie. It wasn’t as big as Cleveland or Buffalo or Toledo or Chicago, or any one of a lot of other cities to which he might have gone, looking for work.

At Ashtabula he came into the car and slid into a seat beside a little old man. His own clothes were wet and wrinkled, and his hair, eyebrows and ears were black with coal dust.

At the moment, there was in him a kind of bitter dislike of his native town, Bidwell. “Sakes alive, a man couldn’t get any work there — not in the winter.” After the accident to his father, and the spoiling of all the family plans, he had managed to find employment during September on the farms. He worked for a time with a threshing crew, and then got work cutting corn. It was all right. “A man made a dollar a day and board, and as he wore overalls all the time, he didn’t wear out no clothes. Still and all, the time when a fellow could make any money in Bidwell was past now, and the burns on his father’s body had gone pretty deep, and he might be laid up for months.”

Will had just made up his mind one day, after he had tramped about all morning from farm to farm without finding work, and then he had gone home and told Kate. “Dang it all,” he hadn’t intended lighting out right away — had thought he would stay about for a week or two, maybe. Well, he would go up town in the evening, dressed up in his best clothes, and stand around. “Hello, Harry, what you going to do this winter? I thought I would run over to Erie, Pennsylvania. I got an offer in a factory over there. Well, so long — if I don’t see you again.”

Kate hadn’t seemed to understand, had seemed in an almighty hurry about getting him off. It was a shame she couldn’t have a little more heart. Still, Kate was all right — worried a good deal no doubt. After their talk she had just said, “Yes, I think that’s best, you had better go,” and had gone to change the bandages on Tom’s legs and back. The father was sitting among pillows in a rocking chair in the front room.

Will went up stairs and put his things, overalls and a few shirts, into a bundle. Then he went down stairs and took a walk — went out along a road that led into the country, and stopped on a bridge. It was near a place where he and other kids used to come swimming on summer afternoons. A thought had come into his head. There was a young fellow worked in Pawsey’s jewelry store came to see Kate sometimes on Sunday evenings and they went off to walk together. “Did Kate want to get married?” If she did his going away now might be for good. He hadn’t thought about that before. On that afternoon, and quite suddenly, all the world outside of Bidwell seemed huge and terrible to him and a few secret tears came into his eyes, but he managed to choke them back. For just a moment his mouth opened and closed queerly, like the mouth of a fish, when you take it out of the water and hold it in your hand.

When he returned to the house at supper time things were better. He had left his bundle on a chair in the kitchen and Kate had wrapped it more carefully, and had put in a number of things he had forgotten. His father called him into the front room. “It’s all right, Will. Every young fellow ought to take a whirl out in the world. I did it myself, at about your age,” Tom had said, a little pompously.

Then supper was served, and there was apple pie. That was a luxury the Appletons had perhaps better not have indulged in at that time, but Will knew Kate had baked it during the afternoon, — it might be as a way of showing him how she felt. Eating two large slices had rather set him up.

And then, before he realized how the time was slipping away, ten o’clock had come, and it was time for him to go. He was going to beat his way out of town on a freight train, and there was a local going toward Cleveland at ten o’clock. Fred had gone off to bed, and his father was asleep in the rocking chair in the front room. He had picked up his bundle, and Kate had put on her hat. “I’m going to see you off,” she had said.

Will and Kate had walked in silence along the streets to where he was to wait, in the shadow of Whaley’s Warehouse, until the freight came along. Later when he thought back over that evening he was glad, that although she was three years older, he was taller than Kate.

How vividly everything that happened later stayed in his mind. After the train came, and he had crawled into an empty coal car, he sat hunched up in a corner. Overhead he could see the sky, and when the train stopped at towns there was always the chance the car in which he was concealed would be shoved into a siding, and left. The brakemen walked along the tracks beside the car shouting to each other and their lanterns made little splashes of light in the darkness.

“How black the sky!” After a time it began to rain. “His suit would be in a pretty mess. After all a fellow couldn’t come right out and ask his sister if she intended to marry. If Kate married, then his father would also marry again. It was all right for a young woman like Kate, but for a man of forty to think of marriage — the devil! Why didn’t Tom Appleton have more dignity? After all, Fred was only a kid and a new woman coming in, to be his mother — that might be all right for a kid.”

All during that night on the freight train Will had thought a good deal about marriage — rather vague thoughts — coming and going like birds flying in and out of a bush. It was all a matter — this business of man and woman — that did not touch him very closely — not yet. The matter of having a home — that was something else. A home was something at a fellow’s back. When one went off to work all week at some farm, and at night maybe went into a strange room to sleep, there was always the Appleton house — floating as it were, like a picture at the back of the mind — the Appleton house, and Kate moving about. She had been up town, and now had come home and was going up the stairs. Tom Appleton was fussing about in the kitchen. He liked a bite before he went off to bed for the night but presently he would go up stairs and into his own room. He liked to smoke his pipe before he slept and sometimes he got out his cornet and blew two or three soft sad notes.

* * *

At Cleveland Will had crawled off of the freight train and had gone across the city in a street car. Workingmen were just going to the factories and he passed among them unnoticed. If his clothes were crumpled and soiled, their clothes weren’t so fine. The workingmen were all silent, looking at the car floor, or out at the car windows. Long rows of factories stood along the streets through which the car moved.

He had been lucky, and had caught another freight out of a place called Collinswood at eight, but at Ashtabula had made up his mind it would be better to drop off the freight and take a passenger train. If he was to live in Erie it would be just as well to arrive looking more like a gentleman and having paid his fare.

* * *

As he sat in the smoking car of the train he did not feel much like a gentleman. The coal dust had got into his hair and the rain had washed it in long dirty streaks down over his face. His clothes were badly soiled and wanted cleaning and brushing and the paper package, in which his overalls and shirts were tied, had become torn and dirty.

Outside the train window the sky was grey, and no doubt the night was going to turn cold. Perhaps there would be a cold rain.

It was an odd thing about the towns through which the train kept passing — all of the houses in all the towns looked cold and forbidding. “Dang it all.” In Bidwell, before the night when his father got so badly burned being such a fool about old Bill Bardshare’s party — all the houses had always seemed warm cozy places. When one was alone, one walked along the streets whistling. At night warm lights shone through the windows of the houses. “John Wyatt, the drayman, lives in that house. His wife has a wen on her neck. In that barn over there old Doctor Musgrave keeps his bony old white horse. The horse looks like the devil, but you bet he can go.”

* * *

Will squirmed about on the car seat. The old man who sat beside him was small, almost as small as Fred, and he wore a queer looking suit. The pants were brown, and the coat checked, grey and black. There was a small leather case on the floor at his feet.

Long before the man spoke Will knew what would happen. It was bound to turn out that such a fellow played a cornet. He was a man, old in years, but there was no dignity in him. Will remembered his father’s marchings through the main street of Bidwell with the band. It was some great day, Fourth of July, perhaps, and all the people were assembled and there was Tony Appleton, making a show of blowing his cornet at a great rate. Did all the people along the street know how badly he played and was there a kind of conspiracy, that kept grown men from laughing at each other? In spite of the seriousness of his own situation a smile crept over Will’s face.

The little man at his side smiled in return.

“Well,” he began, not stopping for anything but plunging headlong into a tale concerning some dissatisfaction he felt with life, “well, you see before you a man who is up against it, young fellow.” The old man tried to laugh at his own words, but did not make much of a success of it. His lip trembled. “I got to go home like a dog, with my tail ‘twixt my legs,” he declared abruptly.

The old man balanced back and forth between two impulses. He had met a young man on a train, and hungered for companionship and one got oneself in with others by being jolly, a little gay perhaps. When one met a stranger on a train one told a story— “By the way, Mister, I heard a new one the other day — perhaps you haven’t heard it? It’s about the miner up in Alaska who hadn’t seen a woman for years.” One began in that way, and then later perhaps, spoke of oneself, and one’s affairs.

But the old man wanted to plunge at once into his own story. He talked, saying sad discouraged words, while his eyes kept smiling with a peculiar appealing little smile. “If the words uttered by my lips annoy or bore you, do not pay any attention to them. I am really a jolly fellow although I am an old man, and not of much use any more,” the eyes were saying. The eyes were pale blue and watery. How strange to see them set in the head of an old man. They belonged in the head of a lost dog. The smile was not really a smile. “Don’t kick me, young fellow. If you can’t give me anything to eat, scratch my head. At least show you are a fellow of good intentions. I’ve been kicked about quite enough.” It was so very evident the eyes were speaking a language of their own.

Will found himself smiling sympathetically. It was true there was something dog-like in the little old man and Will was pleased with himself for having so quickly caught the sense of him. “One who can see things with his eyes will perhaps get along all right in the world, after all,” he thought. His thoughts wandered away from the old man. In Bidwell there was an old woman lived alone and owned a shepherd dog. Every summer she decided to cut away the dog’s coat, and then — at the last moment and after she had in fact started the job — she changed her mind. Well, she grasped a long pair of scissors firmly in her hand and started on the dog’s flanks. Her hand trembled a little. “Shall I go ahead, or shall I stop?” After two minutes she gave up the job. “It makes him look too ugly,” she thought, justifying her timidity.

Later the hot days came, the dog went about with his tongue hanging out and again the old woman took the scissors in her hand. The dog stood patiently waiting but, when she had cut a long wide furrow through the thick hair of his back, she stopped again. In a sense, and to her way of looking at the matter, cutting away his splendid coat was like cutting away a part of himself. She couldn’t go on. “Now there — that made him look worse than ever,” she declared to herself. With a determined air she put the scissors away, and all summer the dog went about looking a little puzzled and ashamed.

Will kept smiling and thinking of the old woman’s dog and then looked again at his companion of the train. The variegated suit the old man wore gave him something of the air of the half-sheared shepherd dog. Both had the same puzzled, ashamed air.

Now Will had begun using the old man for his own ends. There was something inside himself that wanted facing, he didn’t want to face — not yet. Ever since he had left home, in fact ever since that day when he had come home from the country and had told Kate of his intention to set out into the world, he had been dodging something. If one thought of the little old man, and of the half-sheared dog, one did not have to think of oneself.

One thought of Bidwell on a summer afternoon. There was the old woman, who owned the dog, standing on the porch of her house, and the dog had run down to the gate. In the winter, when his coat had again fully grown, the dog would bark and make a great fuss about a boy passing in the street but now he started to bark and growl, and then stopped. “I look like the devil, and I’m attracting unnecessary attention to myself,” the dog seemed to have decided suddenly. He ran furiously down to the gate, opened his mouth to bark, and then, quite abruptly, changed his mind and trotted back to the house with his tail between his legs.

Will kept smiling at his own thoughts. For the first time since he had left Bidwell he felt quite cheerful.

And now the old man was telling a story of himself and his life, but Will wasn’t listening. Within the young man a crosscurrent of impulses had been set up and he was like one standing silently in the hallway of a house, and listening to two voices, talking at a distance. The voices came from two widely separated rooms of the house and one couldn’t make up one’s mind to which voice to listen.

To be sure the old man was another cornet player like his father — he was a horn blower. That was his horn in the little worn leather case on the car floor.

And after he had reached middle age, and after his first wife had died, he had married again. He had a little property then and, in a foolish moment, went and made it all over to his second wife, who was fifteen years younger than himself. She took the money and bought a large house in the factory district of Erie, and then began taking in boarders.

There was the old man, feeling lost, of no account in his own house. It just came about. One had to think of the boarders — their wants had to be satisfied. His wife had two sons, almost fully grown now, both of whom worked in a factory.

Well, it was all right — everything on the square — the sons paid board all right. Their wants had to be thought of, too. He liked blowing his cornet a while in the evenings, before he went to bed, but it might disturb the others in the house. One got rather desperate going about saying nothing, keeping out of the way and he had tried getting work in a factory himself, but they wouldn’t have him. His grey hairs stood in his way, and so one night he had just got out, had gone to Cleveland, where he had hoped to get a job in a band, in a movie theatre perhaps. Anyway it hadn’t turned out and now he was going back to Erie and to his wife. He had written and she had told him to come on home.

“They didn’t turn me down back there in Cleveland because I’m old. It’s because my lip is no good any more,” he explained. His shrunken old lip trembled a little.

Will kept thinking of the old woman’s dog. In spite of himself, and when the old man’s lip trembled, his lip also trembled.

What was the matter with him?

He stood in the hallway of a house hearing two voices. Was he trying to close his ears to one of them? Did the second voice, the one he had been trying all day, and all the night before, not to hear, did that have something to do with the end of his life in the Appleton house at Bidwell? Was the voice trying to taunt him, trying to tell him that now he was a thing swinging in air, that there was no place to put down his feet? Was he afraid? Of what was he afraid? He had wanted so much to be a man, to stand on his own feet and now what was the matter with him? Was he afraid of manhood?

He was fighting desperately now. There were tears in the old man’s eyes, and Will also began crying silently and that was the one thing he felt he must not do.

The old man talked on and on, telling the tale of his troubles, but Will could not hear his words. The struggle within was becoming more and more definite. His mind clung to the life of his boyhood, to the life in the Appleton house in Bidwell.

There was Fred, standing in the field of his fancy now, with just the triumphant look in his eyes that came when other boys saw him doing a man’s work. A whole series of pictures floated up before Will’s mind. He and his father and Fred were painting a barn and two farmer boys had come along a road and stood looking at Fred, who was on a ladder, putting on paint. They shouted, but Fred wouldn’t answer. There was a certain air Fred had — he slapped on the paint, and then turning his head, spat on the ground. Tom Appleton’s eyes looked into Will’s and there was a smile playing about the corners of the father’s eyes and the son’s eyes too. The father and his oldest son were like two men, two workmen, having a delicious little secret between them. They were both looking lovingly at Fred. “Bless him! He thinks he’s a man already.”

And now Tom Appleton was standing in the kitchen of his house, and his brushes were laid out on the kitchen table. Kate was rubbing a brush back and forth over the palm of her hand. “It’s as soft as the cat’s back,” she was saying.

Something gripped at Will’s throat. As in a dream, he saw his sister Kate walking off along the street on Sunday evening with that young fellow who clerked in the jewelry store. They were going to church. Her being with him meant — well, it perhaps meant the beginning of a new home — it meant the end of the Appleton home.

Will started to climb out of the seat beside the old man in the smoking car of the train. It had grown almost dark in the car. The old man was still talking, telling his tale over and over. “I might as well not have any home at all,” he was saying. Was Will about to begin crying aloud on a train, in a strange place, before many strange men. He tried to speak, to make some commonplace remark, but his mouth only opened and closed like the mouth of a fish taken out of the water.

And now the train had run into a train shed, and it was quite dark. Will’s hand clutched convulsively into the darkness and alighted upon the old man’s shoulder.

Then suddenly, the train had stopped, and the two stood half embracing each other. The tears were quite evident in Will’s eyes, when a brakeman lighted the overhead lamps in the car, but the luckiest thing in the world had happened. The old man, who had seen Will’s tears, thought they were tears of sympathy for his own unfortunate position in life and a look of gratitude came into his blue watery eyes. Well, this was something new in life for him, too. In one of the pauses, when he had first begun telling his tale, Will had said he was going to Erie to try to get work in some factory and now, as they got off the train, the old man clung to Will’s arm. “You might as well come live at our house,” he said. A look of hope flared up in the old man’s eyes. If he could bring home with him, to his young wife, a new boarder, the gloom of his own home-coming would be somewhat lightened. “You come on. That’s the best thing to do. You just come on with me to our house,” he plead, clinging to Will.

* * *

Two weeks had passed and Will had, outwardly, and to the eyes of the people about him, settled into his new life as a factory hand at Erie, Pennsylvania.

Then suddenly, on a Saturday evening, the thing happened that he had unconsciously been expecting and dreading ever since the moment when he climbed aboard the freight train in the shadow of Whaley’s Warehouse at Bidwell. A letter, containing great news, had come from Kate.

At the moment of their parting, and before he settled himself down out of sight in a corner of the empty coal car, on that night of his leaving, he had leaned out for a last look at his sister. She had been standing silently in the shadows of the warehouse, but just as the train was about to start, stepped toward him and a light from a distant street lamp fell on her face.

Well, the face did not jump toward Will, but remained dimly outlined in the uncertain light.

Did her lips open and close, as though in an effort to say something to him, or was that an effect produced by the distant, uncertain and wavering light? In the families of working people the dramatic and vital moments of life are passed over in silence. Even in the moments of death and birth, little is said. A child is born to a laborer’s wife and he goes into the room. She is in bed with the little red bundle of new life beside her and her husband stands a moment, fumblingly, beside the bed. Neither he or his wife can look directly into each other’s eyes. “Take care of yourself, Ma. Have a good rest,” he says, and hurries out of the room.

In the darkness by the warehouse at Bidwell Kate had taken two or three steps toward Will, and then had stopped. There was a little strip of grass between the warehouse and the tracks, and she stood upon it. Was there a more final farewell trembling on her lips at the moment? A kind of dread had swept over Will, and no doubt Kate had felt the same thing. At the moment she had become altogether the mother, in the presence of her child, and the thing within that wanted utterance became submerged. There was a word to be said that she could not say. Her form seemed to sway a little in the darkness and, to Will’s eyes, she became a slender indistinct thing. “Goodbye,” he had whispered into the darkness, and perhaps her lips had formed the same words. Outwardly there had been only the silence, and in the silence she had stood as the train rumbled away.

And now, on the Saturday evening, Will had come home from the factory and had found Kate saying in the letter what she had been unable to say on the night of his departure. The factory closed at five on Saturday and he came home in his overalls and went to his room. He had found the letter on a little broken table under a spluttering oil lamp, by the front door, and had climbed the stairs carrying it in his hand. He read the letter anxiously, waiting as for a hand to come out of the blank wall of the room and strike.

His father was getting better. The deep burns that had taken such a long time to heal, were really healing now and the doctor had said the danger of infection had passed. Kate had found a new and soothing remedy. One took slippery elm and let it lie in milk until it became soft. This applied to the burns enabled Tom to sleep better at night.

As for Fred, Kate and her father had decided he might as well go back to school. It was really too bad for a young boy to miss the chance to get an education, and anyway there was no work to be had. Perhaps he could get a job, helping in some store on Saturday afternoons.

A woman from the Woman’s Relief Corps had had the nerve to come to the Appleton house and ask Kate if the family needed help. Well, Kate had managed to hold herself back, and had been polite but, had the woman known what was in her mind, her ears would have been itching for a month. The idea!

It had been fine of Will to send a postcard, as soon as he had got to Erie and got a job. As for his sending money home — of course the family would be glad to have anything he could spare — but he wasn’t to go depriving himself. “We’ve got good credit at the stores. We’ll get along all right,” Kate had said stoutly.

And then it was she had added the line, had said the thing she could not say that night when he was leaving. It concerned herself and her future plans. “That night when you were going away I wanted to tell you something, but I thought it was silly, talking too soon.” After all though, Will might as well know she was planning to be married in the spring. What she wanted was for Fred to come and live with her and her husband. He could keep on going to school, and perhaps they could manage so that he could go to college. Some one in the family ought to have a decent education. Now that Will had made his start in life, there was no point in waiting longer before making her own.

* * *

Will sat, in his tiny room at the top of the huge frame house, owned now by the wife of the old cornet player of the train, and held the letter in his hand. The room was on the third floor, under the roof, in a wing of the house, and beside it was another small room, occupied by the old man himself. Will had taken the room because it was to be had at a low price and he could manage the room and his meals, get his washing done, send three dollars a week to Kate, and still have left a dollar a week to spend. One could get a little tobacco, and now and then see a movie.

“Ugh!” Will’s lips made a little grunting noise as he read Kate’s words. He was sitting in a chair, in his oily overalls, and where his fingers gripped the white sheets of the letter there was a little oily smudge. Also his hand trembled a little. He got up, poured water out of a pitcher into a white bowl, and began washing his face and hands.

When he had partly dressed a visitor came. There was the shuffling sound of weary feet along a hallway, and the cornet player put his head timidly in at the door. The dog-like appealing look Will had noted on the train was still in his eyes. Now he was planning something, a kind of gentle revolt against his wife’s power in the house, and he wanted Will’s moral support.

For a week he had been coming for talk to Will’s room almost every evening. There were two things he wanted. In the evening sometimes, as he sat in his room, he wanted to blow upon his cornet, and he wanted a little money to jingle in his pockets.

And there was a sense in which Will, the newcomer in the house, was his property, did not belong to his wife. Often in the evenings he had talked to the weary and sleepy young workman, until Will’s eyes had closed and he snored gently. The old man sat on the one chair in the room, and Will sat on the edge of the bed, while old lips told the tale of a lost youth, boasted a little. When Will’s body had slumped down upon the bed the old man got to his feet and moved with cat-like steps about the room. One mustn’t raise the voice too loudly after all. Had Will gone to sleep? The cornet player threw his shoulders back and bold words came, in a half-whisper, from his lips. To tell the truth, he had been a fool about the money he had made over to his wife and, if his wife had taken advantage of him, it wasn’t her fault. For his present position in life he had no one to blame but himself. What from the very beginning he had most lacked was boldness. It was a man’s duty to be a man and, for a long time, he had been thinking — well, the boarding-house no doubt made a profit and he should have his share. His wife was a good girl all right, but when one came right down to it, all women seemed to lack a sense of a man’s position in life.

“I’ll have to speak to her — yes siree, I’m going to speak right up to her. I may have to be a little harsh but it’s my money runs this house, and I want my share of the profits. No foolishness now. Shell out, I tell you,” the old man whispered, peering out of the corners of his blue, watery eyes at the sleeping form of the young man on the bed.

* * *

And now again the old man stood at the door of the room, looking anxiously in. A bell called insistently, announcing that the evening meal was ready to be served, and they went below, Will leading the way. At a long table in the dining room several men had already gathered, and there was the sound of more footsteps on the stairs.

Two long rows of young workmen eating silently. Saturday night and two long rows of young workmen eating in silence.

After the eating, and on this particular night, there would be a swift flight of all these young men down into the town, down into the lighted parts of the town.

Will sat at his place gripping the sides of his chair.

There were things men did on Saturday nights. Work was at an end for the week and money jingled in pockets. Young workmen ate in silence and hurried away, one by one, down into the town.

Will’s sister Kate was going to be married in the spring. Her walking about with the young clerk from the jewelry store, in the streets of Bidwell, had come to something.

Young workmen employed in factories in Erie, Pennsylvania, dressed themselves in their best clothes and walked about in the lighted streets of Erie on Saturday evenings. They went into parks. Some stood talking to girls while others walked with girls through the streets. And there were still others who went into saloons and had drinks. Men stood talking together at a bar. “Dang that foreman of mine! I’ll bust him in the jaw if he gives me any of his lip.”

There was a young man from Bidwell, sitting at a table in a boarding house at Erie, Pennsylvania, and before him on a plate was a great pile of meat and potatoes. The room was not very well lighted. It was dark and gloomy, and there were black streaks on the grey wall paper. Shadows played on the walls. On all sides of the young man sat other young men — eating silently, hurriedly.

Will got abruptly up from the table and started for the door that led into the street but the others paid no attention to him. If he did not want to eat his meat and potatoes, it made no difference to them. The mistress of the house, the wife of the old cornet player, waited on table when the men ate, but now she had gone away to the kitchen. She was a silent grim-looking woman, dressed always in a black dress.

To the others in the room — except only the old cornet player — Will’s going or staying meant nothing at all. He was a young workman, and at such places young workmen were always going and coming.

A man with broad shoulders and a black mustache, a little older than most of the others, did glance up from his business of eating. He nudged his neighbor, and then made a jerky movement with his thumb over his shoulder. “The new guy has hooked up quickly, eh?” he said, smiling. “He can’t even wait to eat. Lordy, he’s got an early date — some skirt waiting for him.”

At his place, opposite where Will had been seated, the cornet player saw Will go, and his eyes followed, filled with alarm. He had counted on an evening of talk, of speaking to Will about his youth, boasting a little in his gentle hesitating way. Now Will had reached the door that led to the street, and in the old man’s eyes tears began to gather. Again his lip trembled. Tears were always gathering in the man’s eyes, and his lips trembled at the slightest provocation. It was no wonder he could no longer blow a cornet in a band.

* * *

And now Will was outside the house in the darkness and, for the cornet player, the evening was spoiled, the house a deserted empty place. He had intended being very plain in his evening’s talk with Will, and wanted particularly to speak of a new attitude, he hoped to assume toward his wife, in the matter of money. Talking the whole matter out with Will would give him new courage, make him bolder. Well, if his money had bought the house, that was now a boarding house, he should have some share in its profits. There must be profits. Why run a boarding house without profits? The woman he had married was no fool.

Even though a man were old he needed a little money in his pockets. Well, an old man, like himself, has a friend, a young fellow, and now and then he wanted to be able to say to his friend, “Come on friend, let’s have a glass of beer. I know a good place. Let’s have a glass of beer and go to the movies. This is on me.”

The cornet player could not eat his meat and potatoes. For a time he stared over the heads of the others, and then got up to go to his room. His wife followed into the little hallway at the foot of the stairs. “What’s the matter, dearie — are you sick?” she asked.

“No,” he answered, “I just didn’t want any supper.” He did not look at her, but tramped slowly and heavily up the stairs.

* * *

Will was walking hurriedly through streets but did not go down into the brightly lighted sections of town. The boarding house stood on a factory street and, turning northward, he crossed several railroad tracks and went toward the docks, along the shore of Lake Erie. There was something to be settled with himself, something to be faced. Could he manage the matter?

He walked along, hurriedly at first, and then more slowly. It was getting into late October now and there was a sharpness like frost in the air. The spaces between street lamps were long, and he plunged in and out of areas of darkness. Why was it that everything about him seemed suddenly strange and unreal? He had forgotten to bring his overcoat from Bidwell and would have to write Kate to send it.

Now he had almost reached the docks. Not only the night but his own body, the pavements under his feet, and the stars far away in the sky — even the solid factory buildings he was now passing — seemed strange and unreal. It was almost as though one could thrust out an arm and push a hand through the walls, as one might push his hand into a fog or a cloud of smoke. All the people Will passed seemed strange, and acted in a strange way. Dark figures surged toward him out of the darkness. By a factory wall there was a man standing — perfectly still, motionless. There was something almost unbelievable about the actions of such men and the strangeness of such hours as the one through which he was now passing. He walked within a few inches of the motionless man. Was it a man or a shadow on the wall? The life Will was now to lead alone, had become a strange, a vast terrifying thing. Perhaps all life was like that, a vastness and emptiness.

He came out into a place where ships were made fast to a dock and stood for a time, facing the high wall-like side of a vessel. It looked dark and deserted. When he turned his head he became aware of a man and a woman passing along a roadway. Their feet made no sound in the thick dust of the roadway, and he could not see or hear them, but knew they were there. Some part of a woman’s dress — something white — flashed faintly into view and the man’s figure was a dark mass against the dark mass of the night. “Oh, come on, don’t be afraid,” the man whispered, hoarsely. “There won’t anything happen to you.”

“Do shut up,” a woman’s voice answered, and there was a quick outburst of laughter. The figures fluttered away. “You don’t know what you are talking about,” the woman’s voice said again.

Now that he had got Kate’s letter, Will was no longer a boy. A boy is, quite naturally, and without his having anything to do with the matter, connected with something — and now that connection had been cut. He had been pushed out of the nest and that fact, the pushing of himself off the nest’s rim, was something accomplished. The difficulty was that, while he was no longer a boy, he had not yet become a man. He was a thing swinging in space. There was no place to put down his feet.

He stood in the darkness under the shadow of the ship making queer little wriggling motions with his shoulders, that had become now almost the shoulders of a man. No need now to think of evenings at the Appleton house with Kate and Fred standing about, and his father, Tom Appleton, spreading his paint brushes on the kitchen table, no need of thinking of the sound of Kate’s feet going up a stairway of the Appleton house, late at night when she had been out walking with her clerk. What was the good of trying to amuse oneself by thinking of a shepherd dog in an Ohio town, a dog made ridiculous by the trembling hand of a timid old woman?

One stood face to face with manhood now — one stood alone. If only one could get one’s feet down upon something, could get over this feeling of falling through space, through a vast emptiness.

“Manhood” — the word had a queer sound in the head. What did it mean?

Will tried to think of himself as a man, doing a man’s work in a factory. There was nothing in the factory, where he was now employed, upon which he could put down his feet. All day he stood at a machine and bored holes in pieces of iron. A boy brought to him the little, short, meaningless pieces of iron in a box-like truck and, one by one, he picked them up and placed them under the point of a drill. He pulled a lever and the drill came down and bit into the piece of iron. A little, smoke-like vapor arose, and then he squirted oil on the spot where the drill was working. Then the lever was thrown up again. The hole was drilled and now the meaningless pieces of iron was thrown into another box-like truck. It had nothing to do with him. He had nothing to do with it.

At the noon hour, at the factory, one moved about a bit, stepped outside the factory door to stand for a moment in the sun. Inside, men were sitting along benches eating lunches out of dinner pails and some had washed their hands while others had not bothered about such a trivial matter. They were eating in silence. A tall man spat on the floor and then drew his foot across the spot. Nights came and one went home from the factory to eat, sitting with other silent men, and later a boastful old man came into one’s room to talk. One lay on a bed and tried to listen, but presently fell asleep. Men were like the pieces of iron in which holes had been bored — one pitched them aside into a box-like truck. One had nothing really to do with them. They had nothing to do with oneself. Life became a procession of days and perhaps all life was just like that — just a procession of days.

“Manhood.”

Did one go out of one place and into another? Were youth and manhood two houses, in which one lived during different periods in life? It was evident something of importance must be about to happen to his sister Kate. First, she had been a young woman, having two brothers and a father, living with them in a house at Bidwell, Ohio.

And then a day was to come when she became something else. She married and went to live in another house and had a husband. Perhaps children would be born to her. It was evident Kate had got hold of something, that her hands had reached out and had grasped something definite. Kate had swung herself off the rim of the home nest and, right away, her feet had landed on another limb of the tree of life — womanhood.

As he stood in the darkness something caught at Will’s throat. He was fighting again but what was he fighting? A fellow like himself did not move out of one house and into another. There was a house in which one lived, and then suddenly and unexpectedly, it fell apart. One stood on the rim of the nest and looked about, and a hand reached out from the warmth of the nest and pushed one off into space. There was no place for a fellow to put down his feet. He was one swinging in space.

What — a great fellow, nearly six feet tall now, and crying in the darkness, in the shadow of a ship, like a child! He walked, filled with determination, out of the darkness, along many streets of factories and came into a street of houses. He passed a store where groceries were sold and looking in saw, by a clock on the wall, that it was already ten o’clock. Two drunken men came out at the door of a house and stood on a little porch. One of them clung to a railing about the porch, and the other pulled at his arm. “Let me alone. It’s settled. I want you to let me alone,” grumbled the man clinging to the railing.

* * *

Will went to his boarding house and climbed the stairs wearily. The devil — one might face anything if one but knew what was to be faced!

He turned on a light and sat down in his room on the edge of the bed, and the old cornet player pounced upon him, pounced like a little animal, lying under a bush along a path in a forest, and waiting for food. He came into Will’s room carrying his cornet, and there was an almost bold look in his eyes. Standing firmly on his old legs in the centre of the room, he made a declaration. “I’m going to play it. I don’t care what she says, I’m going to play it,” he said.

He put the cornet to his lips and blew two or three notes — so softly that even Will, sitting so closely, could barely hear. Then his eyes wavered. “My lip’s no good,” he said. He thrust the cornet at Will. “You blow it,” he said.

Will sat on the edge of the bed and smiled. There was a notion floating in his mind now. Was there something, a thought in which one could find comfort. There was now, before him, standing before him in the room, a man who was after all not a man. He was a child as Will was too really, had always been such a child, would always be such a child. One need not be too afraid. Children were all about, everywhere. If one were a child and lost in a vast, empty space, one could at least talk to some other child. One could have conversations, understand perhaps something of the eternal childishness of oneself and others.

Will’s thoughts were not very definite. He only felt suddenly warm and comfortable in the little room at the top of the boarding house.

And now the man was again explaining himself. He wanted to assert his manhood. “I stay up here,” he explained, “and don’t go down there, to sleep in the room with my wife because I don’t want to. That’s the only reason. I could if I wanted to. She has the bronchitis — but don’t tell anyone. Women hate to have anyone told. She isn’t so bad. I can do what I please.”

He kept urging Will to put the cornet to his lips and blow. There was in him an intense eagerness. “You can’t really make any music — you don’t know how — but that don’t make any difference,” he said. “The thing to do is to make a noise, make a deuce of a racket, blow like the devil.”

Again Will felt like crying but the sense of vastness and loneliness, that had been in him since he got aboard the train that night at Bidwell, had gone. “Well, I can’t go on forever being a baby. Kate has a right to get married,” he thought, putting the cornet to his lips. He blew two or three notes, softly.

“No, I tell you, no! That isn’t the way! Blow on it! Don’t be afraid! I tell you I want you to do it. Make a deuce of a racket! I tell you what, I own this house. We don’t need to be afraid. We can do what we please. Go ahead! Make a deuce of a racket!” the old man kept pleading.


THE MAN’S STORY
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DURING HIS TRIAL for murder and later, after he had been cleared through the confession of that queer little bald chap with the nervous hands, I watched him, fascinated by his continued effort to make something understood.

He was persistently interested in something, having nothing to do with the charge that he had murdered the woman. The matter of whether or not, and by due process of law, he was to be convicted of murder and hanged by the neck until he was dead didn’t seem to interest him. The law was something outside his life and he declined to have anything to do with the killing as one might decline a cigarette. “I thank you, I am not smoking at present. I made a bet with a fellow that I could go along without smoking cigarettes for a month.”

That is the sort of thing I mean. It was puzzling. Really, had he been guilty and trying to save his neck he couldn’t have taken a better line. You see, at first, everyone thought he had done the killing; we were all convinced of it, and then, just because of that magnificent air of indifference, everyone began wanting to save him. When news came of the confession of the crazy little stage-hand everyone broke out into cheers.

He was clear of the law after that but his manner in no way changed. There was, somewhere, a man or a woman who would understand just what he understood and it was important to find that person and talk things over. There was a time, during the trial and immediately afterward, when I saw a good deal of him, and I had this sharp sense of him, feeling about in the darkness trying to find something like a needle or a pin lost on the floor. Well, he was like an old man who cannot find his glasses. He feels in all his pockets and looks helplessly about.

There was a question in my own mind too, in everyone’s mind— “Can a man be wholly casual and brutal, in every outward way, at a moment when the one nearest and dearest to him is dying, and at the same time, and with quite another part of himself, be altogether tender and sensitive?”

* * *

Anyway it’s a story, and once in a while a man likes to tell a story straight out, without putting in any newspaper jargon about beautiful heiresses, cold-blooded murderers and all that sort of tommyrot.

As I picked the story up the sense of it was something like this — 

The man’s name was Wilson, — Edgar Wilson — and he had come to Chicago from some place to the westward, perhaps from the mountains. He might once have been a sheep herder or something of the sort in the far west, as he had the peculiar abstract air, acquired only by being a good deal alone. About himself and his past he told a good many conflicting stories and so, after being with him for a time, one instinctively discarded the past.

“The devil — it doesn’t matter — the man can’t tell the truth in that direction. — Let it go,” one said to oneself. What was known was that he had come to Chicago from a town in Kansas and that he had run away from the Kansas town with another man’s wife.

As to her story, I knew little enough of it. She had been at one time, I imagine, a rather handsome thing, in a big strong upstanding sort of way, but her life, until she met Wilson, had been rather messy. In those dead flat Kansas towns lives have a way of getting ugly and messy without anything very definite having happened to make them so. One can’t imagine the reasons — Let it go. It just is so and one can’t at all believe the writers of Western tales about the life out there.

To be a little more definite about this particular woman — in her young girlhood her father had got into trouble. He had been some sort of a small official, a travelling agent or something of the sort for an express company, and got arrested in connection with the disappearance of some money. And then, when he was in jail and before his trial, he shot and killed himself. The girl’s mother was already dead.

Within a year or two she married a man, an honest enough fellow but from all accounts rather uninteresting. He was a drug clerk and a frugal man and after a short time managed to buy a drug store of his own.

The woman, as I have said, had been strong and well-built but now grew thin and nervous. Still she carried herself well with a sort of air, as it were, and there was something about her that appealed strongly to men. Several men of the seedy little town were smitten by her and wrote her letters, trying to get her to creep out with them at night. You know how such things are done. The letters were unsigned. “You go to such and such a place on Friday evening. If you are willing to talk things over with me carry a book in your hand.”

Then the woman made a mistake and told her husband about the receipt of one of the letters and he grew angry and tramped off to the trysting place at night with a shotgun in his hand. When no one appeared he came home and fussed about. He said little mean tentative things. “You must have looked — in a certain way — at the man when he passed you on the street. A man don’t grow so bold with a married woman unless an opening has been given him.”

The man talked and talked after that, and life in the house must have been gay. She grew habitually silent, and when she was silent the house was silent. They had no children.

Then the man Edgar Wilson came along, going eastward, and stopped over in the town for two or three days. He had at that time a little money and stayed at a small workingmen’s boarding-house, near the railroad station. One day he saw the woman walking in the street and followed her to her home and the neighbors saw them standing and talking together for an hour by the front gate and on the next day he came again.

That time they talked for two hours and then she went into the house; got a few belongings and walked to the railroad station with him. They took a train for Chicago and lived there together, apparently very happy, until she died — in a way I am about to try to tell you about. They of course could not be married and during the three years they lived in Chicago he did nothing toward earning their common living. As he had a very small amount of money when they came, barely enough to get them here from the Kansas town, they were miserably poor.

They lived, when I knew about them, over on the North side, in that section of old three- and four-story brick residences that were once the homes of what we call our nice people, but that had afterward gone to the bad. The section is having a kind of rebirth now but for a good many years it rather went to seed. There were these old residences, made into boarding-houses, and with unbelievably dirty lace curtains at the windows, and now and then an utterly disreputable old tumble-down frame house — in one of which Wilson lived with his woman.

The place is a sight! Someone owns it, I suppose, who is shrewd enough to know that in a big city like Chicago no section gets neglected always. Such a fellow must have said to himself, “Well, I’ll let the place go. The ground on which the house stands will some day be very valuable but the house is worth nothing. I’ll let it go at a low rental and do nothing to fix it up. Perhaps I will get enough out of it to pay my taxes until prices come up.”

And so the house had stood there unpainted for years and the windows were out of line and the shingles nearly all off the roof. The second floor was reached by an outside stairway with a handrail that had become just the peculiar grey greasy black that wood can become in a soft-coal-burning city like Chicago or Pittsburgh. One’s hand became black when the railing was touched; and the rooms above were altogether cold and cheerless.

At the front there was a large room with a fireplace, from which many bricks had fallen, and back of that were two small sleeping rooms.

Wilson and his woman lived in the place, at the time when the thing happened I am to tell you about, and as they had taken it in May I presume they did not too much mind the cold barrenness of the large front room in which they lived. There was a sagging wooden bed with a leg broken off — the woman had tried to repair it with sticks from a packing box — a kitchen table, that was also used by Wilson as a writing desk, and two or three cheap kitchen chairs.

The woman had managed to get a place as wardrobe woman in a theatre in Randolph Street and they lived on her earnings. It was said she had got the job because some man connected with the theatre, or a company playing there, had a passion for her but one can always pick up stories of that sort about any woman who works about the theatre — from the scrubwoman to the star.

Anyway she worked there and had a reputation in the theatre of being quiet and efficient.

As for Wilson, he wrote poetry of a sort I’ve never seen before, although, like most newspaper men, I’ve taken a turn at verse making myself now and then — both of the rhymed kind and the newfangled vers libre sort. I rather go in for the classical stuff myself.

About Wilson’s verse — it was Greek to me. Well now, to get right down to hardpan in this matter, it was and it wasn’t.

The stuff made me feel just a little bit woozy when I took a whole sheaf of it and sat alone in my room reading it at night. It was all about walls, and deep wells, and great bowls with young trees standing erect in them — and trying to find their way to the light and air over the rim of the bowl.

Queer crazy stuff, every line of it, but fascinating too — in a way. One got into a new world with new values, which after all is I suppose what poetry is all about. There was the world of fact — we all know or think we know — the world of flat buildings and middle-western farms with wire fences about the fields and fordson tractors running up and down, and towns with high schools and advertising billboards, and everything that makes up life — or that we think makes up life.

There was this world, we all walk about in, and then there was this other world, that I have come to think of as Wilson’s world — a dim place to me at least — of far-away near places — things taking new and strange shapes, the insides of people coming out, the eyes seeing new things, the fingers feeling new and strange things.

It was a place of walls mainly. I got hold of the whole lot of Wilson’s verse by a piece of luck. It happened that I was the first newspaper man who got into the place on the night when the woman’s body was found, and there was all his stuff, carefully written out in a sort of child’s copy book, and two or three stupid policemen standing about. I just shoved the book under my coat, when they weren’t looking, and later, during Wilson’s trial, we published some of the more intelligible ones in the paper. It made pretty good newspaper stuff — the poet who killed his mistress,

“He did not wear his purple coat,

For blood and wine are red” — 

and all that. Chicago loved it.

To get back to the poetry itself for a moment. I just wanted to explain that all through the book there ran this notion, that men had erected walls about themselves and that all men were perhaps destined to stand forever behind the walls — on which they constantly beat with their fists, or with whatever tools they could get hold of. Wanted to break through to something, you understand. One couldn’t quite make out whether there was just one great wall or many little individual walls. Sometimes Wilson put it one way, sometimes another. Men had themselves built the walls and now stood behind them, knowing dimly that beyond the walls there was warmth, light, air, beauty, life in fact — while at the same time, and because of a kind of madness in themselves, the walls were constantly being built higher and stronger.

The notion gives you the fantods a little, doesn’t it? Anyway it does me.

And then there was that notion about deep wells, men everywhere constantly digging and digging themselves down deeper and deeper into deep wells. They not wanting to do it, you understand, and no one wanting them to do it, but all the time the thing going on just the same, that is to say the wells getting constantly deeper and deeper, and the voices growing dimmer and dimmer in the distance — and again the light and the warmth of life going away and going away, because of a kind of blind refusal of people to try to understand each other, I suppose.

It was all very strange to me — Wilson’s poetry, I mean — when I came to it. Here is one of his things. It is not directly concerned with the walls, the bowl or the deep well theme, as you will see, but it is one we ran in the paper during the trial and a lot of folks rather liked it — as I’ll admit I do myself. Maybe putting it in here will give a kind of point to my story, by giving you some sense of the strangeness of the man who is the story’s hero. In the book it was called merely “Number Ninety-seven,” and it went as follows:

The firm grip of my fingers on the thin paper of this cigarette is a sign that I am very quiet now. Sometimes it is not so. When I am unquiet I am weak but when I am quiet, as I am now, I am very strong.

Just now I went along one of the streets of my city and in at a door and came up here, where I am now, lying on a bed and looking out at a window. Very suddenly and completely the knowledge has come to me that I could grip the sides of tall buildings as freely and as easily as I now grip this cigarette. I could hold the building between my fingers, put it to my lips and blow smoke through it. I could blow confusion away. I could blow a thousand people out through the roof of one tall building into the sky, into the unknown. Building after building I could consume, as I consume the cigarettes in this box. I could throw the burning ends of cities over my shoulder and out through a window.

It is not often I get in the state I am now in — so quiet and sure of myself. When the feeling comes over me there is a directness and simplicity in me that makes me love myself. To myself at such times I say strong sweet words.

I am on a couch by this window and I could ask a woman to come here to lie with me, or a man either for that matter.

I could take a row of houses standing on a street, tip them over, empty the people out of them, squeeze and compress all the people into one person and love that person.

Do you see this hand? Suppose it held a knife that could cut down through all the falseness in you. Suppose it could cut down through the sides of buildings and houses where thousands of people now lie asleep.

It would be something worth thinking about if the fingers of this hand gripped a knife that could cut and rip through all the ugly husks in which millions of lives are enclosed.

Well, there is the idea you see, a kind of power that could be tender too. I will quote you just one more of his things, a more gentle one. It is called in the book, “Number Eighty-three.”

I am a tree that grows beside the wall. I have been thrusting up and up. My body is covered with scars. My body is old but still I thrust upward, creeping toward the top of the wall.

It is my desire to drop blossoms and fruit over the wall.

I would moisten dry lips.

I would drop blossoms on the heads of children, over the top of the wall.

I would caress with falling blossoms the bodies of those who live on the further side of the wall.

My branches are creeping upward and new sap comes into me out of the dark ground under the wall.

My fruit shall not be my fruit until it drops from my arms, into the arms of the others, over the top of the wall.

And now as to the life led by the man and woman in the large upper room in that old frame house. By a stroke of luck I have recently got rather a line on that by a discovery I have made.

After they had moved into the house — it was only last spring — the theatre in which the woman was employed was dark for a long time and they were more than usually hard up, so the woman tried to pick up a little extra money — to help pay the rent I suppose — by sub-letting the two little back rooms of that place of theirs.

Various people lived in the dark tiny holes, just how I can’t make out as there was no furniture. Still there are places in Chicago called “flops” where one may sleep on the floor for five or ten cents and they are more patronized than respectable people know anything about.

What I did discover was a little woman — she wasn’t so young but she was hunchbacked and small and it is hard not to think of her as a girl — who once lived in one of the rooms for several weeks. She had a job as ironer in a small hand-laundry in the neighborhood and someone had given her a cheap folding cot. She was a curiously sentimental creature, with the kind of hurt eyes deformed people often have, and I have a fancy she had herself a romantic attachment of a sort for the man Wilson. Anyway I managed to find out a lot from her.

After the other woman’s death and after Wilson had been cleared on the murder charge, by the confession of the stage hand, I used to go over to the house where he had lived, sometimes in the late afternoon after our paper had been put to bed for the day. Ours is an afternoon paper and after two o’clock most of us are free.

I found the hunchback girl standing in front of the house one day and began talking with her. She was a gold mine.

There was that look in her eyes I’ve told you of, the hurt sensitive look. I just spoke to her and we began talking of Wilson. She had lived in one of the rooms at the back. She told me of that at once.

On some days she found herself unable to work at the laundry because her strength suddenly gave out and so, on such days, she stayed in the room, lying on the cot. Blinding headaches came that lasted for hours during which she was almost entirely unconscious of everything going on about her. Then afterward she was quite conscious but for a long time very weak. She wasn’t one who is destined to live very long I suppose and I presume she didn’t much care.

Anyway, there she was in the room, in that weak state after the times of illness, and she grew curious about the two people in the front room, so she used to get off her cot and go softly in her stockinged feet to the door between the rooms and peek through the keyhole. She had to kneel on the dusty floor to do it.

The life in the room fascinated her from the beginning. Sometimes the man was in there alone, sitting at the kitchen table and writing the stuff he afterward put into the book I collared, and from which I have quoted; sometimes the woman was with him, and again sometimes he was in there alone but wasn’t writing. Then he was always walking and walking up and down.

When both people were in the room, and when the man was writing, the woman seldom moved but sat in a chair by one of the windows with her hands crossed. He would write a few lines and then walk up and down talking to himself or to her. When he spoke she did not answer except with her eyes, the crippled girl said. What I gathered of all this from her talk with me, and what is the product of my own imaginings, I confess I do not quite know.

Anyway what I got and what I am trying, in my own way, to transmit to you is a sense of a kind of strangeness in the relationship of the two. It wasn’t just a domestic household, a little down on its luck, by any means. He was trying to do something very difficult — with his poetry I presume — and she in her own way was trying to help him.

And of course, as I have no doubt you have gathered from what I have quoted of Wilson’s verse, the matter had something to do with the relationships between people — not necessarily between the particular man and woman who happened to be there in that room, but between all peoples.

The fellow had some half-mystic conception of all such things, and before he found his own woman had been going aimlessly about the world looking for a mate. Then he had found the woman in the Kansas town and — he at least thought — things had cleared, for him.

Well, he had the notion that no one in the world could think or feel anything alone, and that people only got into trouble and walled themselves in by trying it, or something of the sort. There was a discord. Things were jangled. Someone, it seems, had to strike a pitch that all voices could take up before the real song of life could begin. Mind you I’m not putting forth any notions of my own. What I am trying to do is to give you a sense of something I got from having read Wilson’s stuff, from having known him a little, and from having seen something of the effect of his personality upon others.

He felt, quite definitely, that no one in the world could feel or even think alone. And then there was the notion, that if one tried to think with the mind without taking the body into account, one got all balled-up. True conscious life built itself up like a pyramid. First the body and mind of a beloved one must come into one’s thinking and feeling and then, in some mystic way, the bodies and minds of all the other people in the world must come in, must come sweeping in like a great wind — or something of the sort.

Is all this a little tangled up to you, who read my story of Wilson? It may not be. It may be that your minds are more clear than my own and that what I take to be so difficult will be very simple to you.

However, I have to bring up to you just what I can find, after diving down into this sea of motives and impulses — I admit I don’t rightly understand.

The hunchback girl felt (or is it my own fancy coloring what she said?) — it doesn’t really matter. The thing to get at is what the man Edgar Wilson felt.

He felt, I fancy, that in the field of poetry he had something to express that could never be expressed until he had found a woman who could, in a peculiar and absolute way, give herself in the world of the flesh — and that then there was to be a marriage out of which beauty would come for all people. He had to find the woman who had that power, and the power had to be untainted by self-interest, I fancy. A profound egotist, you see — and he thought he had found what he needed in the wife of the Kansas druggist.

He had found her and had done something to her. What it was I can’t quite make out, except that she was absolutely and wholly happy with him, in a strangely inexpressive sort of way.

Trying to speak of him and his influence on others is rather like trying to walk on a tightrope stretched between two tall buildings above a crowded street. A cry from below, a laugh, the honk of an automobile horn, and down one goes into nothingness. One simply becomes ridiculous.

He wanted, it seems, to condense the flesh and the spirit of himself and his woman into his poems. You will remember that in one of the things of his I have quoted he speaks of condensing, of squeezing all the people of a city into one person and of loving that person.

One might think of him as a powerful person, almost hideously powerful. You will see, as you read, how he has got me in his power and is making me serve his purpose.

And he had caught and was holding the woman in his grip. He had wanted her — quite absolutely, and had taken her — as all men, perhaps, want to do with their women, and don’t quite dare. Perhaps too she was in her own way greedy and he was making actual love to her always day and night, when they were together and when they were apart.

I’ll admit I am confused about the whole matter myself. I am trying to express something I have felt, not in myself, nor in the words that came to me from the lips of the hunchback girl whom, you will remember, I left kneeling on the floor in that back room and peeking through a keyhole.

There she was, you see, the hunchback, and in the room before her were the man and woman and the hunchback girl also had fallen under the power of the man Wilson. She also was in love with him — there can be no doubt of that. The room in which she knelt was dark and dusty. There must have been a thick accumulation of dust on the floor.

What she said — or if she did not say the words what she made me feel was that the man Wilson worked in the room, or walked up and down in there before his woman, and that, while he did that, his woman sat in the chair, and that there was in her face, in her eyes, a look — 

He was all the time making love to her, and his making love to her in just that abstract way, was a kind of love-making with all people? and that was possible because the woman was as purely physical as he was something else. If all this is meaningless to you, at least it wasn’t to the hunchback girl — who certainly was uneducated and never would have set herself up as having any special powers of understanding. She knelt in the dust, listening, and looking in at the keyhole, and in the end she came to feel that the man, in whose presence she had never been and whose person had never in any way touched her person, had made love to her also.

She had felt that and it had gratified her entire nature. One might say it had satisfied her. She was what she was and it had made life worth living for her.

* * *

Minor things happened in the room and one may speak of them.

For example, there was a day in June, a dark warm rainy day. The hunchback girl was in her room, kneeling on the floor, and Wilson and his woman were in their room.

Wilson’s woman had been doing a family washing, and as it could not be dried outdoors she had stretched ropes across the room and had hung the clothes inside.

When the clothes were all hung Wilson came from walking outside in the rain and going to the desk sat down and began to write.

He wrote for a few minutes and then got up and went about the room, and in a walking a wet garment brushed against his face.

He kept right on walking and talking to the woman but as he walked and talked he gathered all the clothes in his arms and going to the little landing at the head of the stairs outside, threw them down into the muddy yard below. He did that and the woman sat without moving or saying anything until he had gone back to his desk, then she went down the stairs, got the clothes and washed them again — and it was only after she had done that and when she was again hanging them in the room above that he appeared to know what he had done.

While the clothes were being rewashed he went for another walk and when she heard his footsteps on the stairs the hunchback girl ran to the keyhole. As she knelt there, and as he came into the room, she could look directly into his face. “He was like a puzzled child for a moment and then, although he said nothing, the tears began to run down his cheeks,” she said. That happened and then the woman, who was at the moment re-hanging the clothes, turned and saw him. She had her arm filled with clothes but dropped them on the floor and ran to him. She half knelt, the hunchback girl said, and putting her arms about his body and looking up into his face pleaded with him. “Don’t. Don’t be hurt. Believe me I know everything. Please don’t be hurt,” was what she said.

* * *

And now as to the story of the woman’s death. It happened in the fall of that year.

In the place where she was sometimes employed — that is to say in the theatre — there was this other man, the little half-crazed stage-hand who shot her.

He had fallen in love with her and, like the men in the Kansas town from which she came, had written her several silly notes of which she said nothing to Wilson. The letters weren’t very nice and some of them, the most unpleasant ones, were by some twist of the fellow’s mind, signed with Wilson’s name. Two of them were afterwards found on her person and were brought in as evidence against Wilson during his trial.

And so the woman worked in the theatre and the summer had passed and on an evening in the fall there was to be a dress rehearsal at the theatre and the woman went there, taking Wilson with her. It was a fall day, such as we sometimes have in Chicago, cold and wet and with a heavy fog lying over the city.

The dress rehearsal did not come off. The star was ill, or something of the sort happened, and Wilson and his woman sat about, in the cold empty theatre, for an hour or two and then the woman was told she could go for the night.

She and Wilson walked across the city, stopping to get something to eat at a small restaurant. He was in one of the abstract silent moods common to him. No doubt he was thinking of the things he wanted to express in the poetry I have tried to tell you about. He went along, not seeing the woman beside him, not seeing the people drifting up to them and passing them in the streets. He went along in that way and she — 

She was no doubt then as she always was in his presence — silent and satisfied with the fact that she was with him. There was nothing he could think or feel that did not take her into account. The very blood flowing up through his body was her blood too. He had made her feel that, and she was silent and satisfied as he went along, his body walking beside her but his fancy groping its way through the land of high walls and deep wells.

They had walked from the restaurant, in the Loop District, over a bridge to the North Side, and still no words passed between them.

When they had almost reached their own place the stagehand, the small man with the nervous hands who had written the notes, appeared out of the fog, as though out of nowhere, and shot the woman.

That was all there was to it. It was as simple as that.

They were walking, as I have described them, when a head flashed up before the woman in the midst of the fog, a hand shot out, there was the quick abrupt sound of a pistol shot and then the absurd little stage-hand, he with the wrinkled impotent little old woman’s face — then he turned and ran away.

All that happened, just as I have written it and it made no impression at all on the mind of Wilson. He walked along as though nothing had happened and the woman, after half falling, gathered herself together and managed to continue walking beside him, still saying nothing.

They went thus, for perhaps two blocks, and had reached the foot of the outer stairs that led up to their place when a policeman came running, and the woman told him a lie. She told him some story about a struggle between two drunken men, and after a moment of talk the policeman went away, sent away by the woman in a direction opposite to the one taken by the fleeing stage-hand.

They were in the darkness and the fog now and the woman took her man’s arm while they climbed the stairs. He was as yet — as far as I will ever be able to explain logically — unaware of the shot, and of the fact that she was dying, although he had seen and heard everything. What the doctors said, who were put on the case afterwards, was that a cord or muscle, or something of the sort that controls the action of the heart, had been practically severed by the shot.

She was dead and alive at the same time, I should say.

Anyway the two people marched up the stairs, and into the room above, and then a really dramatic and lovely thing happened. One wishes that the scene, with just all its connotations, could be played out on a stage instead of having to be put down in words.

The two came into the room, the one dead but not ready to acknowledge death without a flash of something individual and lovely, that is to say, the one dead while still alive and the other alive but at the moment dead to what was going on.

The room into which they went was dark but, with the sure instinct of an animal, the woman walked across the room to the fireplace, while the man stopped and stood some ten feet from the door — thinking and thinking in his peculiarly abstract way. The fireplace was filled with an accumulation of waste matter, cigarette ends — the man was a hard smoker — bits of paper on which he had scribbled — the rubbishy accumulation that gathers about all such fellows as Wilson. There was all of this quickly combustible material, stuffed into the fireplace, on this — the first cold evening of the fall.

And so the woman went to it, and found a match somewhere in the darkness, and touched the pile off.

There is a picture that will remain with me always — just that — the barren room and the blind unseeing man standing there, and the woman kneeling and making a little flare of beauty at the last. Little flames leaped up. Lights crept and danced over the walls. Below, on the floor of the room, there was a deep well of darkness in which the man, blind with his own purpose, was standing.

The pile of burning papers must have made, for a moment, quite a glare of light in the room and the woman stood for a moment, beside the fireplace, just outside the glare of light.

And then, pale and wavering, she walked across the light, as across a lighted stage, going softly and silently toward him. Had she also something to say? No one will ever know. What happened was that she said nothing.

She walked across to him and, at the moment she reached him, fell down on the floor and died at his feet, and at the same moment the little fire of papers died. If she struggled before she died, there on the floor, she struggled in silence. There was no sound. She had fallen and lay between him and the door that led out to the stairway and to the street.

It was then Wilson became altogether inhuman — too much so for my understanding.

The fire had died and the woman he had loved had died.

And there he stood looking into nothingness, thinking — God knows — perhaps of nothingness.

* * *

He stood a minute, five minutes, perhaps ten. He was a man who, before he found the woman, had been sunk far down into a deep sea of doubt and questionings. Before he found the woman no expression had ever come from him. He had perhaps just wandered from place to place, looking at people’s faces, wondering about people, wanting to come close to others and not knowing how. The woman had been able to lift him up to the surface of the sea of life for a time, and with her he had floated on the surface of the sea, under the sky, in the sunlight. The woman’s warm body — given to him in love — had been as a boat in which he had floated on the surface of the sea, and now the boat had been wrecked and he was sinking again, back into the sea.

All of this had happened and he did not know — that is to say he did not know, and at the same time he did know.

He was a poet, I presume, and perhaps at the moment a new poem was forming itself in his mind.

At any rate he stood for a time, as I have said, and then he must have had a feeling that he should make some move, that he should if possible save himself from some disaster about to overtake him.

He had an impulse to go to the door, and by way of the stairway, to go down stairs and into the street. — but the body of the woman was between him and the door.

What he did and what, when he later told of it, sounded so terribly cruel to others, was to treat the woman’s dead body as one might treat a fallen tree in the darkness in a forest. First he tried to push the body aside with his foot and then as that seemed impossible, he stepped awkwardly over it.

He stepped directly on the woman’s arm. The discolored mark where his heel landed was afterward found on the body.

He almost fell, and then his body righted itself and he went walking, marched down the rickety stairs and went walking in the streets.

By chance the night had cleared. It had grown colder and a cold wind had driven the fog away. He walked along, very nonchalantly, for several blocks. He walked along as calmly as you, the reader, might walk, after having had lunch with a friend.

As a matter of fact he even stopped to make a purchase at a store. I remember that the place was called “The Whip.” He went in, bought himself a package of cigarettes, lighted one and stood a moment, apparently listening to a conversation going on among several idlers in the place.

And then he strolled again, going along smoking the cigarette and thinking of his poem no doubt. Then he came to a moving picture theatre.

That perhaps touched him off. He also was an old fireplace, stuffed with old thoughts, scraps of unwritten poems — God knows what rubbish! Often he had gone at night to the theatre, where the woman was employed, to walk home with her, and now the people were coming out of a small moving-picture house. They had been in there seeing a play called “The Light of the World.”

Wilson walked into the midst of the crowd, lost himself in the crowd, smoking his cigarette, and then he took off his hat, looked anxiously about for a moment, and suddenly began shouting in a loud voice.

He stood there, shouting and trying to tell the story of what had happened in a loud voice, and with the uncertain air of one trying to remember a dream. He did that for a moment and then, after running a little way along the pavement, stopped and began his story again. It was only after he had gone thus, in short rushes, back along the street to the house and up the rickety stairway to where the woman was lying — the crowd following curiously at his heels — that a policeman came up and arrested him.

He seemed excited at first but was quiet afterwards and he laughed at the notion of insanity, when the lawyer who had been retained for him, tried to set up the plea in court.

As I have said his action, during his trial, was confusing to us all, as he seemed wholly uninterested in the murder and in his own fate. After the confession of the man who had fired the shot he seemed to feel no resentment toward him either. There was something he wanted, having nothing to do with what had happened.

There he had been, you see, before he found the woman, wandering about in the world, digging himself deeper and deeper into the deep wells he talked about in his poetry, building the wall between himself and all us others constantly higher and higher.

He knew what he was doing but he could not stop. That’s what he kept talking about, pleading with people about. The man had come up out of the sea of doubt, had grasped for a time the hand of the woman, and with her hand in his had floated for a time upon the surface of life — but now he felt himself again sinking down into the sea.

His talking and talking, stopping people in the street and talking, going into people’s houses and talking, was I presume but an effort, he was always afterward making, not to sink back forever into the sea, it was the struggle of a drowning man I dare say.

At any rate I have told you the man’s story — have been compelled to try to tell you his story. There was a kind of power in him, and the power has been exerted over me as it was exerted over the woman from Kansas and the unknown hunchback girl, kneeling on the floor in the dust and peering through a keyhole.

Ever since the woman died we have all been trying and trying to drag the man Wilson back out of the sea of doubt and dumbness into which we feel him sinking deeper and deeper — and to no avail.

It may be I have been impelled to tell his story in the hope that by writing of him I may myself understand. Is there not a possibility that with understanding would come also the strength to thrust an arm down into the sea and drag the man Wilson back to the surface again?


AN OHIO PAGAN


CHAPTER I
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TOM EDWARDS WAS a Welshman, born in Northern Ohio, and a descendant of that Thomas Edwards, the Welsh poet, who was called, in his own time and country, Twn O’r Nant — which in our own tongue means “Tom of the dingle or vale.”

The first Thomas Edwards was a gigantic figure in the history of the spiritual life of the Welsh. Not only did he write many stirring interludes concerning life, death, earth, fire and water but as a man he was a true brother to the elements and to all the passions of his sturdy and musical race. He sang beautifully but he also played stoutly and beautifully the part of a man. There is a wonderful tale, told in Wales and written into a book by the poet himself, of how he, with a team of horses, once moved a great ship out of the land into the sea, after three hundred Welshmen had failed at the task. Also he taught Welsh woodsmen the secret of the crane and pulley for lifting great logs in the forests, and once he fought to the point of death the bully of the countryside, a man known over a great part of Wales as The Cruel Fighter. Tom Edwards, the descendant of this man was born in Ohio near my own native town of Bidwell. His name was not Edwards, but as his father was dead when he was born, his mother gave him the old poet’s name out of pride in having such blood in her veins. Then when the boy was six his mother died also and the man for whom both his mother and father had worked, a sporting farmer named Harry Whitehead, took the boy into his own house to live.

They were gigantic people, the Whiteheads. Harry himself weighed two hundred and seventy pounds and his wife twenty pounds more. About the time he took young Tom to live with him the farmer became interested in the racing of horses, moved off his farms, of which he had three, and came to live in our town.

* * *

In the town of Bidwell there was an old frame building, that had once been a factory for the making of barrel staves but that had stood for years vacant, staring with windowless eyes into the streets, and Harry bought it at a low price and transformed it into a splendid stable with a board floor and two long rows of box stalls. At a sale of blooded horses held in the city of Cleveland he bought twenty young colts, all of the trotting strain, and set up as a trainer of race horses.

Among the colts thus brought to our town was one great black fellow named Bucephalus. Harry got the name from John Telfer, our town poetry lover. “It was the name of the mighty horse of a mighty man,” Telfer said, and that satisfied Harry.

Young Tom was told off to be the special guardian and caretaker of Bucephalus, and the black stallion, who had in him the mighty blood of the Tennessee Patchens, quickly became the pride of the stables. He was in his nature a great ugly-tempered beast, as given to whims and notions as an opera star, and from the very first began to make trouble. Within a year no one but Harry Whitehead himself and the boy Tom dared go into his stall. The methods of the two people with the great horse were entirely different but equally effective. Once big Harry turned the stallion loose on the floor of the stable, closed all the doors, and with a cruel long whip in his hand, went in to conquer or to be conquered. He came out victorious and ever after the horse behaved when he was about.

The boy’s method was different. He loved Bucephalus and the wicked animal loved him. Tom slept on a cot in the barn and day or night, even when there were mares about, walked into Bucephalus’ box-stall without fear. When the stallion was in a temper he sometimes turned at the boy’s entrance and with a snort sent his iron-shod heels banging against the sides of the stall, but Tom laughed and putting a simple rope halter over the horse’s head led him forth to be cleaned or hitched to a cart for his morning’s jog on our town’s half-mile race track. A sight it was to see the boy with the blood of Twn O’r Nant in his veins leading by the nose Bucephalus of the royal blood of the Patchens.

When he was six years old the horse Bucephalus went forth to race and conquer at the great spring race meeting at Columbus, Ohio. He won two heats of the trotting free-for-all — the great race of the meeting — with heavy Harry in the sulky and then faltered. A gelding named “Light o’ the Orient” beat him in the next heat. Tom, then a lad of sixteen, was put into the sulky and the two of them, horse and boy, fought out a royal battle with the gelding and a little bay mare, that hadn’t been heard from before but that suddenly developed a whirlwind burst of speed.

The big stallion and the slender boy won. From amid a mob of cursing, shouting, whip-slashing men a black horse shot out and a pale boy, leaning far forward, called and murmured to him. “Go on, boy! Go boy! Go boy!” the lad’s voice had called over and over all through the race. Bucephalus got a record of 2.06 ¼ and Tom Edwards became a newspaper hero. His picture was in the Cleveland Leader and the Cincinnati Enquirer, and when he came back to Bidwell we other boys fairly wept in our envy of him.

Then it was however that Tom Edwards fell down from his high place. There he was, a tall boy, almost of man’s stature and, except for a few months during the winters when he lived on the Whitehead farms, and between his sixth and thirteenth years, when he had attended a country school and had learned to read and write and do sums, he was without education. And now, during that very fall of the year of his triumph at Columbus, the Bidwell truant officer, a thin man with white hair, who was also superintendent of the Baptist Sunday School, came one afternoon to the Whitehead stables and told him that if he did not begin going to school both he and his employer would get into serious trouble.

Harry Whitehead was furious and so was Tom. There he was, a great tall slender fellow who had been with race horses to the fairs all over Northern Ohio and Indiana, during that very fall, and who had just come home from the journey during which he had driven the winner in the free-for-all trot at a Grand Circuit meeting and had given Bucephalus a mark of 2.06¼.

Was such a fellow to go sit in a schoolroom, with a silly school book in his hand, reading of the affairs of the men who dealt in butter, eggs, potatoes and apples, and whose unnecessarily complicated business life the children were asked to unravel, — was such a fellow to go sit in a room, under the eyes of a woman teacher, and in the company of boys half his age and with none of his wide experience of life?

It was a hard thought and Tom took it hard. The law was all right, Harry Whitehead said, and was intended to keep no-account kids off the streets but what it had to do with himself Tom couldn’t make out. When the truant officer had gone and Tom was left alone in the stable with his employer the man and boy stood for a long time glumly staring at each other. It was all right to be educated but Tom felt he had book education enough. He could read, write and do sums, and what other book-training did a horseman need? As for books, they were all right for rainy evenings when there were no men sitting by the stable door and talking of horses and races. And also when one went to the races in a strange town and arrived, perhaps on Sunday, and the races did not begin until the following Wednesday — it was all right then to have a book in the chest with the horse blankets. When the weather was fine and the work was all done on a fine fall afternoon, and the other swipes, both niggers and whites, had gone off to town, one could take a book out under a tree and read of life in far away places that was as strange and almost as fascinating as one’s own life. Tom had read “Robinson Crusoe,” “Uncle Tom’s Cabin” and “Tales from the Bible,” all of which he had found in the Whitehead house and Jacob Friedman, the school superintendent at Bidwell, who had a fancy for horses, had loaned him other books that he intended reading during the coming winter. They were in his chest — one called “Gulliver’s Travels” and the other “Moll Flanders.”

And now the law said he must give up being a horseman and go every day to a school and do little foolish sums, he who had already proven himself a man. What other schoolboy knew what he did about life? Had he not seen and spoken to several of the greatest men of this world, men who had driven horses to beat world records, and did they not respect him? When he became a driver of race horses such men as Pop Geers, Walter Cox, John Splan, Murphy and the others would not ask him what books he had read, or how many feet make a rod and how many rods in a mile. In the race at Columbus, where he had won his spurs as a driver, he had already proven that life had given him the kind of education he needed. The driver of the gelding “Light o’ the Orient” had tried to bluff him in that third heat and had not succeeded. He was a big man with a black mustache and had lost one eye so that he looked fierce and ugly, and when the two horses were fighting it out, neck and neck, up the back stretch, and when Tom was tooling Bucephalus smoothly and surely to the front, the older man turned in his sulky to glare at him. “You damned little whipper-snapper,” he yelled, “I’ll knock you out of your sulky if you don’t take back.”

He had yelled that at Tom and then had struck at the boy with the butt of his whip — not intending actually to hit him perhaps but just missing the boy’s head, and Tom had kept his eyes steadily on his own horse, had held him smoothly in his stride and at the upper turn, at just the right moment, had begun to pull out in front.

Later he hadn’t even told Harry Whitehead of the incident, and that fact too, he felt vaguely, had something to do with his qualifications as a man.

And now they were going to put him into a school with the kids. He was at work on the stable floor, rubbing the legs of a trim-looking colt, and Bucephalus was in his stall waiting to be taken to a late fall meeting at Indianapolis on the following Monday, when the blow fell. Harry Whitehead walked back and forth swearing at the two men who were loafing in chairs at the stable door. “Do you call that law, eh, robbing a kid of the chance Tom’s got?” he asked, shaking a riding whip under their noses. “I never see such a law. What I say is Dod blast such a law.”

Tom took the colt back to its place and went into Bucephalus’ box-stall. The stallion was in one of his gentle moods and turned to have his nose rubbed, but Tom went and buried his face against the great black neck and for a long time stood thus, trembling. He had thought perhaps Harry would let him drive Bucephalus in all his races another season and now that was all to come to an end and he was to be pitched back into childhood, to be made just a kid in school. “I won’t do it,” he decided suddenly and a dogged light came into his eyes. His future as a driver of race horses might have to be sacrificed but that didn’t matter so much as the humiliation of this other, and he decided he would say nothing to Harry Whitehead or his wife but would make his own move.

“I’ll get out of here. Before they get me into that school I’ll skip out of town,” he told himself as his hand crept up and fondled the soft nose of Bucephalus, the son royal of the Patchens.

Tom left Bidwell during the night, going east on a freight train, and no one there ever saw him again. During that winter he lived in the city of Cleveland, where he got work driving a milk wagon in a district where factory workers lived.

Then spring came again and with it the memory of other springs — of thunder-showers rolling over fields of wheat, just appearing, green and vivid, out of the black ground — of the sweet smell of new plowed fields, and most of all the smell and sound of animals about barns at the Whitehead farms north of Bidwell. How sharply he remembered those days on the farms and the days later when he lived in Bidwell, slept in the stables and went each morning to jog race horses and young colts round and round the half-mile race track at the fair grounds at Bidwell.

That was a life! Round and round the track they went, young colthood and young manhood together, not thinking but carrying life very keenly within themselves and feeling tremendously. The colt’s legs were to be hardened and their wind made sound and for the boy long hours were to be spent in a kind of dream world, and life lived in the company of something fine, courageous, filled with a terrible, waiting surge of life. At the fair ground, away at the town’s edge, tall grass grew in the enclosure inside the track and there were trees from which came the voices of squirrels, chattering and scolding, accompanied by the call of nesting birds and, down below on the ground, by the song of bees visiting early blossoms and of insects hidden away in the grass.

How different the life of the city streets in the springtime! To Tom it was in a way fetid and foul. For months he had been living in a boarding house with some six, and often eight or ten, other young fellows, in narrow rooms above a foul street. The young fellows were unmarried and made good wages, and on the winter evenings and on Sundays they dressed in good clothes and went forth, to return later, half drunk, to sit for long hours boasting and talking loudly in the rooms. Because he was shy, often lonely and sometimes startled and frightened by what he saw and heard in the city, the others would have nothing to do with Tom. They felt a kind of contempt for him, looked upon him as a “rube” and in the late afternoon when his work was done he often went for long walks alone in grim streets of workingmen’s houses, breathing the smoke-laden air and listening to the roar and clatter of machinery in great factories. At other times and immediately after the evening meal he went off to his room and to bed, half sick with fear and with some strange nameless dread of the life about him.

And so in the early summer of his seventeenth year Tom left the city and going back into his own Northern Ohio lake country found work with a man name John Bottsford who owned a threshing outfit and worked among the farmers of Erie County, Ohio. The slender boy, who had urged Bucephalus to his greatest victory and had driven him the fastest mile of his career, had become a tall strong fellow with heavy features, brown eyes, and big nerveless hands — but in spite of his apparent heaviness there was something tremendously alive in him. He now drove a team of plodding grey farm horses and it was his job to keep the threshing engine supplied with water and fuel and to haul the threshed grain out of the fields and into farmers’ barns.

The thresherman Bottsford was a broad-shouldered, powerful old man of sixty and had, besides Tom, three grown sons in his employ. He had been a farmer, working on rented land, all his life and had saved some money, with which he had bought the threshing outfit, and all day the five men worked like driven slaves and at night slept in the hay in the farmers’ barns. It was rainy that season in the lake country and at the beginning of the time of threshing things did not go very well for Bottsford.

The old thresherman was worried. The threshing venture had taken all of his money and he had a dread of going into debt and, as he was a deeply religious man, at night when he thought the others asleep, he crawled out of the hayloft and went down onto the barn floor to pray.

Something happened to Tom and for the first time in his life he began to think about life and its meaning. He was in the country, that he loved, in the yellow sunwashed fields, far from the dreaded noises and dirt of city life, and here was a man, of his own type, in some deep way a brother to himself, who was continuously crying out to some power outside himself, some power that was in the sun, in the clouds, in the roaring thunder that accompanied the summer rains — that was in these things and that at the same time controlled all these things.

The young threshing apprentice was impressed. Throughout the rainy days, when no work could be done, he wandered about and waited for night, and then, when they all had gone into the barn loft and the others prepared to sleep, he stayed awake to think and listen. He thought of God and of the possibilities of God’s part in the affairs of men. The thresherman’s youngest son, a fat jolly fellow, lay beside him and, for a time after they had crawled into the hay, the two boys whispered and laughed together. The fat boy’s skin was sensitive and the dry broken ends of grass stalks crept down under his clothes and tickled him. He giggled and twisted about, wriggling and kicking and Tom looked at him and laughed also. The thoughts of God went out of his mind.

In the barn all became quiet and when it rained a low drumming sound went on overhead. Tom could hear the horses and cattle, down below, moving about. The smells were all delicious smells. The smell of the cows in particular awoke something heady in him. It was as though he had been drinking strong wine. Every part of his body seemed alive. The two older boys, who like their father had serious natures, lay with their feet buried in the hay. They lay very still and a warm musty smell arose from their clothes, that were full of the sweat of toil. Presently the bearded old thresherman, who slept off by himself, arose cautiously and walked across the hay in his stockinged feet. He went down a ladder to the floor below, and Tom listened eagerly. The fat boy snored but he was quite sure that the older boys were awake like himself. Every sound from below was magnified. He heard a horse stamp on the barn floor and a cow rub her horns against a feed box. The old thresherman prayed fervently, calling on the name of Jesus to help him out of his difficulty. Tom could not hear all his words but some of them came to him quite clearly and one group of words ran like a refrain through the thresherman’s prayer. “Gentle Jesus,” he cried, “send the good days. Let the good days come quickly. Look out over the land. Send us the fair warm days.”

Came the warm fair days and Tom wondered. Late every morning, after the sun had marched far up into the sky and after the machines were set by a great pile of wheat bundles he drove his tank wagon off to be filled at some distant creek or at a pond. Sometimes he was compelled to drive two or three miles to the lake. Dust gathered in the roads and the horses plodded along. He passed through a grove of trees and went down a lane and into a small valley where there was a spring and he thought of the old man’s words, uttered in the silence and the darkness of the barns. He made himself a figure of Jesus as a young god walking about over the land. The young god went through the lanes and through the shaded covered places. The feet of the horses came down with a thump in the dust of the road and there was an echoing thump far away in the wood. Tom leaned forward and listened and his cheeks became a little pale. He was no longer the growing man but had become again the fine and sensitive boy who had driven Bucephalus through a mob of angry, determined men to victory. For the first time the blood of the old poet Twn O’r Nat awoke in him.

The water boy for the threshing crew rode the horse Pegasus down through the lanes back of the farm houses in Erie County, Ohio, to the creeks where the threshing tanks must be filled. Beside him on the soft earth in the forest walked the young god Jesus. At the creek Pegasus, born of the springs of Ocean, stamped on the ground. The plodding farm horses stopped. With a dazed look in his eyes Tom Edwards arose from the wagon seat and prepared his hose and pump for filling the tank. The god Jesus walked away over the land, and with a wave of his hand summoned the smiling days.

A light came into Tom Edwards’ eyes and grace seemed to come also into his heavy maturing body. New impulses came to him. As the threshing crew went about, over the roads and through the villages from farm to farm, women and young girls looked at the young man and smiled. Sometimes as he came from the fields to a farmer’s barn, with a load of wheat in bags on his wagon, the daughter of the farmer stepped out of the farm house and stood looking at him. Tom looked at the woman and hunger crept into his heart and, in the evenings while the thresherman and his sons sat on the ground by the barns and talked of their affairs, he walked nervously about. Making a motion to the fat boy, who was not really interested in the talk of his father and brothers, the two younger men went to walk in the nearby fields and on the roads. Sometimes they stumbled along a country road in the dusk of the evening and came into the lighted streets of a town. Under the store-lights young girls walked about. The two boys stood in the shadows by a building and watched and later, as they went homeward in the darkness, the fat boy expressed what they both felt. They passed through a dark place where the road wound through a wood. In silence the frogs croaked, and birds roosting in the trees were disturbed by their presence and fluttered about. The fat boy wore heavy overalls and his fat legs rubbed against each other. The rough cloth made a queer creaking sound. He spoke passionately. “I would like to hold a woman, tight, tight, tight,” he said.

One Sunday the thresherman took his entire crew with him to a church. They had been working near a village called Castalia, but did not go into the town but to a small white frame church that stood amid trees and by a stream at the side of a road, a mile north of the village. They went on Tom’s water wagon, from which they had lifted the tank and placed boards for seats. The boy drove the horses.

Many teams were tied in the shade under the trees in a little grove near the church, and strange men — farmers and their sons — stood about in little groups and talked of the season’s crops. Although it was hot, a breeze played among the leaves of the trees under which they stood, and back of the church and the grove the stream ran over stones and made a persistent soft murmuring noise that arose above the hum of voices.

In the church Tom sat beside the fat boy who stared at the country girls as they came in and who, after the sermon began, went to sleep while Tom listened eagerly to the sermon. The minister, an old man with a beard and a strong sturdy body, looked, he thought not unlike his employer Bottsford the thresherman.

The minister in the country church talked of that time when Mary Magdalene, the woman who had been taken in adultery, was being stoned by the crowd of men who had forgotten their own sins and when, in the tale the minister told, Jesus approached and rescued the woman Tom’s heart thumped with excitement. Then later the minister talked of how Jesus was tempted by the devil, as he stood on a high place in the mountain, but the boy did not listen. He leaned forward and looked out through a window across fields and the minister’s words came to him but in broken sentences. Tom took what was said concerning the temptation on the mountain to mean that Mary had followed Jesus and had offered her body to him, and that afternoon, when he had returned with the others to the farm where they were to begin threshing on the next morning, he called the fat boy aside and asked his opinion.

The two boys walked across a field of wheat-stubble and sat down on a log in a grove of trees. It had never occurred to Tom that a man could be tempted by a woman. It had always seemed to him that it must be the other way, that women must always be tempted by men. “I thought men always asked,” he said, “and now it seems that women sometimes do the asking. That would be a fine thing if it could happen to us. Don’t you think so?”

The two boys arose and walked under the trees and dark shadows began to form on the ground underfoot. Tom burst into words and continually asked questions and the fat boy, who had been often to church and for whom the figure of Jesus had lost most of its reality, felt a little embarrassed. He did not think the subject should be thus freely discussed and when Tom’s mind kept playing with the notion of Jesus, pursued and tempted by a woman, he grunted his disapproval. “Do you think he really refused?” Tom asked over and over. The fat boy tried to explain. “He had twelve disciples,” he said. “It couldn’t have happened. They were always about. Well, you see, she wouldn’t ever have had no chance. Wherever he went they went with him. They were men he was teaching to preach. One of them later betrayed him to soldiers who killed him.”

Tom wondered. “How did that come about? How could a man like that be betrayed?” he asked. “By a kiss,” the fat boy replied.

On the evening of the day when Tom Edwards — for the first and last time in his life — went into a church, there was a light shower, the only one that fell upon John Bottsford’s threshing crew during the last three months the Welsh boy was with them and the shower in no way interfered with their work. The shower came up suddenly and a few minutes was gone. As it was Sunday and as there was no work the men had all gathered in the barn and were looking out through the open barn doors. Two or three men from the farm house came and sat with them on boxes and barrels on the barn floor and, as is customary with country people, very little was said. The men took knives out of their pockets and finding little sticks among the rubbish on the barn floor began to whittle, while the old thresherman went restlessly about with his hands in his trouser pockets. Tom who sat near the door, where an occasional drop of rain was blown against his cheek, alternately looked from his employer to the open country where the rain played over the fields. One of the farmers remarked that a rainy time had come on and that there would be no good threshing weather for several days and, while the thresherman did not answer, Tom saw his lips move and his grey beard bob up and down. He thought the thresherman was protesting but did not want to protest in words.

As they had gone about the country many rains had passed to the north, south and east of the threshing crew and on some days the clouds hung over them all day, but no rain fell and when they had got to a new place they were told it had rained there three days before. Sometimes when they left a farm Tom stood up on the seat of his water wagon and looked back. He looked across fields to where they had been at work and then looked up into the sky. “The rain may come now. The threshing is done and the wheat is all in the barn. The rain can now do no harm to our labor,” he thought.

On the Sunday evening when he sat with the men on the floor of the barn Tom was sure that the shower that had now come would be but a passing affair. He thought his employer must be very close to Jesus, who controlled the affairs of the heavens, and that a long rain would not come because the thresherman did not want it. He fell into a deep reverie and John Bottsford came and stood close beside him. The thresherman put his hand against the door jamb and looked out and Tom could still see the grey beard moving. The man was praying and was so close to himself that his trouser leg touched Tom’s hand. Into the boy’s mind came the remembrance of how John Bottsford had prayed at night on the barn floor. On that very morning he had prayed. It was just as daylight came and the boy was awakened because, as he crept across the hay to descend the ladder, the old man’s foot had touched his hand.

As always Tom had been excited and wanted to hear every word said in the older man’s prayers. He lay tense, listening to every sound that came up from below. A faint glow of light came into the hayloft, through a crack in the side of the barn, a rooster crowed and some pigs, housed in a pen near the barn, grunted loudly. They had heard the thresherman moving about and wanted to be fed and their grunting, and the occasional restless movement of a horse or a cow in the stable below, prevented Tom’s hearing very distinctly. He, however, made out that his employer was thanking Jesus for the fine weather that had attended them and was protesting that he did not want to be selfish in asking it to continue. “Jesus,” he said, “send, if you wish, a little shower on this day when, because of our love for you, we do not work in the fields. Let it be fine tomorrow but today, after we have come back from the house of worship, let a shower freshen the land.”

As Tom sat on a box near the door of the barn and saw how aptly the words of his employer had been answered by Jesus he knew that the rain would not last. The man for whom he worked seemed to him so close to the throne of God that he raised the hand, that had been touched by John Bottsford’s trouser leg to his lips and secretly kissed it — and when he looked again out over the fields the clouds were being blown away by a wind and the evening sun was coming out. It seemed to him that the young and beautiful god Jesus must be right at hand, within hearing of his voice. “He is,” Tom told himself, “standing behind a tree in the orchard.” The rain stopped and he went silently out of the barn, towards a small apple orchard that lay beside the farm house, but when he came to a fence and was about to climb over he stopped. “If Jesus is there he will not want me to find him,” he thought. As he turned again toward the barn he could see, across a field, a low grass-covered hill. He decided that Jesus was not after all in the orchard. The long slanting rays of the evening sun fell on the crest of the hill and touched with light the grass stalks, heavy with drops of rain and for a moment the hill was crowned as with a crown of jewels. A million tiny drops of water, reflecting the light, made the hilltop sparkle as though set with gems. “Jesus is there,” muttered the boy. “He lies on his belly in the grass. He is looking at me over the edge of the hill.”


CHAPTER II
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JOHN BOTTSFORD WENT with his threshing crew to work for a large farmer named Barton near the town of Sandusky. The threshing season was drawing near an end and the days remained clear, cool and beautiful. The country into which he now came made a deep impression on Tom’s mind and he never forgot the thoughts and experiences that came to him during the last weeks of that summer on the Barton farms.

The traction engine, puffing forth smoke and attracting the excited attention of dogs and children as it rumbled along and pulled the heavy red grain separator, had trailed slowly over miles of road and had come down almost to Lake Erie. Tom, with the fat Bottsford boy sitting beside him on the water wagon, followed the rumbling puffing engine, and when they came to the new place, where they were to stay for several days, he could see, from the wagon seat, the smoke of the factories in the town of Sandusky rising into the clear morning air.

The man for whom John Bottsford was threshing owned three farms, one on an island in the bay, where he lived, and two on the mainland, and the larger of the mainland farms had great stacks of wheat standing in a field near the barns. The farm was in a wide basin of land, very fertile, through which a creek flowed northward into Sandusky Bay and, besides the stacks of wheat in the basin, other stacks had been made in the upland fields beyond the creek, where a country of low hills began. From these latter fields the waters of the bay could be seen glistening in the bright fall sunlight and steamers went from Sandusky to a pleasure resort called Cedar Point. When the wind blew from the north or west and when the threshing machinery had been stopped at the noon hour the men, resting with their backs against a straw-stack, could hear a band playing on one of the steamers.

Fall came on early that year and the leaves on the trees in the forests that grew along the roads that ran down through the low creek bottom lands began to turn yellow and red. In the afternoons when Tom went to the creek for water he walked beside his horses and the dry leaves crackled and snapped underfoot.

As the season had been a prosperous one Bottsford decided that his youngest son should attend school in town during the fall and winter. He had bought himself a machine for cutting firewood and with his two older sons intended to take up that work. “The logs will have to be hauled out of the wood lots to where we set up the saws,” he said to Tom. “You can come with us if you wish.”

The thresherman began to talk to Tom of the value of learning. “You’d better go to some town yourself this winter. It would be better for you to get into a school,” he said sharply. He grew excited and walked up and down beside the water wagon, on the seat of which Tom sat listening and said that God had given men both minds and bodies and it was wicked to let either decay because of neglect. “I have watched you,” he said. “You don’t talk very much but you do plenty of thinking, I guess. Go into the schools. Find out what the books have to say. You don’t have to believe when they say things that are lies.”

The Bottsford family lived in a rented house facing a stone road near the town of Bellevue, and the fat boy was to go to that town — a distance of some eighteen miles from where the men were at work — afoot, and on the evening before he set out he and Tom went out of the barns intending to have a last walk and talk together on the roads.

They went along in the dusk of the fall evening, each thinking his own thoughts, and coming to a bridge that led over the creek in the valley sat on the bridge rail. Tom had little to say but his companion wanted to talk about women and, when darkness came on, the embarrassment he felt regarding the subject went quite away and he talked boldly and freely. He said that in the town of Bellevue, where he was to live and attend school during the coming winter, he would be sure to get in with a woman. “I’m not going to be cheated out of that chance,” he declared. He explained that as his father would be away from home when he moved into town he would be free to pick his own place to board.

The fat boy’s imagination became inflamed and he told Tom his plans. “I won’t try to get in with any young girl,” he declared shrewdly. “That only gets a fellow in a fix. He might have to marry her. I’ll go live in a house with a widow, that’s what I’ll do. And in the evening the two of us will be there alone. We’ll begin to talk and I’ll keep touching her with my hands. That will get her excited.”

The fat boy jumped to his feet and walked back and forth on the bridge. He was nervous and a little ashamed and wanted to justify what he had said. The thing for which he hungered had he thought become a possibility — an act half achieved. Coming to stand before Tom he put a hand on his shoulder. “I’ll go into her room at night,” he declared. “I’ll not tell her I’m coming, but will creep in when she is asleep. Then I’ll get down on my knees by her bed and I’ll kiss her, hard, hard. I’ll hold her tight, so she can’t get away and I’ll kiss her mouth till she wants what I want. Then I’ll stay in her house all winter. No one will know. Even if she won’t have me I’ll only have to move, I’m sure to be safe. No one will believe what she says, if she tells on me. I’m not going to be like a boy any more, I’ll tell you what — I’m as big as a man and I’m going to do like men do, that’s what I am.”

The two young men went back to the barn where they were to sleep on the hay. The rich farmer for whom they were now at work had a large house and provided beds for the thresherman and his two older sons but the two younger men slept in the barn loft and on the night before had lain under one blanket. After the talk by the bridge however, Tom did not feel very comfortable and that stout exponent of manhood, the younger Bottsford, was also embarrassed. In the road the young man, whose name was Paul, walked a little ahead of his companion and when they got to the barn each sought a separate place in the loft. Each wanted to have thoughts into which he did not want the presence of the other to intrude.

For the first time Tom’s body burned with eager desire for a female. He lay where he could see out through a crack, in the side of the barn, and at first his thoughts were all about animals. He had brought a horse blanket up from the stable below and crawling under it lay on his side with his eyes close to the crack and thought about the love-making of horses and cattle. Things he had seen in the stables when he worked for Whitehead, the racing man, came back to his mind and a queer animal hunger ran through him so that his legs stiffened. He rolled restlessly about on the hay and for some reason, he did not understand, his lust took the form of anger and he hated the fat boy. He thought he would like to crawl over the hay and pound his companion’s face with his fists. Although he had not seen Paul Bottsford’s face, when he talked of the widow, he had sensed in him a flavor of triumph. “He thinks he has got the better of me,” young Edwards thought.

He rolled again to the crack and stared out into the night. There was a new moon and the fields were dimly outlined and clumps of trees, along the road that led into the town of Sandusky, looked like black clouds that had settled down over the land. For some reason the sight of the land, lying dim and quiet under the moon, took all of his anger away and he began to think, not of Paul Bottsford, with hot eager lust in his eyes, creeping into the room of the widow at Bellevue, but of the god Jesus, going up into a mountain with his woman, Mary.

His companion’s notion of going into a room where a woman lay sleeping and taking her, as it were unawares, now seemed to him entirely mean and the hot jealous feeling that had turned into anger and hatred went entirely away. He tried to think what the god, who had brought the beautiful days for the threshing, would do with a woman.

Tom’s body still burned with desire and his mind wanted to think lascivious thoughts. The moon that had been hidden behind clouds emerged and a wind began to blow. It was still early evening and in the town of Sandusky pleasure seekers were taking the boat to the resort over the bay and the wind brought to Tom’s ears the sound of music, blown over the waters of the bay and down the creek basin. In a grove near the barn the wind swayed gently the branches of young trees and black shadows ran here and there on the ground.

The younger Bottsford had gone to sleep in a distant part of the barn loft, and now began to snore loudly. The tenseness went out of Tom’s legs and he prepared to sleep but before sleeping he muttered, half timidly, certain words, that were half a prayer, half an appeal to some spirit of the night. “Jesus, bring me a woman,” he whispered.

Outside the barn, in the fields, the wind, becoming a little stronger, picked up bits of straw and blew them about among the hard up-standing stubble and there was a low gentle whispering sound as though the gods were answering his appeal.

Tom went to sleep with his arm under his head and with his eye close to the crack that gave him a view of the moonlit fields, and in his dream the cry from within repeated itself over and over. The mysterious god Jesus had heard and answered the needs of his employer John Bottsford and his own need would, he was quite sure, be understood and attended to. “Bring me a woman. I need her. Jesus, bring me a woman,” he kept whispering into the night, as consciousness left him and he slipped away into dreams.

After the youngest of the Bottsfords had departed a change took place in the nature of Tom’s work. The threshing crew had got now into a country of large farms where the wheat had all been brought in from the fields and stacked near the barns and where there was always plenty of water near at hand. Everything was simplified. The separator was pulled in close by the barn door and the threshed grain was carried directly to the bins from the separator. As it was not a part of Tom’s work to feed the bundles of grain into the whirling teeth of the separator — this work being done by John Bottsford’s two elder sons — there was little for the crew’s teamster to do. Sometimes John Bottsford, who was the engineer, departed, going to make arrangements for the next stop, and was gone for a half day, and at such times Tom, who had picked up some knowledge of the art, ran the engine.

On other days however there was nothing at all for him to do and his mind, unoccupied for long hours, began to play him tricks. In the morning, after his team had been fed and cleaned until the grey coats of the old farm horses shone like racers, he went out of the barn and into an orchard. Filling his pockets with ripe apples he went to a fence and leaned over. In a field young colts played about. As he held the apples and called softly they came timidly forward, stopping in alarm and then running a little forward, until one of them, bolder than the others, ate one of the apples out of his hand.

All through those bright warm clear fall days a restless feeling, it seemed to Tom, ran through everything in nature. In the clumps of woodland still standing on the farms flaming red spread itself out along the limbs of trees and there was one grove of young maple trees, near a barn, that was like a troop of girls, young girls who had walked together down a sloping field, to stop in alarm at seeing the men at work in the barnyard. Tom stood looking at the trees. A slight breeze made them sway gently from side to side. Two horses standing among the trees drew near each other. One nipped the other’s neck. They rubbed their heads together.

The crew stopped at another large farm and it was to be their last stop for the season. “When we have finished this job we’ll go home and get our own fall work done,” Bottsford said. Saturday evening came and the thresherman and his sons took the horses and drove away, going to their own home for the Sunday, and leaving Tom alone. “We’ll be back early, on Monday morning,” the thresherman said as they drove away. Sunday alone among the strange farm people brought a sharp experience to Tom and when it had passed he decided he would not wait for the end of the threshing season but a few days off now — but would quit his job and go into the city and surrender to the schools. He remembered his employer’s words, “Find out what the books have to say. You don’t have to believe, when they say things that are lies.”

As he walked in lanes, across meadows and upon the hillsides of the farm, also on the shores of Sandusky Bay, that Sunday morning Tom thought almost constantly of his friend the fat fellow, young Paul Bottsford, who had gone to spend the fall and winter at Bellevue, and wondered what his life there might be like. He had himself lived in such a town, in Bidwell, but had rarely left Harry Whitehead’s stable. What went on in such a town? What happened at night in the houses of the towns? He remembered Paul’s plan for getting into a house alone with a widow and how he was to creep into her room at night, holding her tightly in his arms until she wanted what he wanted. “I wonder if he will have the nerve. Gee, I wonder if he will have the nerve,” he muttered.

For a long time, ever since Paul had gone away and he had no one with whom he could talk, things had taken on a new aspect in Tom’s mind. The rustle of dry leaves underfoot, as he walked in a forest — the playing of shadows over the open face of a field — the murmuring song of insects in the dry grass beside the fences in the lanes — and at night the hushed contented sounds made by the animals in the barns, were no longer so sweet to him. For him no more did the young god Jesus walk beside him, just out of sight behind low hills, or down the dry beds of streams. Something within himself, that had been sleeping was now awakening. When he returned from walking in the fields on the fall evenings and, thinking of Paul Bottsford alone in the house with the widow at Bellevue, half wishing he were in the same position, he felt ashamed in the presence of the gentle old thresherman, and afterward did not lie awake listening to the older man’s prayers. The men who had come from nearby farms to help with the threshing laughed and shouted to each other as they pitched the straw into great stacks or carried the filled bags of grain to the bins, and they had wives and daughters who had come with them and who were now at work in the farmhouse kitchen, from which also laughter came. Girls and women kept coming out at the kitchen door into the barnyard, tall awkward girls, plump red-cheeked girls, women with worn thin faces and sagging breasts. All men and women seemed made for each other.

They all laughed and talked together, understood one another. Only he was alone. He only had no one to whom he could feel warm and close, to whom he could draw close.

On the Sunday when the Bottsfords had all gone away Tom came in from walking all morning in the fields and ate his dinner with many other people in a big farmhouse dining room. In preparation for the threshing days ahead, and the feeding of many people, several women had come to spend the day and to help in preparing food. The farmer’s daughter, who was married and lived in Sandusky, came with her husband, and three other women, neighbors, came from farms in the neighborhood. Tom did not look at them but ate his dinner in silence and as soon as he could manage got out of the house and went to the barns. Going into a long shed he sat on the tongue of a wagon, that from long disuse was covered with dust. Swallows flew back and forth among the rafters overhead and, in an upper corner of the shed where they evidently had a nest, wasps buzzed in the semi-darkness.

The daughter of the farmer, who had come from town, came from the house with a babe in her arms. It was nursing time, and she wanted to escape from the crowded house and, without having seen Tom, she sat on a box near the shed door and opened her dress. Embarrassed and at the same time fascinated by the sight of a woman’s breasts, seen through cracks of the wagon box, Tom drew his legs up and his head down and remained concealed until the woman had gone back to the house. Then he went again to the fields and did not go back to the house for the evening meal.

As he walked on that Sunday afternoon the grandson of the Welsh poet experienced many new sensations. In a way he came to understand that the things Paul had talked of doing and that had, but a short time before, filled him with disgust were now possible to himself also. In the past when he had thought about women there had always been something healthy and animal-like in his lusts but now they took a new form. The passion that could not find expression through his body went up into his mind and he began to see visions. Women became to him something different than anything else in nature, more desirable than anything else in nature, and at the same time everything in nature became woman. The trees, in the apple orchard by the barn, were like the arms of women. The apples on the trees were round like the breasts of women. They were the breasts of women — and when he had got on to a low hill the contour of the fences that marked the confines of the fields fell into the forms of women’s bodies. Even the clouds in the sky did the same thing.

He walked down along a lane to a stream and crossed the stream by a wooden bridge. Then he climbed another hill, the highest place in all that part of the country, and there the fever that possessed him became more active. An odd lassitude crept over him and he lay down in the grass on the hilltop and closed his eyes. For a long time he remained in a hushed, half-sleeping, dreamless state and then opened his eyes again.

Again the forms of women floated before him. To his left the bay was ruffled by a gentle breeze and far over towards the city of Sandusky two sailboats were apparently engaged in a race. The masts of the boats were fully dressed but on the great stretch of water they seemed to stand still. The bay itself, in Tom’s eyes, had taken on the form and shape of a woman’s head and body and the two sailboats were the woman’s eyes looking at him.

The bay was a woman with her head lying where lay the city of Sandusky. Smoke arose from the stacks of steamers docked at the city’s wharves and the smoke formed itself into masses of black hair. Through the farm, where he had come to thresh, ran a stream. It swept down past the foot of the hill on which he lay. The stream was the arm of the woman. Her hand was thrust into the land and the lower part of her body was lost — far down to the north, where the bay became a part of Lake Erie — but her other arm could be seen. It was outlined in the further shore of the bay. Her other arm was drawn up and her hand was pressing against her face. Her form was distorted by pain but at the same time the giant woman smiled at the boy on the hill. There was something in the smile that was like the smile that had come unconsciously to the lips of the woman who had nursed her child in the shed.

Turning his face away from the bay Tom looked at the sky. A great white cloud that lay along the southern horizon formed itself into the giant head of a man. Tom watched as the cloud crept slowly across the sky. There was something noble and quieting about the giant’s face and his hair, pure white and as thick as wheat in a rich field in June, added to its nobility. Only the face appeared. Below the shoulders there was just a white shapeless mass of clouds.

And then this formless mass began also to change. The face of a giant woman appeared. It pressed upward toward the face of the man. Two arms formed themselves on the man’s shoulders and pressed the woman closely. The two faces merged. Something seemed to snap in Tom’s brain.

He sat upright and looked neither at the bay nor at the sky. Evening was coming on and soft shadows began to play over the land. Below him lay the farm with its barns and houses and in the field, below the hill on which he was lying, there were two smaller hills that became at once in his eyes the two full breasts of a woman. Two white sheep appeared and stood nibbling the grass on the woman’s breasts. They were like babes being suckled. The trees in the orchards near the barns were the woman’s hair. An arm of the stream that ran down to the bay, the stream he had crossed on the wooden bridge when he came to the hill, cut across a meadow beyond the two low hills. It widened into a pond and the pond made a mouth for the woman. Her eyes were two black hollows — low spots in a field where hogs had rooted the grass away, looking for roots. Black puddles of water lay in the hollows and they seemed eyes shining invitingly up at him.

This woman also smiled and her smile was now an invitation. Tom got to his feet and hurried away down the hill and going stealthily past the barns and the house got into a road. All night he walked under the stars thinking new thoughts. “I am obsessed with this idea of having a woman. I’d better go to the city and go to school and see if I can make myself fit to have a woman of my own,” he thought. “I won’t sleep tonight but will wait until tomorrow when Bottsford comes back and then I’ll quit and go into the city.” He walked, trying to make plans. Even a good man like John Bottsford, had a woman for himself. Could he do that?

The thought was exciting. At the moment it seemed to him that he had only to go into the city, and go to the schools for a time, to become beautiful and to have beautiful women love him. In his half ecstatic state he forgot the winter months he had spent in the city of Cleveland, and forgot also the grim streets, the long rows of dark prison-like factories and the loneliness of his life in the city. For the moment and as he walked in the dusty roads under the moon, he thought of American towns and cities as places for beautifully satisfying adventures, for all such fellows as himself.
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SHE WAS AN old woman and lived on a farm near the town in which I lived. All country and small-town people have seen such old women, but no one knows much about them. Such an old woman comes into town driving an old worn-out horse or she comes afoot carrying a basket. She may own a few hens and have eggs to sell. She brings them in a basket and takes them to a grocer. There she trades them in. She gets some salt pork and some beans. Then she gets a pound or two of sugar and some flour.

Afterwards she goes to the butcher’s and asks for some dog-meat. She may spend ten or fifteen cents, but when she does she asks for something. Formerly the butchers gave liver to any one who wanted to carry it away. In our family we were always having it. Once one of my brothers got a whole cow’s liver at the slaughter-house near the fairgrounds in our town. We had it until we were sick of it. It never cost a cent. I have hated the thought of it ever since.

The old farm woman got some liver and a soup-bone. She never visited with any one, and as soon as she got what she wanted she lit out for home. It made quite a load for such an old body. No one gave her a lift. People drive right down a road and never notice an old woman like that.

There was such an old woman who used to come into town past our house one Summer and Fall when I was a young boy and was sick with what was called inflammatory rheumatism. She went home later carrying a heavy pack on her back. Two or three large gaunt-looking dogs followed at her heels.

The old woman was nothing special. She was one of the nameless ones that hardly any one knows, but she got into my thoughts. I have just suddenly now, after all these years, remembered her and what happened. It is a story. Her name was Grimes, and she lived with her husband and son in a small unpainted house on the bank of a small creek four miles from town.

The husband and son were a tough lot. Although the son was but twenty-one, he had already served a term in jail. It was whispered about that the woman’s husband stole horses and ran them off to some other county. Now and then, when a horse turned up missing, the man had also disappeared. No one ever caught him. Once, when I was loafing at Tom Whitehead’s livery-barn, the man came there and sat on the bench in front. Two or three other men were there, but no one spoke to him. He sat for a few minutes and then got up and went away. When he was leaving he turned around and stared at the men. There was a look of defiance in his eyes. “Well, I have tried to be friendly. You don’t want to talk to me. It has been so wherever I have gone in this town. If, some day, one of your fine horses turns up missing, well, then what?” He did not say anything actually. “I’d like to bust one of you on the jaw,” was about what his eyes said. I remember how the look in his eyes made me shiver.

The old man belonged to a family that had had money once. His name was Jake Grimes. It all comes back clearly now. His father, John Grimes, had owned a sawmill when the country was new, and had made money. Then he got to drinking and running after women. When he died there wasn’t much left.

Jake blew in the rest. Pretty soon there wasn’t any more lumber to cut and his land was nearly all gone.

He got his wife off a German farmer, for whom he went to work one June day in the wheat harvest. She was a young thing then and scared to death. You see, the farmer was up to something with the girl — she was, I think, a bound girl and his wife had her suspicions. She took it out on the girl when the man wasn’t around. Then, when the wife had to go off to town for supplies, the farmer got after her. She told young Jake that nothing really ever happened, but he didn’t know whether to believe it or not.

He got her pretty easy himself, the first time he was out with her. He wouldn’t have married her if the German farmer hadn’t tried to tell him where to get off. He got her to go riding with him in his buggy one night when he was threshing on the place, and then he came for her the next Sunday night.

She managed to get out of the house without her employer’s seeing, but when she was getting into the buggy he showed up. It was almost dark, and he just popped up suddenly at the horse’s head. He grabbed the horse by the bridle and Jake got out his buggy-whip.

They had it out all right! The German was a tough one. Maybe he didn’t care whether his wife knew or not. Jake hit him over the face and shoulders with the buggy-whip, but the horse got to acting up and he had to get out.

Then the two men went for it. The girl didn’t see it. The horse started to run away and went nearly a mile down the road before the girl got him stopped. Then she managed to tie him to a tree beside the road. (I wonder how I know all this. It must have stuck in my mind from small-town tales when I was a boy.) Jake found her there after he got through with the German. She was huddled up in the buggy seat, crying, scared to death. She told Jake a lot of stuff, how the German had tried to get her, how he chased her once into the barn, how another time, when they happened to be alone in the house together, he tore her dress open clear down the front. The German, she said, might have got her that time if he hadn’t heard his old woman drive in at the gate. She had been off to town for supplies. Well, she would be putting the horse in the barn. The German managed to sneak off to the fields without his wife seeing. He told the girl he would kill her if she told. What could she do? She told a lie about ripping her dress in the barn when she was feeding the stock. I remember now that she was a bound girl and did not know where her father and mother were. Maybe she did not have any father. You know what I mean.

Such bound children were often enough cruelly treated. They were children who had no parents, slaves really. There were very few orphan homes then. They were legally bound into some home. It was a matter of pure luck how it came out.

II

She married Jake and had a son and daughter, but the daughter died.

Then she settled down to feed stock. That was her job. At the German’s place she had cooked the food for the German and his wife. The wife was a strong woman with big hips and worked most of the time in the fields with her husband. She fed them and fed the cows in the barn, fed the pigs, the horses and the chickens. Every moment of every day, as a young girl, was spent feeding something.

Then she married Jake Grimes and he had to be fed. She was a slight thing, and when she had been married for three or four years, and after the two children were born, her slender shoulders became stooped.

Jake always had a lot of big dogs around the house, that stood near the unused sawmill near the creek. He was always trading horses when he wasn’t stealing something and had a lot of poor bony ones about. Also he kept three or four pigs and a cow. They were all pastured in the few acres left of the Grimes place and Jake did little enough work.

He went into debt for a threshing outfit and ran it for several years, but it did not pay. People did not trust him. They were afraid he would steal the grain at night. He had to go a long way off to get work and it cost too much to get there. In the Winter he hunted and cut a little firewood, to be sold in some nearby town. When the son grew up he was just like the father. They got drunk together. If there wasn’t anything to eat in the house when they came home the old man gave his old woman a cut over the head. She had a few chickens of her own and had to kill one of them in a hurry. When they were all killed she wouldn’t have any eggs to sell when she went to town, and then what would she do?

She had to scheme all her life about getting things fed, getting the pigs fed so they would grow fat and could be butchered in the Fall. When they were butchered her husband took most of the meat off to town and sold it. If he did not do it first the boy did. They fought sometimes and when they fought the old woman stood aside trembling.

She had got the habit of silence anyway — that was fixed. Sometimes, when she began to look old — she wasn’t forty yet — and when the husband and son were both off, trading horses or drinking or hunting or stealing, she went around the house and the barnyard muttering to herself.

How was she going to get everything fed? — that was her problem. The dogs had to be fed. There wasn’t enough hay in the barn for the horses and the cow. If she didn’t feed the chickens how could they lay eggs? Without eggs to sell how could she get things in town, things she had to have to keep the life of the farm going? Thank heaven, she did not have to feed her husband — in a certain way. That hadn’t lasted long after their marriage and after the babies came. Where he went on his long trips she did not know. Sometimes he was gone from home for weeks, and after the boy grew up they went off together.

They left everything at home for her to manage and she had no money. She knew no one. No one ever talked to her in town. When it was Winter she had to gather sticks of wood for her fire, had to try to keep the stock fed with very little grain.

The stock in the barn cried to her hungrily, the dogs followed her about. In the Winter the hens laid few enough eggs. They huddled in the corners of the barn and she kept watching them. If a hen lays an egg in the barn in the Winter and you do not find it, it freezes and breaks.

One day in Winter the old woman went off to town with a few eggs and the dogs followed her. She did not get started until nearly three o’clock and the snow was heavy. She hadn’t been feeling very well for several days and so she went muttering along, scantily clad, her shoulders stooped. She had an old grain bag in which she carried her eggs, tucked away down in the bottom. There weren’t many of them, but in Winter the price of eggs is up. She would get a little meat in exchange for the eggs, some salt pork, a little sugar, and some coffee perhaps. It might be the butcher would give her a piece of liver.

When she had got to town and was trading in her eggs the dogs lay by the door outside. She did pretty well, got the things she needed, more than she had hoped. Then she went to the butcher and he gave her some liver and some dog-meat.

It was the first time any one had spoken to her in a friendly way for a long time. The butcher was alone in his shop when she came in and was annoyed by the thought of such a sick-looking old woman out on such a day. It was bitter cold and the snow, that had let up during the afternoon, was falling again. The butcher said something about her husband and her son, swore at them, and the old woman stared at him, a look of mild surprise in her eyes as he talked. He said that if either the husband or the son were going to get any of the liver or the heavy bones with scraps of meat hanging to them that he had put into the grain bag, he’d see him starve first.

Starve, eh? Well, things had to be fed. Men had to be fed, and the horses that weren’t any good but maybe could be traded off, and the poor thin cow that hadn’t given any milk for three months.

Horses, cows, pigs, dogs, men.

III

The old woman had to get back before darkness came if she could. The dogs followed at her heels, sniffing at the heavy grain bag she had fastened on her back. When she got to the edge of town she stopped by a fence and tied the bag on her back with a piece of rope she had carried in her dress-pocket for just that purpose. That was an easier way to carry it. Her arms ached. It was hard when she had to crawl over fences and once she fell over and landed in the snow. The dogs went frisking about. She had to struggle to get to her feet again, but she made it. The point of climbing over the fences was that there was a short cut over a hill and through a woods. She might have gone around by the road, but it was a mile farther that way. She was afraid she couldn’t make it. And then, besides, the stock had to be fed. There was a little hay left and a little corn. Perhaps her husband and son would bring some home when they came. They had driven off in the only buggy the Grimes family had, a rickety thing, a rickety horse hitched to the buggy, two other rickety horses led by halters. They were going to trade horses, get a little money if they could. They might come home drunk. It would be well to have something in the house when they came back.

The son had an affair on with a woman at the county seat, fifteen miles away. She was a rough enough woman, a tough one. Once, in the Summer, the son had brought her to the house. Both she and the son had been drinking. Jake Grimes was away and the son and his woman ordered the old woman about like a servant. She didn’t mind much; she was used to it. Whatever happened she never said anything. That was her way of getting along. She had managed that way when she was a young girl at the German’s and ever since she had married Jake. That time her son brought his woman to the house they stayed all night, sleeping together just as though they were married. It hadn’t shocked the old woman, not much. She had got past being shocked early in life.

With the pack on her back she went painfully along across an open field, wading in the deep snow, and got into the woods.

There was a path, but it was hard to follow. Just beyond the top of the hill, where the woods was thickest, there was a small clearing. Had some one once thought of building a house there? The clearing was as large as a building lot in town, large enough for a house and a garden. The path ran along the side of the clearing, and when she got there the old woman sat down to rest at the foot of a tree.

It was a foolish thing to do. When she got herself placed, the pack against the tree’s trunk, it was nice, but what about getting up again? She worried about that for a moment and then quietly closed her eyes.

She must have slept for a time. When you are about so cold you can’t get any colder. The afternoon grew a little warmer and the snow came thicker than ever. Then after a time the weather cleared. The moon even came out.

There were four Grimes dogs that had followed Mrs. Grimes into town, all tall gaunt fellows. Such men as Jake Grimes and his son always keep just such dogs. They kick and abuse them, but they stay. The Grimes dogs, in order to keep from starving, had to do a lot of foraging for themselves, and they had been at it while the old woman slept with her back to the tree at the side of the clearing. They had been chasing rabbits in the woods and in adjoining fields and in their ranging had picked up three other farm dogs.

After a time all the dogs came back to the clearing. They were excited about something. Such nights, cold and clear and with a moon, do things to dogs. It may be that some old instinct, come down from the time when they were wolves and ranged the woods in packs on Winter nights, comes back into them.

The dogs in the clearing, before the old woman, had caught two or three rabbits and their immediate hunger had been satisfied. They began to play, running in circles in the clearing. Round and round they ran, each dog’s nose at the tail of the next dog. In the clearing, under the snow-laden trees and under the wintry moon they made a strange picture, running thus silently, in a circle their running had beaten in the soft snow. The dogs made no sound. They ran around and around in the circle.

It may have been that the old woman saw them doing that before she died. She may have awakened once or twice and looked at the strange sight with dim old eyes.

She wouldn’t be very cold now, just drowsy. Life hangs on a long time. Perhaps the old woman was out of her head. She may have dreamed of her girlhood, at the German’s, and before that, when she was a child and before her mother lit out and left her.

Her dreams couldn’t have been very pleasant. Not many pleasant things had happened to her. Now and then one of the Grimes dogs left the running circle and came to stand before her. The dog thrust his face close to her face. His red tongue was hanging out.

The running of the dogs may have been a kind of death ceremony. It may have been that the primitive instinct of the wolf, having been aroused in the dogs by the night and the running, made them somehow afraid.

“Now we are no longer wolves. We are dogs, the servants of men. Keep alive, man! When man dies we becomes wolves again.”

When one of the dogs came to where the old woman sat with her back against the tree and thrust his nose close to her face he seemed satisfied and went back to run with the pack. All the Grimes dogs did it at some time during the evening, before she died. I knew all about it afterward, when I grew to be a man, because once in a woods in Illinois, on another Winter night, I saw a pack of dogs act just like that. The dogs were waiting for me to die as they had waited for the old woman that night when I was a child, but when it happened to me I was a young man and had no intention whatever of dying.

The old woman died softly and quietly. When she was dead and when one of the Grimes dogs had come to her and had found her dead all the dogs stopped running.

They gathered about her.

Well, she was dead now. She had fed the Grimes dogs when she was alive, what about now?

There was the pack on her back, the grain bag containing the piece of salt pork, the liver the butcher had given her, the dog-meat, the soup bones. The butcher in town, having been suddenly overcome with a feeling of pity, had loaded her grain bag heavily. It had been a big haul for the old woman.

It was a big haul for the dogs now.

IV

One of the Grimes dogs sprang suddenly out from among the others and began worrying the pack on the old woman’s back. Had the dogs really been wolves that one would have been the leader of the pack. What he did, all the others did.

All of them sank their teeth into the grain bag the old woman had fastened with ropes to her back.

They dragged the old woman’s body out into the open clearing. The worn-out dress was quickly torn from her shoulders. When she was found, a day or two later, the dress had been torn from her body clear to the hips, but the dogs had not touched her body. They had got the meat out of the grain bag, that was all. Her body was frozen stiff when it was found, and the shoulders were so narrow and the body so slight that in death it looked like the body of some charming young girl.

Such things happened in towns of the Middle West, on farms near town, when I was a boy. A hunter out after rabbits found the old woman’s body and did not touch it. Something, the beaten round path in the little snow-covered clearing, the silence of the place, the place where the dogs had worried the body trying to pull the grain bag away or tear it open — something startled the man and he hurried off to town.

I was in Main street with one of my brothers who was town newsboy and who was taking the afternoon papers to the stores. It was almost night.

The hunter came into a grocery and told his story. Then he went to a hardware-shop and into a drugstore. Men began to gather on the sidewalks. Then they started out along the road to the place in the woods.

My brother should have gone on about his business of distributing papers but he didn’t. Every one was going to the woods. The undertaker went and the town marshal. Several men got on a dray and rode out to where the path left the road and went into the woods, but the horses weren’t very sharply shod and slid about on the slippery roads. They made no better time than those of us who walked.

The town marshal was a large man whose leg had been injured in the Civil War. He carried a heavy cane and limped rapidly along the road. My brother and I followed at his heels, and as we went other men and boys joined the crowd.

It had grown dark by the time we got to where the old woman had left the road but the moon had come out. The marshal was thinking there might have been a murder. He kept asking the hunter questions. The hunter went along with his gun across his shoulders, a dog following at his heels. It isn’t often a rabbit hunter has a chance to be so conspicuous. He was taking full advantage of it, leading the procession with the town marshal. “I didn’t see any wounds. She was a beautiful young girl. Her face was buried in the snow. No, I didn’t know her.” As a matter of fact, the hunter had not looked closely at the body. He had been frightened. She might have been murdered and some one might spring out from behind a tree and murder him. In a woods, in the late afternoon, when the trees are all bare and there is white snow on the ground, when all is silent, something creepy steals over the mind and body. If something strange or uncanny has happened in the neighborhood all you think about is getting away from there as fast as you can.

The crowd of men and boys had got to where the old woman had crossed the field and went, following the marshal and the hunter, up the slight incline and into the woods.

My brother and I were silent. He had his bundle of papers in a bag slung across his shoulder. When he got back to town he would have to go on distributing his papers before he went home to supper. If I went along, as he had no doubt already determined I should, we would both be late. Either mother or our older sister would have to warm our supper.

Well, we would have something to tell. A boy did not get such a chance very often. It was lucky we just happened to go into the grocery when the hunter came in. The hunter was a country fellow. Neither of us had ever seen him before.

Now the crowd of men and boys had got to the clearing. Darkness comes quickly on such Winter nights, but the full moon made everything clear. My brother and I stood near the tree, beneath which the old woman had died.

She did not look old, lying there in that light, frozen and still. One of the men turned her over in the snow and I saw everything. My body trembled with some strange mystical feeling and so did my brother’s. It might have been the cold.

Neither of us had ever seen a woman’s body before. It may have been the snow, clinging to the frozen flesh, that made it look so white and lovely, so like marble. No woman had come with the party from town; but one of the men, he was the town blacksmith, took off his overcoat and spread it over her. Then he gathered her into his arms and started off to town, all the others following silently. At that time no one knew who she was.

V

I had seen everything, had seen the oval in the snow, like a miniature race-track, where the dogs had run, had seen how the men were mystified, had seen the white bare young-looking shoulders, had heard the whispered comments of the men.

The men were simply mystified. They took the body to the undertaker’s, and when the blacksmith, the hunter, the marshal and several others had got inside they closed the door. If father had been there perhaps he could have got in, but we boys couldn’t.

I went with my brother to distribute the rest of his papers and when we got home it was my brother who told the story.

I kept silent and went to bed early. It may have been I was not satisfied with the way he told it.

Later, in the town, I must have heard other fragments of the old woman’s story. She was recognized the next day and there was an investigation.

The husband and son were found somewhere and brought to town and there was an attempt to connect them with the woman’s death, but it did not work. They had perfect enough alibis.

However, the town was against them. They had to get out. Where they went I never heard.

I remember only the picture there in the forest, the men standing about, the naked girlish-looking figure, face down in the snow, the tracks made by the running dogs and the clear cold Winter sky above. White fragments of clouds were drifting across the sky. They went racing across the little open space among the trees.

The scene in the forest had become for me, without my knowing it, the foundation for the real story I am now trying to tell. The fragments, you see, had to be picked up slowly, long afterwards.

Things happened. When I was a young man I worked on the farm of a German. The hired-girl was afraid of her employer. The farmer’s wife hated her.

I saw things at that place. Once later, I had a half-uncanny, mystical adventure with dogs in an Illinois forest on a clear, moon-lit Winter night. When I was a schoolboy, and on a Summer day, I went with a boy friend out along a creek some miles from town and came to the house where the old woman had lived. No one had lived in the house since her death. The doors were broken from the hinges; the window lights were all broken. As the boy and I stood in the road outside, two dogs, just roving farm dogs no doubt, came running around the corner of the house. The dogs were tall, gaunt fellows and came down to the fence and glared through at us, standing in the road.

The whole thing, the story of the old woman’s death, was to me as I grew older like music heard from far off. The notes had to be picked up slowly one at a time. Something had to be understood.

The woman who died was one destined to feed animal life. Anyway, that is all she ever did. She was feeding animal life before she was born, as a child, as a young woman working on the farm of the German, after she married, when she grew old and when she died. She fed animal life in cows, in chickens, in pigs, in horses, in dogs, in men. Her daughter had died in childhood and with her one son she had no articulate relations. On the night when she died she was hurrying homeward, bearing on her body food for animal life.

She died in the clearing in the woods and even after her death continued feeding animal life.

You see it is likely that, when my brother told the story, that night when we got home and my mother and sister sat listening, I did not think he got the point. He was too young and so was I. A thing so complete has its own beauty.

I shall not try to emphasize the point. I am only explaining why I was dissatisfied then and have been ever since. I speak of that only that you may understand why I have been impelled to try to tell the simple story over again.


THE RETURN
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EIGHTEEN YEARS. WELL, he was driving a good car, an expensive roadster. He was well clad, a rather solid, fine-looking man, not too heavy. When he had left the Middle-Western town to go live in New York City he was twenty-two and now, on his way back, he was forty. He drove toward the town from the east, stopping for lunch at another town ten miles away.

When he went away from Caxton, after his mother died, he used to write letters to friends at home, but after several months the replies began to come with less and less frequency. On the day when he sat eating his lunch at a small hotel in the town ten miles east of Caxton he suddenly thought of the reason, and was ashamed. “Am I going back there on this visit for the same reason I wrote the letters?” he asked himself. For a moment he thought he might not go on. There was still time to turn back.

Outside, in the principal business street of the neighboring town, people were walking about. The sun shone warmly. Although he had lived for so many years in New York, he had always kept, buried away in him somewhere, a hankering for his own country. All the day before he had been driving through the Eastern Ohio country, crossing many small streams, running down through small valleys, seeing the white farmhouses set back from the road, and the big red barns.

The elders were still in bloom along the fences, boys were swimming in a creek, the wheat had been cut, and now the corn was shoulder-high. Everywhere the drone of bees; in patches of woodland along the road, a heavy, mysterious silence.

Now, however, he began thinking of something else. Shame crept over him. “When I first left Caxton, I wrote letters back to my boyhood friends there, but I wrote always of myself. When I had written a letter telling what I was doing in the city, what friends I was making, what my prospects were, I put, at the very end of the letter, perhaps, a little inquiry: ‘I hope you are well. How are things going with you?’ Something of that sort.”

The returning native — his name was John Holden — had grown very uneasy. After eighteen years it seemed to him he could see, lying before him, one of the letters written eighteen years before, when he had first come into the strange Eastern city. His mother’s brother, a successful architect in the city, had given him such and such an opportunity: he had been at the theater to see Mansfield as Brutus; he had taken the night boat up-river to Albany with his aunt; there were two very handsome girls on the boat.

Everything must have been in the same tone. His uncle had given him a rare opportunity, and he had taken advantage of it. In time he had also become a successful architect. In New York City there were certain great buildings, two or three skyscrapers, several huge industrial plants, any number of handsome and expensive residences, that were the products of his brain.

When it came down to scratch, John Holden had to admit that his uncle had not been excessively fond of him. It had just happened that his aunt and uncle had no children of their own. He did his work in the office well and carefully, had developed a certain rather striking knack for design. The aunt had liked him better. She had always tried to think of him as her own son, had treated him as a son. Sometimes she called him son. Once or twice, after his uncle died, he had a notion. His aunt was a good woman, but sometimes he thought she would rather have enjoyed having him, John Holden, go in a bit more for wickedness, go a little on the loose, now and then. He never did anything she had to forgive him for. Perhaps she hungered for the opportunity to forgive.

Odd thoughts, eh? Well, what was a fellow to do? You had but the one life to live. You had to think of yourself.

Botheration! John Holden had rather counted on the trip back to Caxton, had really counted on it more than he realized. It was a bright Summer day. He had been driving over the mountains of Pennsylvania, through New York State, through Eastern Ohio. Gertrude, his wife, had died during the Summer before, and his one son, a lad of twelve, had gone away for the Summer to a boys’ camp in Vermont.

The idea had just come to him. “I’ll drive the car along slowly through the country, drinking it in. I need a rest, time to think. What I really need is to renew old acquaintances. I’ll go back to Caxton and stay several days. I’ll see Herman and Frank and Joe. Then I’ll go call on Lillian and Kate. What a lot of fun, really!” It might just be that when he got to Caxton, the Caxton ball team would be playing a game, say with a team from Yerington. Lillian might go to the game with him. It was in his mind faintly that Lillian had never married. How did he know that? He had heard nothing from Caxton for many years. The ball game would be in Heffler’s field, and he and Lillian would go out there, walking under the maple trees along Turner Street, past the old stave factory, then in the dust of the road, past where the sawmill used to stand, and on into the field itself. He would be carrying a sunshade over Lillian’s head, and Bob French would be standing at the gate where you went into the field and charging the people twenty-five cents to see the game.

Well, it would not be Bob; his son, perhaps. There would be something very nice in the notion of Lillian’s going off to a ball game that way with an old sweetheart. A crowd of boys, women and men, going through a cattle gate into Heffler’s field, tramping through the dust, young men with their sweethearts, a few gray-haired women, mothers of boys who belonged to the team, Lillian and he sitting in the rickety grandstand in the hot sun.

Once it had been — how they had felt, he and Lillian, sitting there together! It had been rather hard to keep the attention centered on the players in the field. One couldn’t ask a neighbor, “Who’s ahead now, Caxton or Yerington?” Lillian’s hands lay in her lap. What white, delicate, expressive hands they were! Once — that was just before he went away to live in the city with his uncle and but a month after his mother died — he and Lillian went to the ball field together at night. His father had died when he was a young lad, and he had no relatives left in the town. Going off to the ball field at night was maybe a risky thing for Lillian to do — risky for her reputation if any one found it out — but she had seemed willing enough. You know how small-town girls of that age are.

Her father owned a retail shoe store in Caxton, and was a good, respectable man; but the Holdens — John’s father had been a lawyer.

After they got back from the ball field that night — it must have been after midnight — they went to sit on the front porch before her father’s house. He must have known. A daughter cavorting about half the night with a young man that way! They had clung to each other with a sort of queer, desperate feeling neither understood. She did not go into the house until after three o’clock, and went then only because he insisted. He hadn’t wanted to ruin her reputation. Why, he might have . . . She was like a little frightened child at the thought of his going away. He was twenty-two then, and she must have been about eighteen.

Eighteen and twenty-two make forty. John Holden was forty on the day when he sat at lunch at the hotel in the town ten miles from Caxton.

Now, he thought, he might be able to walk through the streets of Caxton to the ball park with Lillian with a certain effect. You know how it is. One has to accept the fact that youth is gone. If there should turn out to be such a ball game and Lillian would go with him, he would leave the car in the garage and ask her to walk. One saw pictures of that sort of thing in the movies — a man coming back to his native village after twenty years; a new beauty taking the place of the beauty of youth — something like that. In the Spring the leaves on maple trees are lovely, but they are even more lovely in the Fall — a flame of color — manhood and womanhood.

After he had finished his lunch John did not feel very comfortable. The road to Caxton — it used to take nearly three hours to travel the distance with a horse and buggy, but now, and without any effort, the distance might be made in twenty minutes.

He lit a cigar and went for a walk, not in the streets of Caxton, but in the streets of the town ten miles away. If he got to Caxton in the evening, just at dusk, say, now . . .

With an inward pang John realized that he wanted darkness, the kindliness of soft evening lights. Lillian, Joe, Herman and the rest. It had been eighteen years for the others as well as for himself. Now he had succeeded, a little, in twisting his fear of Caxton into fear for the others, and it made him feel somewhat better; but at once he realized what he was doing and again felt uncomfortable. One had to look out for changes, new people, new buildings, middle-aged people grown old, youth grown middle-aged. At any rate, he was thinking of the other now. He wasn’t, as when he wrote letters home eighteen years before, thinking only of himself. “Am I?” It was a question.

An absurd situation, really. He had sailed along so gayly through upper New York State, through Western Pennsylvania, through Eastern Ohio. Men were at work in the fields and in the towns, farmers drove into towns in their cars, clouds of dust rose on some distant road, seen across a valley. Once he had stopped his car near a bridge and had gone for a walk along the banks of a creek where it wound through a wood.

He was liking people. Well, he had never before given much time to people, to thinking of them and their affairs. “I hadn’t time,” he told himself. He had always realized that, while he was a good enough architect, things move fast in America. New men were coming on. He couldn’t take chances of going on forever on his uncle’s reputation. A man had to be always on the alert. Fortunately, his marriage had been a help. It had made valuable connections for him.

Twice he had picked up people on the road. There was a lad of sixteen from some town of Eastern Pennsylvania, working his way westward toward the Pacific Coast by picking up rides in cars — a Summer’s adventure. John had carried him all of one day and had listened to his talk with keen pleasure. And so this was the younger generation. The boy had nice eyes and an eager, friendly manner. He smoked cigarettes, and once, when they had a puncture, he was very quick and eager about changing the tire. “Now, don’t you soil your hands, Mister, I can do it like a flash,” he said, and he did. The boy said he intended working his way overland to the Pacific Coast, where he would try to get a job of some kind on an ocean freighter, and that, if he did, he would go on around the world. “But do you speak any foreign languages?” The boy did not. Across John Holden’s mind flashed pictures of hot Eastern deserts, crowded Asiatic towns, wild half-savage mountain countries. As a young architect, and before his uncle died, he had spent two years in foreign travel, studying buildings in many countries; but he said nothing of this thought to the boy. Vast plans entered into with eager, boyish abandon, a world tour undertaken as he, when a young man, might have undertaken to find his way from his uncle’s house in East Eighty-first Street downtown to the Battery. “How do I know — perhaps he will do it?” John thought. The day in company with the boy had been very pleasant, and he had been on the alert to pick him up again the next morning; but the boy had gone on his way, had caught a ride with some earlier riser. Why hadn’t John invited him to his hotel for the night? The notion hadn’t come to him until too late.

Youth, rather wild and undisciplined, running wild, eh? I wonder why I never did it, never wanted to do it.

If he had been a bit wilder, more reckless — that night, that time when he and Lillian . . . “It’s all right being reckless with yourself, but when some one else is involved, a young girl in a small town, you yourself lighting out . . .” He remembered sharply that on the night, long before, as he sat with Lillian on the porch before her father’s house, his hand . . . It had seemed as though Lillian, on that evening, might not have objected to anything he wanted to do. He had thought — well, he had thought of the consequences. Women must be protected by men, all that sort of thing. Lillian had seemed rather stunned when he walked away, even though it was three o’clock in the morning. She had been rather like a person waiting at a railroad station for the coming of a train. There is a blackboard, and a strange man comes out and writes on it, “Train Number 287 has been discontinued” — something like that.

Well, it had been all right.

Later, four years later, he had married a New York woman of good family. Even in a city like New York, where there are so many people, her family had been well known. They had connections.

After marriage, sometimes, it is true, he had wondered. Gertrude used to look at him sometimes with an odd light in her eyes. That boy he picked up in the road — once during the day when he said something to the boy, the same queer look came into his eyes. It would be rather upsetting if you knew that the boy had purposely avoided you next morning. There had been Gertrude’s cousin. Once after his marriage, John heard a rumor that Gertrude had wanted to marry that cousin, but of course he had said nothing to her. Why should he have? She was his wife. There had been, he had heard, a good deal of family objection to the cousin. He was reputed to be wild, a gambler and drinker.

Once the cousin came to the Holden apartment at two in the morning, drunk and demanding that he be allowed to see Gertrude, and she slipped on a dressing-gown and went down to him. That was in the hallway of the apartment, downstairs, where almost any one might have come in and seen her. As a matter of fact, the elevator boy and janitor did see her. She had stood in the hallway below talking for nearly an hour. What about? He had never asked Gertrude directly, and she had never told him anything. When she came upstairs again and had got into her bed, he lay in his own bed trembling, but remained silent. He had been afraid that if he spoke he might say something rude; better keep still. The cousin had disappeared. John had a suspicion that Gertrude later supplied him with money. He went out West somewhere.

Now Gertrude was dead. She had always seemed very well, but suddenly she was attacked by a baffling kind of slow fever that lasted nearly a year. Sometimes she seemed about to get better, and then suddenly the fever grew worse. It might be that she did not want to live. What a notion! John had been at the bedside with the doctor when she died. There was something of the same feeling he had that night of his youth when he went with Lillian to the ball field, an odd sense of inadequacy. There was no doubt that in some subtle way both women had accused him.

Of what? There had always been, in some vague, indefinable way, a kind of accusation in the attitude toward him of his uncle, the architect, and of his aunt. They had left him their money, but . . . It was as though the uncle had said, as though Lillian during that night long ago had said . . .

Had they all said the same thing, and was Gertrude his wife saying it as she lay dying? A smile. “You have always taken such good care of yourself, haven’t you, John dear? You have observed the rules. You have taken no chances for yourself or the others.” She had actually said something of that sort to him once in a moment of anger.

II

In the small town ten miles from Caxton there wasn’t any park to which a man could go to sit. If one stayed about the hotel, some one from Caxton might come in. “Hello, what are you doing here?”

It would be inconvenient to explain. He had wanted the kindliness of soft evening light, both for himself and the old friends he was to see again.

He began thinking of his son, now a boy of twelve. “Well,” he said to himself, “his character has not begun to form yet.” There was, as yet, in the son, an unconsciousness of other people, a rather casual selfishness, an unawareness of others, an unhealthy sharpness about getting the best of others. It was a thing that should be corrected in him and at once. John Holden had got himself into a small panic. “I must write him a letter at once. Such a habit gets fixed in a boy and then in the man, and it cannot later be shaken off. There are such a lot of people living in the world! Every man and woman has his own point of view. To be civilized, really, is to be aware of the others, their hopes, their gladnesses, their illusions about life.”

John Holden was now walking along a residence street of a small Ohio town, composing in fancy a letter to his son in the boys’ camp in Vermont. He was a man who wrote to his son every day. “I think a man should,” he told himself. “He should remember that now the boy has no mother.”

He had come to an outlying railroad station. It was neat with grass and flowers growing in a round bed in the very center of a lawn. Some man, the station agent and telegraph operator perhaps, passed him and went inside the station. John followed him in. On the wall of the waiting-room there was a framed copy of the time-table, and he stood studying it. A train went to Caxton at five. Another train came from Caxton and passed through the town he was now in at seven forty-three, the seven-nineteen out of Caxton. The man in the small business section of the station opened a sliding-panel and looked at him. The two men just stared at each other without speaking, and then the panel was slid shut again.

John looked at his watch. Two twenty-eight. At about six he could drive over to Caxton and dine at the hotel there. After he had dined, it would be evening and people would be coming into the main street. The seven-nineteen would come in. When John was a lad, sometimes, he, Joe, Herman, and often several other lads had climbed on the front of the baggage or mail car and had stolen a ride to the very town he was now in. What a thrill, crouched down in the gathering darkness on the platform as the train ran the ten miles, the car rocking from side to side! When it got a little dark, in the Fall or Spring, the fields beside the track were lighted up when the fireman opened his fire box to throw in coal. Once John saw a rabbit running along in the glare of light beside the track. He could have reached down and caught it with his hand. In the neighboring town the boys went into saloons and played pool and drank beer. They could depend upon catching a ride back home on the local freight that got to Caxton at about ten thirty. On one of the adventures John and Herman got drunk and Joe had to help them into an empty coal car and later get them out at Caxton. Herman got sick, and when they were getting off the freight at Caxton, he stumbled and came very near falling under the wheels of the moving train. John wasn’t as drunk as Herman. When the others weren’t looking, he had poured several of the glasses of beer into a spittoon. In Caxton he and Joe had to walk about with Herman for several hours and when John finally got home, his mother was still awake and was worried. He had to lie to her. “I drove out into the country with Herman, and a wheel broke. We had to walk home.” The reason Joe could carry his beer so well was because he was German. His father owned the town meat market and the family had beer on the table at home. No wonder it did not knock him out as it did Herman and John.

There was a bench at the side of the railroad station, in the shade, and John sat there for a long time — two hours, three hours. Why hadn’t he brought a book? In fancy he composed a letter to his son and in it he spoke of the fields lying beside the road outside the town of Caxton, of his greeting old friends there, of things that had happened when he was a boy. He even spoke of his former sweetheart, of Lillian. If he now thought out just what he was going to say in the letter, he could write it in his room at the hotel over in Caxton in a few minutes without having to stop and think what he was going to say. You can’t always be too fussy about what you say to a young boy. Really, sometimes, you should take him into your confidence, into your life, make him a part of your life.

It was six twenty when John drove into Caxton and went to the hotel, where he registered, and was shown to a room. On the streets as he drove into town he saw Billy Baker, who, when he was a young man, had a paralyzed leg that dragged along the sidewalk when he walked. Now he was getting old; his face seemed wrinkled and faded, like a dried lemon, and his clothes had spots down the front. People, even sick people, live a long time in small Ohio towns. It is surprising how they hang on.

John had put his car, of a rather expensive make, into a garage beside the hotel. Formerly, in his day, the building had been used as a livery barn. There used to be pictures of famous trotting and pacing horses on the walls of the little office at the front. Old Dave Grey, who owned race horses of his own, ran the livery barn then, and John occasionally hired a rig there. He hired a rig and took Lillian for a ride into the country, along moonlit roads. By a lonely farmhouse a dog barked. Sometimes they drove along a little dirt road lined with elders and stopped the horse. How still everything was! What a queer feeling they had! They couldn’t talk. Sometimes they sat in silence thus, very near each other, for a long, long time. Once they got out of the buggy, having tied the horse to the fence, and walked in a newly cut hay field. The cut hay lay all about in little cocks. John wanted to lie on one of the haycocks with Lillian, but did not dare suggest it.

At the hotel John ate his dinner in silence. There wasn’t even a traveling salesman in the dining-room, and presently the proprietor’s wife came and stood by his table to talk with him. The hotel had a good many tourists, but this just happened to be a quiet day. Dull days came that way in the hotel business. The woman’s husband was a traveling man and had bought the hotel to give his wife something to keep her interested while he was on the road. He was away from home so much! They had come to Caxton from Pittsburgh.

After he had dined, John went up to his room, and presently the woman followed. The door leading into the hall had been left open, and she came and stood in the doorway. Really, she was rather handsome. She only wanted to be sure that everything was all right, that he had towels and soap and everything he needed.

For a time she lingered by the door talking of the town.

“It’s a good little town. General Hurst is buried here. You should drive out to the cemetery and see the statue.” He wondered who General Hurst was. In what war had he fought. Odd that he hadn’t remembered about him. The town had a piano factory, and there was a watch company from Cincinnati talking of putting up a plant. “They figure there is less chance of labor trouble in a small town like this.”

The woman went reluctantly away. As she was going along the hallway she stopped once and looked back. There was something a little queer. They were both self-conscious. “I hope you’ll be comfortable,” she said. At forty a man did not come home to his own home town to start . . . A traveling man’s wife, eh? Well! Well!

At seven forty-five John went out for a walk on Main Street and almost at once he met Tom Ballard, who at once recognized him, a fact that pleased Tom. He bragged about it. “Once I see a face, I never forget. Well! Well!” When John was twenty-two, Tom must have been about fifteen. His father was the leading doctor of the town. He took John in tow, walked back with him toward the hotel. He kept exclaiming: “I knew you at once. You haven’t changed much, really.”

Tom was in his turn a doctor, and there was about him something . . . Right away John guessed what it was. They went up into John’s room, and John, having in his bag a bottle of whisky, poured Tom a drink, which he took somewhat too eagerly, John thought. There was talk. After Tom had taken the drink he sat on the edge of the bed, still holding the bottle John had passed to him. Herman was running a dray now. He had married Kit Small and had five kids. Joe was working for the International Harvester Company. “I don’t know whether he’s in town now or not. He’s a trouble-shooter, a swell mechanic, a good fellow,” Tom said. He drank again.

As for Lillian, mentioned with an air of being casual by John, he, John, knew of course that she had been married and divorced. There was some sort of trouble about another man. Her husband married again later, and now she lived with her mother, her father, the shoe merchant, having died. Tom spoke somewhat guardedly, as though protecting a friend.

“I guess she’s all right now, going straight and all. Good thing she never had any kids. She’s a little nervous and queer; has lost her looks a good deal.”

The two men went downstairs and, walking along Main Street, got into a car belonging to the doctor.

“I’ll take you for a little ride,” Tom said; but as he was about to pull away from the curb where the car had been parked, he turned and smiled at his passenger. “We ought to celebrate a little, account of your coming back here,” he said. “What do you say to a quart?”

John handed him a ten-dollar bill, and he disappeared into a nearby drug store. When he came back he laughed.

“I used your name, all right. They didn’t recognize it. In the prescription I wrote out I said you had a general breakdown, that you needed to be built up. I recommended that you take a teaspoonful three times a day. Lord! my prescription book is getting almost empty.” The drug store belonged to a man named Will Bennett. “You remember him, maybe. He’s Ed Bennett’s son; married Carrie Wyatt.” The names were but dim things in John’s mind. “This man is going to get drunk. He is going to try to get me drunk, too,” he thought.

When they had turned out of Main Street and into Walnut Street they stopped midway between two street lights and had another drink, John holding the bottle to his lips, but putting his tongue over the opening. He remembered the evenings with Joe and Herman when he had secretly poured his beer into a spittoon. He felt cold and lonely. Walnut Street was one along which he used to walk, coming home late at night from Lillian’s house. He remembered people who then lived along the street, and a list of names began running through his head. Often the names remained, but did not call up images of people. They were just names. He hoped the doctor would not turn the car into the street in which the Holdens had lived. Lillian had lived over in another part of town, in what was called “The Red House District.” Just why it had been called that John did not know.

III

They drove silently along, up a small hill, and came to the edge of town, going south. Stopping before a house that had evidently been built since John’s time, Tom sounded his horn.

“Didn’t the fair grounds used to stand about here?” John asked. The doctor turned and nodded his head.

“Yes, just here,” he said. He kept on sounding his horn, and a man and woman came out of the house and stood in the road beside the car.

“Let’s get Maud and Alf and all go over to Lylse’s Point,” Tom said. John had indeed been taken into tow. For a time he wondered if he was to be introduced. “We got some hooch. Meet John Holden; used to live here years ago.” At the fair grounds, when John was a lad, Dave Grey, the livery man, used to work out his race horses in the early morning. Herman, who was a horse enthusiast, dreaming of some day becoming a horseman, came often to John’s house in the early morning and the two boys went off to the fair grounds without breakfast. Herman had got some sandwiches made of slices of bread and cold meat out of his mother’s pantry. They went ‘cross-lots, climbing fences and eating the sandwiches. In a meadow they had to cross there was heavy dew on the grass, and meadow larks flew up before them. Herman had at least come somewhere near expressing in his life his youthful passion: he still lived about horses; he owned a dray. With a little inward qualm John wondered. Perhaps Herman ran a motor-truck.

The man and woman got into the car, the woman on the back seat with John, the husband in front with Tom, and they drove away to another house. John could not keep track of the streets they passed through. Occasionally he asked the woman, “What street are we in now?” They were joined by Maud and Alf, who also crowded into the back seat. Maud was a slender woman of twenty-eight or thirty, with yellow hair and blue eyes, and at once she seemed determined to make up to John. “I don’t take more than an inch of room,” she said, laughing and squeezing herself in between John and the first woman, whose name he could not later remember.

He had rather liked Maud. When the car had been driven some eighteen miles along a gravel road, they came to Lylse’s farmhouse, which had been converted into a road-house, and got out. Maud had been silent most of the way, but she sat very close to John and as he felt cold and lonely, he was grateful for the warmth of her slender body. Occasionally she spoke to him in a half-whisper: “Ain’t the night swell! Gee! I like it out in the dark this way.”

Lylse’s Point was at a bend of the Samson River, a small stream to which John as a lad had occasionally gone on fishing excursions with his father. Later he went out there several times with crowds of young fellows and their girls. They drove out then in Grey’s old bus, and the trip out and back took several hours. On the way home at night they had great fun singing at the top of their voices and waking the sleeping farmers along the road. Occasionally some of the party got out and walked for a way. It was a chance for a fellow to kiss his girl when the others could not see. By hurrying a little, they could easily enough catch up with the bus.

A rather heavy-faced Italian named Francisco owned Lylse’s, and it had a dance hall and dining-room. Drinks could be had if you knew the ropes, and it was evident the doctor and his friends were old acquaintances. At once they declared John should not buy anything, the declaration, in fact, being made before he had offered. “You’re our guest now; don’t you forget that. When we come sometime to your town, then it will be all right,” Tom said. He laughed. “And that makes me think. I forgot your change,” he said, handing John a five-dollar bill. The whisky got at the drug-store had been consumed on the way out, all except John and Maud drinking heartily. “I don’t like the stuff. Do you, Mr. Holden?” Maud said and giggled. Twice during the trip out her fingers had crept over and touched lightly his fingers, and each time she had apologized. “Oh, do excuse me!” she said. John felt a little as he had felt earlier in the evening when the woman of the hotel had come to stand at the door of his room and had seemed reluctant about going away.

After they got out of the car at Lylse’s, he felt uncomfortably old and queer. “What am I doing here with these people?” he kept asking himself. When they had got into the light, he stole a look at his watch. It was not yet nine o’clock. Several other cars, most of them, the doctor explained, from Yerington, stood before the door, and when they had taken several drinks of rather mild Italian red wine, all of the party except Maud and John went into the dance hall to dance. The doctor took John aside and whispered to him: “Lay off Maud,” he said. He explained hurriedly that Alf and Maud had been having a row and that for several days they had not spoken to each other, although they lived in the same house, ate at the same table, and slept in the same bed. “He thinks she gets too gay with men,” Tom explained. “You better look out a little.”

The woman and man sat on a bench under a tree on the lawn before the house, and when the others had danced, they came out, bringing more drinks. Tom had got some more whisky. “It’s moon, but pretty good stuff,” he declared. In the clear sky overhead stars were shining, and when the others were dancing, John turned his head and saw across the road and between the trees that lined its banks the stars reflected in the waters of the Samson. A light from the house fell on Maud’s face, a strikingly lovely face in that light, but when looked at closely, rather petulant. “A good deal of the spoiled child in her,” John thought.

She began asking him about life in the city of New York.

“I was there once, but for only three days. It was when I went to school in the East. A girl I knew lived there. She married a lawyer named Trigan, or something like that. You didn’t know him, I guess.”

And now there was a hungry, dissatisfied look on her face.

“God! I’d like to live in a place like that, not in this hole! There hadn’t no man better tempt me.” When she said that she giggled again. Once during the evening they walked across the dusty road and stood for a time by the river’s edge, but got back to the bench before the others finished their dance. Maud persistently refused to dance.

At ten thirty, all of the others having got a little drunk, they drove back to town, Maud again sitting beside John. On the drive Alf went to sleep. Maud pressed her slender body against John’s, and after two or three futile moves to which he made no special response, she boldly put her hand into his. The second woman and her husband talked with Tom of people they had seen at Lylse’s. “Do you think there’s anything up between Fanny and Joe? No; I think she’s on the square.”

They got to John’s hotel at eleven thirty, and, bidding them all good night, he went upstairs. Alf had awakened. When they were parting, he leaned out of the car and looked closely at John. “What did you say your name was?” he asked.

John went up a dark stairway and sat on the bed in his room. Lillian had lost her looks. She had married, and her husband had divorced her. Joe was a trouble-shooter. He worked for the International Harvester Company, a swell mechanic. Herman was a drayman. He had five kids.

Three men in a room next to John’s were playing poker. They laughed and talked, and their voices came clearly to John. “You think so, do you? Well, I’ll prove you’re wrong.” A mild quarrel began. As it was Summer, the windows of John’s room were open, and he went to one to stand, looking out. A moon had come up, and he could see down into an alleyway. Two men came out of a street and stood in the alleyway, whispering. After they left, two cats crept along a roof and began a love-making scene. The game in the next room broke up. John could hear voices in the hallway.

“Now, forget it. I tell you, you’re both wrong.” John thought of his son at the camp up in Vermont. “I haven’t written him a letter today.” He felt guilty.

Opening his bag, he took out paper and sat down to write; but after two or three attempts gave it up and put the paper away again. How fine the night had been as he sat on the bench beside the woman at Lylse’s! Now the woman was in bed with her husband. They were not speaking to each other.

“Could I do it?” John asked himself, and then, for the first time that evening, a smile came to his lips.

“Why not?” he asked himself.

With his bag in his hand he went down the dark hallway and into the hotel office and began pounding on a desk. A fat old man with thin red hair and sleep-heavy eyes appeared from somewhere. John explained.

“I can’t sleep. I think I’ll drive on. I want to get to Pittsburgh and as I can’t sleep, I might as well be driving.” He paid his bill.

Then he asked the clerk to go and arouse the man in the garage, and gave him an extra dollar. “If I need gas, is there any place open?” he asked, but evidently the man did not hear. Perhaps he thought the question absurd.

He stood in the moonlight on the sidewalk before the door of the hotel and heard the clerk pounding on a door. Presently voices were heard, and the headlights of his car shone. The car appeared, driven by a boy. He seemed very alive and alert.

“I saw you out to Lylse’s,” he said, and, without being asked, went to look at the tank. “You’re all right; you got ‘most eight gallons,” he assured John, who had climbed into the driver’s seat.

How friendly the car, how friendly the night! John was not one who enjoyed fast driving, but he went out of the town at very high speed. “You go down two blocks, turn to your right, and go three. There you hit the cement. Go right straight to the east. You can’t miss it.”

John was taking the turns at racing speed. At the edge of town some one shouted to him from the darkness, but he did not stop. He hungered to get into the road going east.

“I’ll let her out,” he thought. “Lord! It will be fun! I’ll let her out.”


THERE SHE IS — SHE IS TAKING HER BATH

[image: img58.jpg]

ANOTHER DAY WHEN I have done no work. It is maddening. I went to the office this morning as usual and tonight came home at the regular time. My wife and I live in an apartment in the Bronx, here in New York City, and we have no children. I am ten years older than she. Our apartment is on the second floor and there is a little hallway downstairs used by all the people in the building.

If I could only decide whether or not I am a fool, a man turned suddenly a little mad or a man whose honor has really been tampered with, I should be quite all right. Tonight I went home, after something most unusual had happened at the office, determined to tell everything to my wife. “I will tell her and then watch her face. If she blanches, then I will know all I suspect is true,” I said to myself. Within the last two weeks everything about me has changed. I am no longer the same man. For example, I never in my life before used the word “blanched.” What does it mean? How am I to tell whether my wife blanches or not when I do not know what the word means? It must be a word I saw in a book when I was a boy, perhaps a book of detective stories. But wait, I know how that happened to pop into my head.

But that is not what I started to tell you about. Tonight, as I have already said, I came home and climbed the stairs to our apartment.

When I got inside the house I spoke in a loud voice to my wife. “My dear, what are you doing?” I asked. My voice sounded strange.

“I am taking a bath,” my wife answered.

And so you see she was at home taking a bath. There she was.

She is always pretending she loves me, but look at her now. Am I in her thoughts? Is there a tender look in her eyes? Is she dreaming of me as she walks along the streets?

You see she is smiling. There is a young man who has just passed her. He is a tall fellow with a little mustache and is smoking a cigarette. Now I ask you — is he one of the men who, like myself, does, in a way, keep the world going?

Once I knew a man who was president of a whist club. Well, he was something. People wanted to know how to play whist. They wrote to him. “If it turns out that after three cards are played the man to my right still has three cards while I have only two, etc., etc.”

My friend, the man of whom I am now speaking, looks the matter up. “In rule four hundred and six you will see, etc., etc.,” he writes.

My point is that he is of some account in the world. He helps keep things going and I respect him. Often we used to have lunch together.

But I am a little off the point. The fellows of whom I am now thinking, these young squirts who go through the streets ogling women — what do they do? They twirl their mustaches. They carry canes. Some honest man is supporting them too. Some fool is their father.

And such a fellow is walking in the street. He meets a woman like my wife, an honest woman without too much experience of life. He smiles. A tender look comes into his eyes. Such deceit. Such callow nonsense.

And how are the women to know? They are children. They know nothing. There is a man, working somewhere in an office, keeping things moving, but do they think of him?

The truth is the woman is flattered. A tender look, that should be saved and bestowed only upon her husband, is thrown away. One never knows what will happen.

But pshaw, if I am to tell you the story, let me begin. There are men everywhere who talk and talk, saying nothing. I am afraid I am becoming one of that kind. As I have already told you, I have come home from the office at evening and am standing in the hallway of our apartment, just inside the door. I have asked my wife what she is doing and she has told me she is taking a bath.

Very well, I am then a fool. I shall go out for a walk in the park. There is no use my not facing everything frankly. By facing everything frankly one gets everything quite cleared up.

Aha! The very devil has got into me now. I said I would remain cool and collected, but I am not cool. The truth is I am growing angry.

I am a small man but I tell you that, once aroused, I will fight. Once when I was a boy I fought another boy in the school yard. He gave me a black eye but I loosened one of his teeth. “There, take that and that. Now I have got you against a wall. I will muss your mustache. Give me that cane. I will break it over your head. I do not intend to kill you, young man. I intend to vindicate my honor. No, I will not let you go. Take that and that. When next you see a respectable married woman on the street, going to the store, behaving herself, do not look at her with a tender light in your eyes. What you had better do is to go to work. Get a job in a bank. Work your way up. You said I was an old goat but I will show you an old goat can butt. Take that and that.”

Very well, you, who read, also think me a fool. You laugh. You smile. Look at me. You are walking along here in the park. You are leading a dog.

Where is your wife? What is she doing?

Well, suppose she is at home taking a bath. What is she thinking? If she is dreaming, as she takes her bath, of whom is she dreaming?

I will tell you what, you who go along leading that dog, you may have no reason to suspect your wife, but you are in the same position as myself.

She was at home taking a bath and all day I had been sitting at my desk and thinking such thoughts. Under the circumstances I would never have had the temerity to go calmly off and take a bath. I admire my wife. Ha, ha. If she is innocent I admire her, of course, as a husband should, and if she is guilty I admire her even more. What nerve, what insouciance. There is something noble, something almost heroic in her attitude toward me, just at this time.

With me this day is like every day now. Well, you see, I have been sitting all day with my head in my hand thinking and thinking and while I have been doing that she has been going about, leading her regular life.

She has got up in the morning and has had her breakfast sitting opposite her husband; that is, myself. Her husband has gone off to his office. Now she is speaking to our maid. She is going to the stores. She is sewing, perhaps making new curtains for the windows of our apartment.

There is the woman for you. Nero fiddled while Rome was burning. There was something of the woman in him.

A wife has been unfaithful to her husband. She has gone gayly off, let us say on the arm of a young blade. Who is he? He dances. He smokes cigarettes. When he is with his companions, his own kind of fellows, he laughs. “I have got me a woman,” he says. “She is not very young but she is terrifically in love with me. It is very convenient.” I have heard such fellows talk, in the smoking cars, on trains and in other places.

And there is the husband, a fellow like myself. Is he calm? Is he collected? Is he cool? His honor is perhaps being tampered with. He sits at his desk. He smokes a cigar. People come and go. He is thinking, thinking.

And what are his thoughts? They concern her. “Now she is still at home, in our apartment,” he thinks. “Now she is walking along a street.” What do you know of the secret life led by your wife? What do you know of her thoughts? Well, hello! You smoke a pipe. You put your hands in your pockets. For you, your life is all very well. You are gay and happy. “What does it matter, my wife is at home taking a bath,” you are telling yourself. In your daily life you are, let us say, a useful man. You publish books, you run a store, you write advertisements. Sometimes you say to yourself, “I am lifting the burden off the shoulders of others.” That makes you feel good. I sympathize with you. If you let me, or rather I should say, if we had met in the formal transactions of our regular occupations, I dare say we would be great friends. Well, we would have lunch together, not too often, but now and then. I would tell you of some real-estate deal and you would tell me what you had been doing. “I am glad we met! Call me up. Before you go away, have a cigar.”

With me it is quite different. All today, for example, I have been in my office, but I have not worked. A man came in, a Mr. Albright. “Well, are you going to let that property go or are you going to hold on?” he said.

What property did he mean? What was he talking about?

You can see for yourself what a state I am in.

And now I must be going home. My wife will have finished taking her bath. We will sit down to dinner. Nothing of all this I have been speaking about will be mentioned at all. “John, what is the matter with you?” “Aha. There is nothing the matter. I am worried about business a little. A Mr. Albright came in. Shall I sell or shall I hold on?” The real thing that is on my mind shall not be mentioned at all. I will grow a little nervous. The coffee will be spilled on the table-cloth or I will upset my dessert.

“John, what is the matter with you?” What coolness. As I have already said, what insouciance.

What is the matter? Matter enough.

A week, two weeks, to be exact, just seventeen days ago, I was a happy man. I went about my affairs. In the morning I rode to my office in the subway, but, had I wished to do so, I could long ago have bought an automobile.

But no, long ago, my wife and I had agreed there should be no such silly extravagance. To tell the truth, just ten years ago I failed in business and had to put some property in my wife’s name. I bring the papers home to her and she signs. That is the way it is done.

“Well, John,” said my wife, “we will not get us any automobile.” That was before the thing happened that so upset me. We were walking together in the park. “Mabel, shall we get us an automobile?” I asked. “No,” she said, “we will not get us an automobile.” “Our money,” she has said, more than a thousand times, “will be a comfort to us later.”

A comfort indeed. What can be a comfort now that this thing has happened?

It was just two weeks, more than that, just seventeen days ago, that I went home from the office just as I came home tonight. Well, I walked in the same streets, passed the same stores.

I am puzzled as to what that Mr. Albright meant when he asked me if I intended to sell the property or hold on to it. I answered in a noncommittal way. “We’ll see,” I said. To what property did he refer? We must have had some previous conversation regarding the matter. A mere acquaintance does not come into your office and speak of property in that careless, one might say, familiar way, without having previous conversation on the same subject.

As you see I am still a little confused. Even though I am facing things now, I am still, as you have guessed, somewhat confused. This morning I was in the bathroom, shaving as usual. I always shave in the morning, not in the evening, unless my wife and I are going out. I was shaving and my shaving brush dropped to the floor. I stooped to pick it up and struck my head on the bath-tub. I only tell you this to show what a state I am in. It made a large bump on my head. My wife heard me groan and asked me what was the matter. “I struck my head,” I said. Of course, one quite in control of his faculties does not hit his head on a bath-tub when he knows it is there, and what man does not know where the bath-tub stands in his own house?

But now I am thinking again of what happened, of what has upset me this way. I was going home on that evening, just seventeen days ago. Well, I walked along, thinking nothing. When I reached our apartment building I went in, and there, lying on the floor in the little hallway, in front, was a pink envelope with my wife’s name, Mabel Smith, written on it. I picked it up thinking, “This is strange.” It had perfume on it and there was no address, just the name Mabel Smith, written in a bold man’s hand.

I quite automatically opened it and read.

Since I first met her, twelve years ago at a party at Mr. Westley’s house, there have never been any secrets between me and my wife; at least, until that moment in the hallway seventeen days ago this evening, I had never thought there were any secrets between us. I have always opened her letters and she had always opened mine. I think it should be that way between a man and his wife. I know there are some who do not agree with me but what I have always argued is I am right.

I went to the party with Harry Selfridge and afterward took my wife home. I offered to get a cab. “Shall we have a cab?” I asked her. “No,” she said, “let’s walk.” She was the daughter of a man in the furniture business and he has died since. Every one thought he would leave her some money but he didn’t. It turned out he owed almost all he was worth to a firm in Grand Rapids. Some would have been upset, but I wasn’t. “I married you for love, my dear,” I said to her on the night when her father died. We were walking home from his house, also in the Bronx, and it was raining a little, but we did not get very wet. “I married you for love,” I said, and I meant what I said.

But to return to the note. “Dear Mabel,” it said, “come to the park on Wednesday when the old goat has gone away. Wait for me on the bench near the animal cages where I met you before.”

It was signed Bill. I put it in my pocket and went upstairs.

When I got into my apartment, I heard a man’s voice. The voice was urging something upon my wife. Did the voice change when I came in? I walked boldly into our front room where my wife sat facing a young man who sat in another chair. He was tall and had a little mustache.

The man was pretending to be trying to sell my wife a patent carpet-sweeper, but just the same, when I sat down in a chair in the corner and remained there, keeping silent, they both became self-conscious. My wife, in fact, became positively excited. She got up out of her chair and said in a loud voice, “I tell you I do not want any carpet-sweeper.”

The young man got up and went to the door and I followed. “Well, I had better be getting out of here,” he was saying to himself. And so he had been intending to leave a note telling my wife to meet him in the park on Wednesday but at the last moment he had decided to take the risk of coming to our house. What he had probably thought was something like this: “Her husband may come and get the note out of the mail box.” Then he decided to come and see her and had quite accidentally dropped the note in the hallway. Now he was frightened. One could see that. Such men as myself are small but we will fight sometimes.

He hurried to the door and I followed him into the hallway. There was another young man coming from the floor above, also with a carpet-sweeper in his hand. It is a pretty slick scheme, this carrying carpet-sweepers with them, the young men of this generation have worked out, but we older men are not to have the wool pulled over our eyes. I saw through everything at once. The second young man was a confederate and had been concealed in the hallway in order to warn the first young man of my approach. When I got upstairs, of course, the first young man was pretending to sell my wife a carpet-sweeper. Perhaps the second young man had tapped with the handle of the carpet-sweeper on the floor above. Now that I think of that I remember there was a tapping sound.

At the time, however, I did not think everything out as I have since done. I stood in the hallway with my back against the wall and watched them go down the stairs. One of them turned and laughed at me, but I did not say anything. I suppose I might have gone down the stairs after them and challenged them both to fight but what I thought was, “I won’t.”

And sure enough, just as I suspected from the first, it was the young man pretending to sell carpet-sweepers I had found sitting in my apartment with my wife, who had lost the note. When they got down to the hallway at the front of the house the man I had caught with my wife began to feel in his pocket. Then, as I leaned over the railing above, I saw him looking about the hallway. He laughed. “Say, Tom, I had a note to Mabel in my pocket. I intended to get a stamp at the postoffice and mail it. I had forgotten the street number. ‘Oh, well,’ I thought, ‘I’ll go see her!’ I didn’t want to bump into that old goat, her husband.”

“You have bumped into him,” I said to myself; “now we will see who will come out victorious.”

I went into our apartment and closed the door.

For a long time, perhaps for ten minutes, I stood just inside the door of our apartment thinking and thinking, just as I have been doing ever since. Two or three times I tried to speak, to call out to my wife, to question her and find out the bitter truth at once but my voice failed me.

What was I to do? Was I to go to her, seize her by the wrists, force her down into a chair, make her confess at the risk of personal violence? I asked myself that question.

“No,” I said to myself, “I will not do that. I will use finesse.”

For a long time I stood there thinking. My world had tumbled down about my ears. When I tried to speak, the words would not come out of my mouth.

At last I did speak, quite calmly. There is something of the man of the world about me. When I am compelled to meet a situation I do it. “What are you doing?” I said to my wife, speaking in a calm voice. “I am taking a bath,” she answered.

And so I left the house and came out here to the park to think, just as I have done tonight. On that night, and just as I came out at our front door, I did something I have not done since I was a boy. I am a deeply religious man but I swore. My wife and I have had a good many arguments as to whether or not a man in business should have dealings with those who do such things; that is to say, with men who swear. “I cannot refuse to sell a man a piece of property because he swears,” I have always said. “Yes, you can,” my wife says.

It only shows how little women know about business. What I have always maintained is I am right.

And I maintain too that we men must protect the integrity of our homes and our firesides. On that first night I walked about until dinner time and then went home. I had decided not to say anything for the present but to remain quiet and use finesse, but at dinner my hand trembled and I spilled the dessert on the table-cloth.

And a week later I went to see a detective.

But first something else happened. On Wednesday — I had found the note on Monday evening — I could not bear sitting in my office and thinking perhaps that that young squirt was meeting my wife in the park, so I went to the park myself.

Sure enough there was my wife sitting on a bench near the animal cages and knitting a sweater.

At first I thought I would conceal myself in some bushes but instead I went to where she was seated and sat down beside her. “How nice! What brings you here?” my wife said smiling. She looked at me with surprise in her eyes.

Was I to tell her or was I not to tell her? It was a moot question with me. “No,” I said to myself. “I will not. I will go see a detective. My honor has no doubt already been tampered with and I shall find out.” My naturally quick wits came to my rescue. Looking directly into my wife’s eyes I said: “There was a paper to be signed and I had my own reasons for thinking you might be here, in the park.”

As soon as I had spoken I could have torn out my tongue. However, she had noticed nothing and I took a paper out of my pocket and, handing her my fountain pen, asked her to sign; and when she had done so I hurried away. At first I thought perhaps I would linger about, in the distance, that is to say, but no, I decided not to do that. He will no doubt have his confederate on the watchout for me, I told myself.

And so on the next afternoon, I went to the office of the detective. He was a large man, and when I told him what I wanted he smiled. “I understand,” he said, “we have many such cases. We’ll track the guy down.”

And so, you see, there it was. Everything was arranged. It was to cost me a pretty penny but my house was to be watched and I was to have a report on everything. To tell the truth, when everything was arranged I felt ashamed of myself. The man in the detective place — there were several men standing about — followed me to the door and put his hand on my shoulder. For some reason I don’t understand, that made me mad. He kept patting me on the shoulder as though I were a little boy. “Don’t worry. We’ll manage everything,” was what he said. It was all right. Business is business but for some reason I wanted to bang him in the face with my fist.

That’s the way I am, you see. I can’t make myself out. “Am I a fool, or am I a man among men?” I keep asking myself, and I can’t get an answer.

After I had arranged with the detective I went home and didn’t sleep all night long.

To tell the truth I began to wish I had never found that note. I suppose that is wrong of me. It makes me less a man, perhaps, but it’s the truth.

Well, you see, I couldn’t sleep. “No matter what my wife was up to I could sleep now if I hadn’t found that note,” was what I said to myself. It was dreadful. I was ashamed of what I had done and at the same time ashamed of myself for being ashamed. I had done what any American man, who is a man at all, would have done, and there I was. I couldn’t sleep. Every time I came home in the evening I kept thinking: “There is that man standing over there by a tree — I’ll bet he is a detective.” I kept thinking of the fellow who had patted me on the shoulders in the detective office, and every time I thought of him I grew madder and madder. Pretty soon I hated him more than I did the young man who had pretended to sell the carpet-sweeper to Mabel.

And then I did the most foolish thing of all. One afternoon — it was just a week ago — I thought of something. When I had been in the detective office I had seen several men standing about but had not been introduced to any of them. “And so,” I thought, “I’ll go there pretending to get my reports. If the man I engaged is not there I’ll engage some one else.”

So I did it. I went to the detective office, and sure enough my man was out. There was another fellow sitting by a desk and I made a sign to him. We went into an inner office. “Look here,” I whispered; you see I had made up my mind to pretend I was the man who was ruining my own fireside, wrecking my own honor. “Do I make clear what I mean?”

It was like this, you see — well, I had to have some sleep, didn’t I? Only the night before my wife had said to me, “John, I think you had better run away for a little vacation. Run away by yourself for a time and forget about business.”

At another time her saying that would have been nice, you see, but now it only upset me worse than ever. “She wants me out of the way,” I thought, and for just a moment I felt like jumping up and telling her everything I knew. Still I didn’t. “I’ll just keep quiet. I’ll use finesse,” I thought.

A pretty kind of finesse. There I was in that detective office again hiring a second detective. I came right out and pretended I was my wife’s paramour. The man kept nodding his head and I kept whispering like a fool. Well, I told him that a man named Smith had hired a detective from that office to watch his wife. “I have my own reasons for wanting him to get a report that his wife is all right,” I said, pushing some money across a table toward him. I had become utterly reckless about money. “Here is fifty dollars and when he gets such a report from your office you come to me and you may have two hundred more,” I said.

I had thought everything out. I told the second man my name was Jones and that I worked in the same office with Smith. “I’m in business with him,” I said, “a silent partner, you see.”

Then I went out and, of course, he, like the first one, followed me to the door and patted me on the shoulder. That was the hardest thing of all to stand, but I stood it. A man has to have sleep.

And, of course, today both men had to come to my office within five minutes of each other. The first one came, of course, and told me my wife was innocent. “She is as innocent as a little lamb,” he said. “I congratulate you upon having such an innocent wife.”

Then I paid him, backing away so he couldn’t pat me on the shoulders, and he had only just closed the door when in came the other man, asking for Jones.

And I had to see him too and give him two hundred dollars.

Then I decided to come on home, and I did, walking along the same street I have walked on every afternoon since my wife and I married. I went home and climbed the stairs to our apartment just as I described everything to you a little while ago. I could not decide whether I was a fool, a man who has gone a little mad, or a man whose honor has been tampered with, but anyway I knew there would be no detectives about.

What I thought was that I would go home and have everything out with my wife, tell her of my suspicions and then watch her face. As I have said before, I intended to watch her face and see if she blanched when I told her of the note I had found in the hallway downstairs. The word “blanched” got into my mind because I once read it in a detective story when I was a boy and I had been dealing with detectives.

And so I intended to face my wife down, force a confession from her, but you see how it turned out. When I got home the apartment was silent and at first I thought it was empty. “Has she run away with him?” I asked myself, and maybe my own face blanched a little.

“Where are you, dear, what are you doing?” I shouted in a loud voice and she told me she was taking a bath.

And so I came out here in the park.

But now I must be going home. Dinner will be waiting. I am wondering what property that Mr. Albright had in his mind. When I sit at dinner with my wife my hands will shake. I will spill the dessert. A man does not come in and speak of property in that offhand manner unless there has been conversation about it before.


THE LOST NOVEL
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HE SAID IT was all like a dream. A man like that, a writer. Well, he works for months and, perhaps, years, on a book, and there is not a word put down. What I mean is that his mind is working. What is to be the book builds itself up and is destroyed.

In his fancy, figures are moving back and forth.

But there is something I neglected to say. I am talking of a certain English novelist who has got some fame, of a thing that once happened to him.

He told me about it one day in London when we were walking together. We had been together for hours. I remember that we were on the Thames Embankment when he told me about his lost novel.

He had come to see me early in the evening at my hotel. He spoke of certain stories of my own. “You almost get at something, sometimes,” he said.

We agreed that no man ever quite got at — the thing.

If some one once got at it, if he really put the ball over the plate, you know, if he hit the bull’s-eye.

What would be the sense of anyone trying to do anything after that?

I’ll tell you what, some of the old fellows have come pretty near.

Keats, eh? And Shakespeare. And George Borrow and DeFoe.

We spent a half hour going over names.

We went off to dine together and later walked. He was a little, black, nervous man with ragged locks of hair sticking out from under his hat.

I began talking of his first book.

 

But here is a brief outline of his history. He came from a poor farming family in some English village. He was like all writers. From the very beginning he wanted to write.

He had no education. At twenty he got married.

She must have been a very respectable, nice girl. If I remember rightly she was the daughter of a priest of the Established English Church.

Just the kind he should not have married. But who shall say whom anyone shall love — or marry? She was above him in station. She had been to a woman’s college; she was well educated.

I have no doubt she thought him an ignorant man.

“She thought me a sweet man, too. The hell with that,” he said, speaking of it. “I am not sweet. I hate sweetness.”

We had got to that sort of intimacy, walking in the London night, going now and then into a pub to get a drink.

I remember that we each got a bottle, fearing the pubs would close before we got through talking.

What I told him about myself and my own adventures I can’t remember.

The point is he wanted to make some kind of a pagan out of his woman, and the possibilities weren’t in her.

They had two kids.

Then suddenly he did begin to burst out writing — that is to say, really writing.

You know a man like that. When he writes he writes. He had some kind of a job in his English town. I believe he was a clerk.

Because he was writing, he, of course, neglected his job, his wife, his kids.

He used to walk about the fields at night. His wife scolded. Of course, she was all broken up — would be. No woman can quite bear the absolute way in which a man who has been her lover can sometimes drop her when he is at work.

I mean an artist, of course. They can be first-class lovers. It may be they are the only lovers.

And they are absolutely ruthless about throwing direct personal love aside.

You can imagine that household. The man told me there was a little bedroom upstairs in the house where they were living at that time. This was while he was still in the English town.

The man used to come home from his job and go upstairs. Upstairs he went and locked his door. Often he did not stop to eat, and sometimes he did not even speak to his wife.

He wrote and wrote and wrote and threw away.

Then he lost his job. “The hell,” he said, when he spoke of it.

He didn’t care, of course. What is a job?

What is a wife or child? There must be a few ruthless people in this world.

Pretty soon there was practically no food in the house.

He was upstairs in that room behind the door, writing. The house was small and the children cried. “The little brats,” he said, speaking of them. He did not mean that, of course. I understand what he meant. His wife used to come and sit on the stairs outside the door, back of which he was at work. She cried audibly and the child she had in her arms cried.

“A patient soul, eh?” the English novelist said to me when he told me of it. “And a good soul, too,” he said. “To hell with her,” he also said.

You see, he had begun writing about her. She was what his novel was about, his first one. In time it may prove to be his best one.

Such tenderness of understanding — of her difficulties and her limitations, and such a casual, brutal way of treating her, personally.

Well, if we have a soul, that is worth something, eh?

It got so they were never together a moment without quarreling.

And then one night he struck her. He had forgotten to fasten the door of the room in which he worked. She came bursting in.

And just as he was getting at something about her, some understanding of the reality of her. Any writer will understand the difficulty of his position. In a fury he rushed at her, struck her and knocked her down.

And then, well, she quit him then. Why not? However, he finished the book. It was a real book.

But about his lost novel. He said he came up to London after his wife left him and began living alone. He thought he would write another novel.

You understand that he had got recognition, had been acclaimed.

And the second novel was just as difficult to write as the first. It may be that he was a good deal exhausted.

And, of course, he was ashamed. He was ashamed of the way in which he had treated his wife. He tried to write another novel so that he wouldn’t always be thinking. He told me that, for the next year or two, the words he wrote on the paper were all wooden. Nothing was alive.

Months and months of that sort of thing. He withdrew from people. Well, what about his children? He sent money to his wife and went to see her once.

He said she was living with her father’s people, and he went to her father’s house and got her. They went to walk in the fields. “We couldn’t talk,” he said. “She began to cry and called me a crazy man. Then I glared at her, as I had once done that time I struck her, and she turned and ran away from me back to her father’s house, and I came away.”

Having written one splendid novel, he wanted, of course, to write some more. He said there were all sorts of characters and situations in his head. He used to sit at his desk for hours writing and then go out in the streets and walk as he and I walked together that night.

Nothing would come right for him.

He had got some sort of theory about himself. He said that the second novel was inside him like an unborn child. His conscience was hurting him about his wife and children. He said he loved them all right but did not want to see them again.

Sometimes he thought he hated them. One evening, he said, after he had been struggling like that, and long after he had quit seeing people, he wrote his second novel. It happened like this.

All morning he had been sitting in his room. It was a small room he had rented in a poor part of London. He had got out of bed early, and without eating any breakfast had begun to write. And everything he wrote that morning was also no good.

About three o’clock in the afternoon, as he had been in the habit of doing, he went out to walk. He took a lot of writing-paper with him.

“I had an idea I might begin to write at any time,” he said.

He went walking in Hyde Park. He said it was a clear, bright day, and people were walking about together. He sat on a bench.

He hadn’t eaten anything since the night before. As he sat there he tried a trick. Later I heard that a group of young poets in Paris took up that sort of thing and were profoundly serious about it.

The Englishman tried what is called “automatic writing.”

He just put his pencil on the paper and let the pencil make what words it would.

Of course the pencil made a queer jumble of absurd words. He quit doing that.

There he sat on the bench staring at the people walking past.

He was tired, like a man who has been in love for a long time with some woman he cannot get.

Let us say there are difficulties. He is married or she is. They look at each other with promises in their eyes and nothing happens.

Wait and wait. Most people’s lives are spent waiting.

And then suddenly, he said, he began writing his novel. The theme, of course, was men and women — lovers. What other theme is there for such a man? He told me that he must have been thinking a great deal of his wife and of his cruelty to her. He wrote and wrote. The evening passed and night came. Fortunately, there was a moon. He kept on writing. He said it was the most intense writing he ever did or ever hoped to do. Hours and hours passed. He sat there on that bench writing like a crazy man.

He wrote a novel at one sitting. Then he went home to his room.

He said he never was so happy and satisfied with himself in his life.

“I thought that I had done justice to my wife and to my children, to everyone and everything,” he said. If they did not know it, never would know — what difference would that make?

He said that all the love he had in his being went into the novel.

He took it home and laid it on his desk.

What a sweet feeling of satisfaction to have done — the thing.

Then he went out of his room and found an all-night place where he could get something to eat.

After he got food he walked around the town. How long he walked he didn’t know.

Then he went home and slept. It was daylight by this time. He slept all through the next day.

He said that when he woke up he thought he would look at his novel. “I really knew all the time it wasn’t there,” he said. “On the desk, of course, there was nothing but blank empty sheets of paper.

“Anyway,” he said, “this I know. I never will write such a beautiful novel as that one was.”

When he said it he laughed.

I do not believe there are too many people in the world who will know exactly what he was laughing about.

But why be so arbitrary? There may be even a dozen.


THE FIGHT
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THE MAN — the guest — came up out of the garden to the porch of the house. He had a flat even voice. He was rather bulky. Immediately he began to talk.

The man of the house — his name was John Wilder — had to make a special effort to seem attentive. “Now I shall have to listen to some more of his gabble. He is trying to be polite.”

What the guest had to say amounted to nothing. He spoke of the sunset. The porch of the house faced the west. Yes, yes, there was a sunset. There was a gray stone wall at the end of the garden and, beyond, a hill. On the side of the hill were a few apple trees.

The guest was also named Wilder — Alfred Wilder. He was John Wilder’s cousin.

They were both substantial-looking men. John Wilder was a lawyer, his cousin a scientist who did some sort of experimental work for a large manufacturing company in another city.

The two cousins had not seen each other for several years. Alfred Wilder’s wife was in Europe with his daughter. They were spending the Summer over there.

For years there had been no correspondence between the two men. They were both born in the same Middle-Western American small town. When they were boys they lived on the same street.

There had always been something wrong with their relationship. When they were small boys they always wanted to fight.

They never did. There were other children in both families. The cousins always played together. At Christmas time they gave each other presents. It was presumed they had for each other a cousinly feeling. Some one was always presuming that. The fools!

There was a combined Christmas celebration held by the two families. John had to buy a present for Alfred and Alfred had to buy one for John.

That day at John Wilder’s house, when both men were nearly fifty years old and when Alfred was speaking of the sunset, John was thinking of a Christmas of his youth.

There had been another boy on the street who had a dog with several small puppies. The boy — a special friend — had given one to John. He had been delighted and had taken it home.

But his mother did not like dogs. She would not let him keep it. He stood in tears holding the puppy in his arms. He had been commanded to take it back where he got it, but at the last moment he had an idea.

John’s mother knew his cousin Alfred wanted a dog. John would keep it for a time but give it to his cousin as a Christmas present. It was such a sweet idea. It had just popped into his head. He had never intended to do it.

He would keep the puppy around. His mother would grow fond of it. When he said he would give it to his cousin he was being like the master of a vessel in a storm. He was putting into the nearest port, taking certain chances to save a vessel — or a pup.

He had got the pup in the late Fall. He kept it in the barn back of the house.

He went to see it twenty times a day. At night sometimes he crept out of bed and went to visit the pup.

His mother paid no attention. The pup had made no progress with her. John had another idea. He would so win the affection of the pup that when he gave it to his cousin and his cousin took it home, it would not stay.

The pup would keep on coming back and back. In the end his mother would surrender.

John had heard many stories about the affection of dogs. You win the affection of a dog once and he will never desert you. If you die he will come and howl over your grave.

John had felt like dying when he thought of Alfred owning the pup. He had wanted to die.

If he were dead it would pay his mother out — well, a dead boy buried in the snow. Snow on his grave, a dead pup lying across the grave. It had died of grief. Tears came into John’s eyes when he thought of the scene.

As has been suggested John had got the puppy in the Fall. At Christmas time he had to give it to his cousin and Alfred had given him a cheap watch with a chain. It wasn’t really his gift. His father had to put up the money.

Alfred took the pup home and John waited. It did not come back. He began to hate the pup.

He decided that Alfred had locked it up and went to see. When he got to his cousin’s house his cousin wasn’t at home. He had gone skating.

However, the pup was in the yard. John called but the pup would not come. He just stood wagging his tail. Then he barked as though John were some stranger.

John went away hating the dog. His hatred of his cousin had always been an unreasonable thing in him and he was often ashamed of it.

The pup grew into doghood. It was a shepherd dog.

One day John was in a field near the town. He was sixteen then. He had a gun, his father’s gun, and was out hunting rabbits.

He was in a small wood and suddenly, in a nearby field, he saw the dog. He was a big shaggy fellow now, an ugly-looking dog, John thought. There were sheep in the field. The dog was creeping along a fence toward the sheep.

John had heard of sheep-killing dogs. Just at that time there had been several sheep killed one night in a field near the town.

John went along the fence toward the dog. Of course the dog knew him. He was called “Shep.” When he saw John he began wagging his tail.

Undoubtedly there was a guilty look in the dog’s face. John became stern. It is every good citizen’s duty to kill at sight a sheep-killing dog. John had never thought of the obligation involved in citizenship until that moment. Suddenly he became filled with it. He shot the dog. He had to fire both barrels of a double-barreled gun. The first shot crippled the dog and he howled with pain, but the second shot finished him off.

It was an oddly satisfactory feeling to see him die. John was ashamed of the feeling.

He was ashamed and at the same time glad. How pleasant that he had the excuse of thinking the dog was about to attack the sheep. Of course he could not be quite sure. No one knew he had killed the dog. He told no one. It was discovered later lying dead in the field. There were sheep pastured in the field. . . . Well, Alfred had become attached to the dog and was all broken up.

It wasn’t however because Alfred was particularly affectionate — John knew that. He was just rubbing it in.

He was fond of the dog because he knew in his heart John had not wanted to give it to him. He was that kind.

John wasn’t like that. He remembered Alfred’s present. It was really his uncle’s present. John had lost the watch right away. It slipped out of his pocket. The chain wasn’t fastened. Well, it was a cheap watch.

He might have kept the watch and taken it out of his pocket from time to time when Alfred was about. Neither boy wanted to give the other a present. They had to. Their parents made them.

Taking the watch out of his pocket in that way would have plagued Alfred.

John had felt that, in losing the watch, he had been in some obscure way generous. However, he never boasted of his generosity.

He just knew that Alfred wasn’t generous. After John had given him the pup at Christmas it got sick. It might have died but that Alfred took extra good care of it. He even took it to a veterinary. “It just shows how some people are,” John said to himself.

The two boys had grown up in a small town never having a fight. They left the town and went to different colleges. When they struck out into life they went to different cities.

Their hatred of each other continued. When they grew older and had to communicate with each other — for family reasons — they were always elaborately polite.

When John advanced a little in life — for example, when he served a term in Congress — Alfred wrote to congratulate him. John did the same thing when something good happened to Alfred. Both men got married, but in each case the other found it impossible to go to the wedding.

It happened that both men were a little ill just at that time. It was a coincidence. John was always glad it happened to him first. He used to tell himself that, had he married first and had Alfred been ill, when it came Alfred’s time to marry he would have been there if he had had to get up out of his death bed.

“I would never have let him know how ill I was. Or, at least I would have thought up some other excuse.”

That was just the trouble. Neither man had ever let the other know how he felt.

When they grew older it was more difficult. For years they never corresponded.

And then Alfred came to visit John. John’s house was in a suburb in Chicago and Alfred had some business in the city.

He had merely intended coming to John’s house for a casual call but John had urged him to stay.

The more he hated Alfred the more he kept urging him. That was because he felt guilty. He hated himself for being such a fool.

It had happened also that John’s wife had taken a liking to his cousin Alfred. Sometimes the two sat together for hours. They were both interested in music. John wasn’t. His wife played the piano. Sometimes she played for Alfred all evening. She played a while and then she and Alfred talked. When Alfred’s wife came back from Europe, John’s wife said, they would both have to come for a long visit. They would have to bring their daughter.

John and his wife had no children.

When he heard his wife ask the whole family to visit his house, John cringed. He was quite sure Alfred’s daughter must be a fast, vulgar girl.

John sat in a chair reading a book and Alfred was with his wife in another room. John doubled his fists. His hatred of Alfred amused him sometimes. There was no reason for it. “It’s just silly,” he told himself.

On the evening when the two men were alone together on the porch of the house, John’s wife was not at home. They had dined an hour earlier. Alfred’s visit was almost over. He was leaving in two or three days.

He had said something about the beauty of the sunset and John had nodded his head.

Then both grew silent. The silence lasted a long time. It got rather heavy.

“Let’s go for a walk,” Alfred said.

John did not want to go. He did not know what else to do. His wife had gone to some kind of a women’s club meeting. She would be gone all evening. He hated women’s clubs.

John’s house stood on a bluff that led down to a lake. Beyond a garden wall there was a stairway going down to the beach.

The two men climbed down. It was a Summer night and some young men and women were in bathing.

John and Alfred did not speak to each other going down, and on the beach the silence between them continued. Minutes seemed to become hours.

Well, it wasn’t unbearable. Both men were standing it.

It was all they could stand. They walked a little way along the beach and sat on the sand.

Time passed. Each man was telling himself the same thing. “I am utterly foolish. Here is my cousin. He is all right. What is the matter with him? I had better say, ‘What is the matter with me.’”

They really wanted to fight. It was an absurd idea. They should have done it when they were boys. They were men of fifty, respectable men. Presently the young people on the beach went away. They were alone together.

John got to his feet and Alfred also started to rise. The sand may have been somewhat slippery. He fell against John.

John pushed him violently, sent him sprawling. He had not intended to. He just did it. His hand wouldn’t behave.

Of course, Alfred did not know that John’s act was not premeditated. He hadn’t judgment enough to think things out. A scientist doesn’t have to use judgment as a lawyer does. He just fools around with a lot of chemicals and things.

A man’s hand slips and there you are. It is so easy to misunderstand. As John told himself afterward, Alfred was that kind of a man. He had no understanding.

At bottom that was what was the matter with him. That was why John hated him.

Alfred jumped up from the sand and struck at John. Of course John struck back. A fight started on the beach in the dark.

Both men were past the fighting age. They grunted a great deal. John got a black and blue eye. He made Alfred’s nose bleed. Also he tore Alfred’s clothes.

It was a good thing there was no one about. Both men belonged to athletic clubs in their respective cities. They had seen prize fights. They both tried to be scientific. Afterward each man had to laugh at the spectacle the other made of himself.

They couldn’t keep it up. Pretty soon they both had to stop because they were short-winded.

They were just where they were before the fight. Nothing had changed. The fight had settled nothing.

They went back up the stairs to John’s house, neither man speaking. Then Alfred went to his room and changed his clothes. He packed his bags and went to the phone and called a cab.

He tried to appear calm. John thought he was just acting.

John was in a bathroom nursing his eye when Alfred came downstairs. He was putting cold water on his eye. When Alfred called he had to come. Both men had to smile.

However, they continued hating each other. Each man was laughing at the other.

Alfred made a suggestion. “You tell your wife,” he said, “that I got a telegram and had to leave in a hurry.”

The way he said “your wife” made John furious. She was just as good as any wife Alfred could get. And he had pretended to like John’s wife. The skunk.

And then, almost at once, the cab came and Alfred was gone.

The house felt fine. Of course, John would have to make up a story to explain about his eye. When his wife came in he said that he and Alfred — his cousin — had been down on the beach. When they were coming up he fell and hurt his eye. “I should say you did,” his wife said.

And then Alfred had got the telegram and had to leave. He had just time to catch a train.

John’s wife was rather broken up. She said she had become very fond of Alfred. “I wish I had a cousin,” she said.

She said that when Alfred’s wife and daughter returned from Europe it would be nice to have them all for a long visit.

“Yes,” John said. In spite of the inflamed eye he was so happy he would have agreed to anything. He got out of his wife’s presence as soon as he could and took a walk about the house.

He thought the air of the house felt better in his lungs now that Alfred was gone.

As for the fight he was pretty sure he had got the best of it. Of course, Alfred hadn’t a black eye but John had got in some good body punches.

“He’ll be pretty sore in the morning,” he thought, with satisfaction. As for the visit. Well, if it had to happen it wouldn’t be for a long time. Alfred might have sense enough not to come.

And yet, John was a little in doubt. Alfred might bring his wife and daughter just to get even.

His wife might take a shine to John’s wife.

John himself might like Alfred’s daughter. He was fond of young girls. That thought made him miserable again.

“That would be a pretty mess, now wouldn’t it?”

It would be just like Alfred to have an attractive wife and daughter. It would be a way of showing off, making believe he was himself nice.

John thought his cousin Alfred never had been very nice. He hoped the punches he had got in on Alfred’s body would make him so sore that in the morning on the train he would be unable to get out of his berth.


LIKE A QUEEN
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THERE IS A great deal of talk made about beauty but no one defines it. It clings to some people.

Among women, now . . . the figure is something, of course, the face, the lips, the eyes.

The way the head sits on the shoulders.

The way a woman walks across the room may mean everything.

I myself have seen beauty in the most unexpected places. What has happened to me has happened also to a great many other men.

I remember a friend I had formerly in Chicago. He had something like a nervous breakdown and went down into Missouri — to the Ozark Mountains, I think.

One day he was walking on a mountain road and passed a cabin. It was a poor place with lean dogs in the yard.

There were a great many dirty children, a slovenly woman and one young girl. The young girl had gone from the cabin to a wood-pile in the yard.

She had gathered an armful of wood and was walking toward the house.

There in the road was my friend. He looked up and saw her.

There must have been something — the time, the place, the mood of the man. Ten years later he was still speaking of that woman, of her extraordinary beauty.

 

And there was another man. He was from Central Illinois and was raised on a farm. Later he went to Chicago and became a successful lawyer out there. He was the father of a large family.

The most beautiful woman he ever saw was with some horse traders that passed the farm where he lived as a boy. When he was in his cups one night he told me that all of his night dreams, the kind men have and that are concerned with women, were always concerned with her. He said he thought it was the way she walked. The odd part of it was she had a bruised eye. Perhaps, he said, she was the wife or the mistress of one of the horse traders.

It was a cold day and she was barefooted. The road was muddy. The horse traders, with their wagon, followed by a lot of bony horses, passed the field where the young man was at work. They did not speak to him. You know how such people stare.

And there she came along the road alone.

It may just have been another case of a rare moment for that man.

He had some sort of tool in his hand, a corn-cutting knife, he said. The woman looked at him. The horse traders looked back. They laughed. The corn-cutting knife dropped from his hand. Women must know when they register like that.

And thirty years later she was still registering.

 

All of which brings me to Alice.

Alice used to say the whole problem of life lay in getting past what she called the “times between.”

I wonder where Alice is. She was a stout woman who had once been a singer. Then she lost her voice.

When I knew her she had blue veins spread over her red cheeks and short gray hair. She was the kind of woman who can never keep her stockings up. They were always falling down over her shoes.

She had stout legs and broad shoulders and had grown mannish as she grew older.

Such women can manage. Being a singer, of some fame once, she had made a great deal of money. She spent money freely.

For one thing, she knew a good many very rich men, bankers and others.

They took her advice about their daughters and sons. A son of such a man got into trouble. Well, he got mixed up with some woman, a waitress or a servant. The man sent for Alice. The son was resentful and determined.

The girl might be all right and then again . . .

Alice took the girl’s part. “Now, you look here,” she said to the banker. “You know nothing about people. Those who are interested in people do not get as rich as you have.

“And you do not understand your son either. This affair he has got into. His finest feelings may be involved in this matter.”

Alice simply swept the banker, and perhaps his wife, out of the picture. “You people.” She laughed when she said that.

Of course, the son was immature. Alice did really seem to know a lot about people. She took the boy in hand — went to see the girl.

She had been through dozens of such experiences. For one thing, the boy wasn’t made to feel a fool. Sons of rich men, when they have anything worth while in them, go through periods of desperation, like other young men. They go to college and read books.

Life in such men’s houses is something pretty bad. Alice knew about all that. The rich man may go off and get himself a mistress — the boy’s mother a lover. Such things happen.

Still the people are not so bad. There are all sorts of rich men, just as there are of poor and middle-class men.

After we became friends Alice used to explain a lot of things to me. At that time I was always worried about money. She laughed at me. “You take money too seriously,” she said.

“Money is simply a way of expressing power,” she said. “Men who get rich understand that. They get money, a lot of it, because they aren’t afraid of it.

“The poor man or the middle-class man goes to a banker timidly. That will never do.

“If you have your own kind of power, show your hand. Make the man fear you in your own field. For example, you can write. Your rich man cannot do that. It is quite all right to exercise your own power. Have faith in yourself. If it is necessary to make him a little afraid, do so. The fact that you can do so, that you can express yourself makes you seem strange to him. Suppose you uncovered his life. The average rich man has got his rotten side and his weak side.

“And for Heaven’s sake do not forget that he has his good side.

“You may go at trying to understand such a one like a fool if you want to — I mean with all sorts of preconceived notions. You could show just his rottenness, a distorted picture, ruin his vanity.

“Your poor man, or your small merchant or lawyer. Such men haven’t the temptations as regards women, for example, that rich men have. There are plenty of women grafters about — some of them are physically beautiful, too.

“The poor man or the middle-class man goes about condemning the rich man for the rotten side of his life, but what rottenness is there in him?

“What secret desires has he, what greeds, buried under a placid, commonplace face?”

In the matter of the rich man’s son and the woman he had got involved with, Alice in some way did manage to get at the bottom of things.

I gathered that in such affairs she took it for granted people were on the whole better than others thought them or than they thought themselves. She made the idea seem more reasonable than you would ever have thought possible.

It may be that Alice really had brains. I have met few enough people I thought had.

Most people are so one-sided, so specialized. They can make money, or fight prize-fights or paint pictures, or they are men who are physically attractive and can get women who are physically beautiful, women who can tie men up in knots.

Or they are just plain dubs. There are plenty of dubs everywhere.

Alice swept dubs aside; she did not bother with them. She could be as cruel as a cold wind.

She got money when she wanted it. She lived around in fine houses.

Once she got a thousand dollars for me. I was in New York and broke. One day I was walking on Fifth Avenue. You know how a writer is when he cannot write. Months of that for me. My money gone. Everything I wrote was dead.

I had grown a little shabby. My hair was long and I was thin.

Lots of times I have thought of suicide when I cannot write. Every writer has such times.

Alice took me to a man in an office building. “You give this man a thousand dollars.”

“What the devil, Alice? What for?”

“Because I say so. He can write, just as you can make money. He has talent. He is discouraged now, is on his uppers. He has lost his pride in life, in himself. Look at the poor fool’s lips trembling.”

It was quite true. I was in a bad state.

In me a great surge of love for Alice. Such a woman! She became beautiful to me.

She was talking to the man.

“The only value I can be to you is now and then when I do something like this.”

“Like what?”

“When I tell you where and how you can use a thousand dollars and use it sensibly.

“To give it to a man who is as good as yourself, who is better. When he is down — when his pride is low.”

 

Alice came from the mountains of East Tennessee. You would not believe it. When she was twenty-four, at the height of her power as a singer, she had seemed tall. The reason I speak of it was that when I knew her she appeared short — and thick.

Once I saw a photograph of her when she was young.

She was half vulgar, half lovely.

She was a mountain woman who could sing. An older man, who had been her lover, told me that at twenty-four and until she was thirty, she was like a queen.

“She walked like a queen,” he said. To see her walk across a room or across the stage was something not to be forgotten.

She had lovers, a dozen of them in her time.

Then she had a bad period — for two years she drank and gambled.

Her life had apparently become useless to her and she tried to throw it away.

But people who believe in themselves make others believe. Men who had been lovers of Alice never forgot her. They never went back on her.

They said she gave them something. She was sixty when I knew her.

 

Once she took me up to the Adirondack Mountains. We went together in a big car with a Negro driver to a house that was half a palace. It took us two days to get there.

The whole outfit belonged to some rich man.

It was the time when Alice said she was flat. “I got you something once when you were flat, now you come with me,” she had said when she saw me in New York.

She did not mean flat as regards money. She was spiritually flat.

So we went and stayed alone together in a big house. There were servants there. They had been provided for. I don’t know how.

We had been there for a week and Alice had been silent. One evening we went to walk.

This was a wild country. There was a lake before the house and a mountain at the back.

It was a chilly night with a clear sky and a moon and we walked in a country road.

Then we began to climb the mountains. I can remember Alice’s thick legs and her stockings coming down.

She was short-winded too. She kept stopping to puff and blow.

We plowed on silently like that. Alice, when herself, was seldom silent.

We got clear to the top of the mountain before she spoke.

She talked about what flatness is, how it hits people — floors them. Houses gone all flat, people all flat, life flat. “You think I am courageous,” she said. “The hell with that. I haven’t the courage of a mouse.”

We sat down on a stone and she began to tell me of her life. It was an odd complex story, told in that way, in little jerks by an old woman.

There it was, the whole thing. She had come down out of the Tennessee mountains as a young girl to the city of Nashville, in Tennessee.

She got in with a singing master there who knew she could sing. “Well, I took him as a lover. He wasn’t so bad.”

The man spent money on her; he interested some Nashville rich man.

That man also may have been her lover. Alice did not say. There were plenty of others.

One of them — he must have amounted to less than any of the others — she had loved.

She said he was a young poet. There was something crooked in him. He did sneaking things.

That was when she was past thirty and he was twenty-five. She lost her head, she said, and of course lost him.

It was then she went to drinking, gambled, went broke. She declared she lost him because she loved him too much.

“But why wasn’t he any good? Why did you have to love that sort?”

She did not know why. It had happened.

It must have been the experience that had tempered her.

 

But I was speaking of beauty in people, what an odd thing it is, how it appears, disappears and reappears.

I got a glimpse of it in Alice that night.

It was when we were coming back to the house, from the mountain, down the road.

We were on a hillside and stout Alice in front. There was a muddy stretch of road and then a woods and then an open space.

The moonlight was in the open space and I was in the woods, in the darkness of the woods, but a few steps behind.

She crossed the open space ahead of me and there it was.

The thing lasted but a fleeting second. I think that all of the rich powerful men Alice had known, who had given her money, helped her when she needed help, and who have got so much from her, must have seen what I saw then. It was what the man saw in the woman by the mountain cabin and what the other man saw in the horse trader’s woman in the road.

Alice when she said she was flat wasn’t flat. Alice trying to shake off the memory of an unsuccessful love.

She was walking across the open moonlit stretch of road like a queen, as that man who was once her lover said she used to walk across a room or across a stage.

The mountains out of which she came as a child must have been in her at the moment, and the moon and the night.

Myself in love with her, madly, for a moment.

Is anyone in love longer than that?

Alice shaking her head slightly. There may have been a trick of the light. Her stride lengthened and she became tall, and young. I remember stopping in the woods and staring. I was like the two other men of whom I have spoken. I had a cane in my hand and it fell to the ground. I was like the man in the road and the other man in the field.


THAT SOPHISTICATION
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LONGMAN WAS A man I met in Paris some six or eight years ago. With his wife he had an apartment in the Boulevard Raspail. You climbed up to it with difficulty. There was no elevator.

I am not just sure where I first met him. It might have been in the studio of Madam T. Madam T. was an American woman. She came from Indianapolis. Or was it Dayton?

Anyway, she was said to have been the mistress of the Spanish poet, Sarasen. A dozen people had told me about that. It was when Sarasen was an old man.

But who was Sarasen? I had never heard of him before. I told Mabel Cathers about that. Mabel is from Chicago. She was indignant. “How should you?” she asked. “You do not know Spanish.”

It was quite true. I didn’t.

I suspected that Madam T. had a goiter. She wore a yellow ribbon about her neck. I was frivolous all that Summer. Being with Mabel made me so. When I was in Madam T.’s studio, I was always thinking of a song we used to sing in our Ohio town when I was a boy:

 

“Around her neck, she wore a yellow ribbon,
She wore it all the night and she wore it all the day.
When they asked her why in the hell she wore it,
She wore it for her lover who was far, far away.”

 

It is all right even to have a goiter if you have as much money as Madam T. She wore exquisite gowns.

Someone said that when Sarasen was an old man she took tender and loving care of him. The old giant of literature in his dotage. I wished I could get me one like that. I told Mabel so. We were living at the same little hotel. I presume Mabel’s husband was at home, in Chicago. “But you are no giant and never will be,” she said smiling. She smiled so nicely I didn’t mind what she said.

There was another song also in my head a lot, just at that time. It went like this:

 

“There’s where she stays all day.
I wonder where she stays all night.”

 

That was all I knew of the song.

No chance of keeping track of Mabel. She ran all around Paris, day and night. And she had no French. She was getting culture, sophistication. That was her purpose. She told me so herself. I liked Mabel.

But be that as it may, we will say that I did meet Harry Longman in the studio of Madam T. The house was on the Left Bank. I have forgotten the name of the street. French names never would stick in my head. There was a court, such as you see in old houses in New Orleans. In New Orleans they call them “patios.” The studio occupied all the ground floor. Ralph Cook took me there the first time. But you do not know Ralph. Well, never mind.

Madam T. had bought any number of pictures by European painters, the kind that cost a lot of money. Cezannes, Von Goghs, etc. She had a lot of Monets, I remember.

Cook also had some Monets. He was the son of an American rich man.

Cook had been at Oxford, as a student, taking his degree there I think. He brought a young Englishman back with him.

The Englishman was of the healthy rosy-cheeked sort. He laughed all the time. Life was one grand show for him. He was the son of an English lord and had a title of his own but kept it out of sight. “For God’s sake don’t tell anybody that,” he said to me, when I found it out.

He delighted in Americans. He, Cook, Mabel, and I went to Madam T.’s together. In the large room downstairs, with the pictures on the wall, many people were gathered. They were, for the most part, mannish women and womanly men. It was to be an afternoon of poetry.

Through an open window we could see into a little court outside. In a corner there was a small structure built of stone. A stone dove perched on it. Someone told us it was a temple of love.

The Englishman liked that. The idea delighted him. He said he would like to get Cook and Mabel to go with him and worship out there. “Come on,” he whispered. “Let’s go and fall on our knees together. Everyone will see us. We will declare love has just come to us.”

Mabel said it wasn’t a subject to be dealt with lightly like that. She did not like the Englishman and told me so afterwards. “He’s too frivolous about sacred things,” she said. I suspected Mabel would have liked being a Madam T. herself. She hadn’t the money.

“Love of what?” growled Cook. He was a big, broad-shouldered young man from somewhere in Texas. At Oxford he had made a record.

The young Englishman was a scholar, too. He seemed to me too light-minded for that, but Cook told me he was all right. “His mind sometimes lights up the whole lecture room over there at Oxford,” Cook said.

On the afternoon when we went to Madam T.’s there was some sort of ceremony going on. A woman got up and read a poem. There was a great deal said about the dove and I did not exactly understand the symbolism. “What do doves do?” I asked Mabel, but she did not know. I think she was ashamed, not being better informed. There was, Cook told me afterwards, a good deal of that sort of talk going on among the English upper classes. “Well, it’s sophistication, isn’t it? That’s what you’re after, isn’t it?” I asked Mabel. She treated my inquiry with scorn.

The young Englishman, Cook had got in with, had told him a good deal about it. He said that at Oxford, after he and Cook got acquainted, they used to walk about and speak of it.

The young Englishman had told Cook he thought such ideas came from living too long at one place — the English living too long in England, the French in France, the Germans in Germany. “The Russians and the Americans are still primitive peoples,” he said. That made Mabel sore. It seemed, to Mabel and me, a kind of slur on our native land, the way Cook explained it.

Europeans are too tired, the Englishman had told Cook. He had a notion people are like this — well, they have apparently to believe that if they move to a new place life will go better with them. A horde of people had come out of Europe to America feeling that way. Americans were still always moving about. It was certainly true of people like Mabel and myself.

The Russians too were great wanderers. They believed in the possibility of the salvation of their race through new forms of government— “all that sort of rot,” the Englishman had said when he talked to Cook. You understand that Mabel and I got all this from Cook, who had certainly learned a lot since he left Texas.

The young Englishman thought the Americans an altogether primitive people. They could still believe in government. They looked toward Heaven as another and more successful America, he thought. They believed in such things as Prohibition, for example.

And it wasn’t, as it sometimes seemed on the surface, merely a matter of a passion for interfering in the lives of others. There was a deep-seated and rather childish belief that all people could be saved.

But what did they mean by “being saved”?

“They meant just what they said when they used the words. They thought vaguely that a good and powerful leader would be found to lead them out of the wilderness of this life.”

“Something as Moses led the Children of Israel out of Egypt, eh?”

“But he is not speaking about Jews,” Mabel said. Afterwards she spoke several times about what an intellectual afternoon it was. She said she thought it was swell. Just the same there was a lot of — shall I say Krafft-Ebing — talk that got over my head and that I know Mabel didn’t get. We had both missed something, not having been enough among the world-weary, I guess.

But I have got a long way from Henry Longman. Now I will come to him.

He came from Cleveland, Ohio. We saw him first, at least I did, that afternoon at Madam T.’s. He was a strange figure there. For one thing he had his wife with him. That, in that place, was strange in itself.

It seemed Cook and the young Englishman had pounced on him. I have already said that he lived in a studio apartment, on the Boulevard Raspail, on the top floor.

It was a six-storied building, six flights of stairs to climb.

Henry’s wife was a big blonde and he was a big man with a fat, red face. Cook had in some way got the low-down on him.

He came from Cleveland where he had got his wife. His father was a candy manufacturer out there.

And his wife’s father was also rich.

The two fathers had been hard-working young men and had got on, in the American world. They both got rich.

Then their son and daughter had got the culture hunger. Their fathers might have been half proud of them, half ashamed. The woman, when she was in college, won a poetry prize. An American magazine, of the better class, published the poem.

Then she married the young man, the son of her father’s friend. They went to live in Paris. They were conducting a salon.

They had taken that top floor, in the old building without an elevator, because it seemed to them artistic.

Their effort was to get the French to come to their place, and they did come, of course. Why not? There was food and drink, an abundance of both.

Longman and his wife spoke little French, about as much as Mabel and I. They couldn’t get the hang of it.

Longman wanted us to think him an Englishman of the upper classes.

He hinted vaguely of an English family, of good blood, ruined, I gathered. “How could that be — his having all of that money?” the young Englishman asked Mabel. He, the young Englishman, had taken a fancy to Mabel. “He thinks you primitive and interesting,” I kept telling her. I knew how to be nasty too. Longman’s father sent him a lot of money and his wife’s father sent her some money and — having all of that money — they fancied the idea of seeming poor. “We are dreadfully in debt,” Longman’s wife was always saying.

As she said it, we sat drinking the most expensive wines to be had in France.

They had a crowd always about — feeding people as they did, wining them.

The wine was brought in. It was opened and a glass poured for the blonde wife. She always made a wry face at the first taste. “Henry,” she said sharply to her husband, “I think the wine is slightly corked.” Mabel thought it was grand technique. It was a word the blonde had got hold of. When she said it her husband ran to her. We were in a large studio room, built for a painter. There was a glass roof. In the corner there was a cheap sink, such as you see in American small hotels. The husband, with a look of horror on his face, ran and poured the wine down the sink.

Expensive wine going off like that. I could see Mabel shiver. “I’ll bet Mabel is a good economical housewife at home,” Cook whispered to me.

Longman began to talk. He liked to give the impression that he was in Paris on some important mission, say, for the British government — for Downing Street, say. He didn’t exactly say so.

And he referred to a book — one, you were to understand he was writing or had written. I couldn’t get that clear. He did not say, “My Life of Napoleon” or “My Secrets of Downing Street.” Just how did he get it across? There was the distinct impression left that he had written several important works. He was like an author, too modest really to refer directly to his work.

We got all that, going on day after day, month after month.

The Americans from Cleveland pretending to themselves they were important people, the guests pretending they were important.

They, the guests, pretending they had important reasons for being in Paris. A little string of lies, each telling the other a lie.

Why not? I went there on several occasions with Cook, Mabel and the young Englishman. Every evening the same thing happened.

Mabel, Cook and I got a little tired of the young Englishman sometimes, and Mabel let him know it. It was a little hard on him and Cook. Cook had to decide whether he wanted to stick to the Englishman or to us. He stuck to us — on account of Mabel, of course.

He said it was a fair sight to see the way Mabel could cut people out of our herd. We did make up a small herd, the crowd of us at our cheap Left Bank hotel. Cook came to live there and we got three or four more — males, you may be sure.

We all used to go to Longman’s a lot. There was good food and good wine and we all liked to hear Longman’s wife say the wine was corked. She always said it at the first taste of the first bottle after we arrived. When someone else came in, she said it again. Mabel said she was sorry we had Prohibition in America. She would have liked, she said, to spring it on the folks at home, but it would cost too much.

She said she had come to Europe, as we all had, to get sophistication and that she thought she was getting it. Cook and I and several others tried to give her some.

She said the trouble was that the more sophistication she got the more she felt like Chicago. She said it was almost like being in Chicago, the sophistication she picked up after four or five other Americans, all of them men, began living with us at our hotel.

“I might have saved my husband all this money and got all this sophistication I’m getting, or anyway all I needed, right in Chicago,” she declared several times during that Summer.


IN A STRANGE TOWN
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A MORNING IN a country town in a strange place. Everything is quiet. No, there are sounds. Sounds assert themselves. A boy whistles. I can hear the sound here, where I stand, at a railroad station. I have come away from home. I am in a strange place. There is no such thing as silence. Once I was in the country. I was at the house of a friend. “You see, there is not a sound here. It is absolutely silent.” My friend said that because he was used to the little sounds of the place, the humming of insects, the sound of falling water — far-off — the faint clattering sound of a man with a machine in the distance, cutting hay. He was accustomed to the sounds and did not hear them. Here, where I am now, I hear a beating sound. Some one has hung a carpet on a clothesline and is beating it. Another boy shouts, far off— “A-ho, a-ho.”

It is good to go and come. You arrive in a strange place. There is a street facing a railroad track. You get off a train with your bags. Two porters fight for possession of you and the bags as you have seen porters do with strangers in your own town.

As you stand at the station there are things to be seen. You see the open doors of the stores on the street that faces the station. People go in and out. An old man stops and looks. “Why, there is the morning train,” his mind is saying to him.

The mind is always saying such things to people. “Look, be aware,” it says. The fancy wants to float free of the body. We put a stop to that.

Most of us live our lives like toads, sitting perfectly still, under a plantain leaf. We are waiting for a fly to come our way. When it comes out darts the tongue. We nab it.

That is all. We eat it.

But how many questions to be asked that are never asked. Whence came the fly? Where was he going?

The fly might have been going to meet his sweetheart. He was stopped; a spider ate him.

The train on which I have been riding, a slow one, pauses for a time. All right, I’ll go to the Empire House. As though I cared.

It is a small town — this one — to which I have come. In any event I’ll be uncomfortable here. There will be the same kind of cheap brass beds as at the last place to which I went unexpectedly like this — with bugs in the bed perhaps. A traveling salesman will talk in a loud voice in the next room. He will be talking to a friend, another traveling salesman. “Trade is bad,” one of them will say. “Yes, it’s rotten.”

There will be confidences about women picked up — some words heard, others missed. That is always annoying.

But why did I get off the train here at this particular town? I remember that I had been told there was a lake here — that there was fishing. I thought I would go fishing.

Perhaps I expected to swim. I remember now.

“Porter, where is the Empire House? Oh, the brick one. All right, go ahead. I’ll be along pretty soon. You tell the clerk to save me a room, with a bath, if they have one.”

 

I remember what I was thinking about. All my life, since that happened, I have gone off on adventures like this. A man likes to be alone sometimes.

Being alone doesn’t mean being where there are no people. It means being where people are all strangers to you.

 

There is a woman crying there. She is getting old, that woman. Well, I am myself no longer young. See how tired her eyes are. There is a younger woman with her. In time that younger woman will look exactly like her mother.

She will have the same patient, resigned look. The skin will sag on her cheeks that are plump now. The mother has a large nose and so has the daughter.

There is a man with them. He is fat and has red veins in his face. For some reason I think he must be a butcher.

He has that kind of hands, that kind of eyes.

I am pretty sure he is the woman’s brother. Her husband is dead. They are putting a coffin on the train.

They are people of no importance. People pass them casually. No one has come to the station to be with them in their hour of trouble. I wonder if they live here. Yes, of course they do. They live somewhere, in a rather mean little house, at the edge of town, or perhaps outside the town. You see the brother is not going away with the mother and daughter. He has just come down to see them off.

They are going, with the body, to another town where the husband, who is dead, formerly lived.

The butcher-like man has taken his sister’s arm. That is a gesture of tenderness. Such people make such gestures only when someone in the family is dead.

The sun shines. The conductor of the train is walking along the station platform and talking to the station-master. They have been laughing loudly, having their little joke.

That conductor is one of the jolly sort. His eyes twinkle, as the saying is. He has his little joke with every station-master, every telegraph operator, baggage man, express man, along the way. There are all kinds of conductors of passenger trains.

There, you see, they are passing the woman whose husband has died and is being taken away somewhere to be buried. They drop their jokes, their laughter. They become silent.

A little path of silence made by that woman in black and her daughter and the fat brother. The little path of silence has started with them at their house, has gone with them along streets to the railroad station, will be with them on the train and in the town to which they are going. They are people of no importance, but they have suddenly become important.

They are symbols of Death. Death is an important, a majestic thing, eh?

 

How easily you can comprehend a whole life, when you are in a place like this, in a strange place, among strange people. Everything is so much like other towns you have been in. Lives are made up of little series of circumstances. They repeat themselves, over and over, in towns everywhere, in cities, in all countries.

They are of infinite variety. In Paris, when I was there last year, I went into the Louvre. There were men and women there, making copies of the works of the old masters that were hung on the walls. They were professional copyists.

They worked painstakingly, were trained to do just that kind of work, very exactly.

And yet no one of them could make a copy. There were no copies made.

The little circumstances of no two lives anywhere in the world are just alike.

 

You see I have come over into a hotel room now, in this strange town. It is a country-town hotel. There are flies in here. A fly has just alighted on this paper on which I have been writing these impressions. I stopped writing and looked at the fly. There must be billions of flies in the world and yet, I dare say, no two of them are alike.

The circumstances of their lives are not just alike.

 

I think I must come away from my own place on trips, such as I am on now, for a specific reason.

At home I live in a certain house. There is my own household, the servants, the people of my household. I am a professor of philosophy in a college in my town, hold a certain definite position there, in the town life and in the college life.

Conversations in the evening, music, people coming into our house.

Myself going to a certain office, then to a class room where I lecture, seeing people there.

I know some things about these people. That is the trouble with me perhaps. I know something but not enough.

My mind, my fancy, becomes dulled looking at them.

I know too much and not enough.

 

It is like a house in the street in which I live. There is a particular house in that street — in my home town — I was formerly very curious about. For some reason the people who lived in it were recluses. They seldom came out of their house and hardly ever out of the yard, into the street.

Well, what of all that?

My curiosity was aroused. That is all.

I used to walk past the house with something strangely alive in me. I had figured out this much. An old man with a beard and a white-faced woman lived there. There was a tall hedge and once I looked through. I saw the man walking nervously up and down, on a bit of lawn, under a tree. He was clasping and unclasping his hands and muttering words. The doors and shutters of the mysterious house were all closed. As I looked, the old woman with the white face opened the door a little and looked out at the man. Then the door closed again. She said nothing to him. Did she look at him with love or with fear in her eyes? How do I know? I could not see.

Another time I heard a young woman’s voice, although I never saw a young woman about the place. It was evening and the woman was singing — a rather sweet young woman’s voice it was.

 

There you are. That is all. Life is more like that than people suppose. Little odd fragmentary ends of things. That is about all we get. I used to walk past that place all alive, curious. I enjoyed it. My heart thumped a little.

I heard sounds more distinctly, felt more.

 

I was curious enough to ask my friends along the street about the people.

“They’re queer,” people said.

Well, who is not queer?

The point is that my curiosity gradually died. I accepted the queerness of the life of that house. It became a part of the life of my street. I became dulled to it.

 

I have become dulled to the life of my own house, or my street, to the lives of my pupils.

“Where am I? Who am I? Whence came I?” Who asks himself these questions any more?

 

There is that woman I saw taking her dead husband away on the train. I saw her only for a moment before I walked over to this hotel and came up to this room (an entirely commonplace hotel room it is) but here I sit, thinking of her. I reconstruct her life, go on living the rest of her life with her.

Often I do things like this, come off alone to a strange place like this. “Where are you going?” my wife says to me. “I am going to take a bath,” I say.

My wife thinks I am a bit queer too, but she has grown used to me. Thank God, she is a patient and a good-natured woman.

“I am going to bathe myself in the lives of people about whom I know nothing.”

I will sit in this hotel until I am tired of it and then I will walk in strange streets, see strange houses, strange faces. People will see me.

Who is he?

He is a stranger.

 

That is nice. I like that. To be a stranger sometimes, going about in a strange place, having no business there, just walking, thinking, bathing myself.

To give others, the people here in this strange place, a little jump at the heart too — because I am something strange.

Once, when I was a young man I would have tried to pick up a girl. Being in a strange place, I would have tried to get my jump at the heart out of trying to be with her.

Now I do not do that. It is not because I am especially faithful — as the saying goes — to my wife, or that I am not interested in strange and attractive women.

It is because of something else. It may be that I am a bit dirty with life and have come here, to this strange place, to bathe myself in strange life and get clean and fresh again.

 

And so I walk in such a strange place. I dream. I let myself have fancies. Already I have been out into the street, into several streets of this town and have walked about. I have aroused in myself a little stream of fresh fancies, clustered about strange lives, and as I walked, being a stranger, going along slowly, carrying a cane, stopping to look into stores, stopping to look into the windows of houses and into gardens, I have, you see, aroused in others something of the same feeling that has been in me.

I have liked that. Tonight, in the houses of this town, there will be something to speak of.

“There was a strange man about. He acted queerly. I wonder who he was.”

“What did he look like?”

An attempt to delve into me too, to describe me. Pictures being made in other minds. A little current of thoughts, fancies, started in others, in me too.

 

I sit here in this room in this strange town, in this hotel, feeling oddly refreshed. Already I have slept here. My sleep was sweet. Now it is morning and everything is still. I dare say that, some time today, I shall get on another train and go home.

 

But now I am remembering things.

Yesterday, in this town, I was in a barber shop. I got my hair cut. I hate getting my hair cut.

“I am in a strange town, with nothing to do, so I’ll get my hair cut,” I said to myself as I went in.

A man cut my hair. “It rained a week ago,” he said. “Yes,” I said. That is all the conversation there was between us.

However, there was other talk in that barber shop, plenty of it.

A man had been here in this town and had passed some bad checks. One of them was for ten dollars and was made out in the name of one of the barbers in the shop.

The man who passed the checks was a stranger, like myself. There was talk of that.

A man came in who looked like President Coolidge and had his hair cut.

Then there was another man who came for a shave. He was an old man with sunken cheeks and for some reason looked like a sailor. I dare say he was just a farmer. This town is not by the sea.

There was talk enough in there, a whirl of talk.

 

I came out thinking.

Well, with me it is like this. A while ago I was speaking of a habit I have formed of going suddenly off like this to some strange place. “I have been doing it ever since it happened,” I said. I used the expression “it happened.”

Well, what happened?

Not so very much.

A girl got killed. She was struck by an automobile. She was a girl in one of my classes.

She was nothing special to me. She was just a girl — a woman, really — in one of my classes. When she was killed I was already married.

 

She used to come into my room, into my office. We used to sit in there and talk.

We used to sit and talk about something I had said in my lecture.

“Did you mean this?”

“No, that is not exactly it. It is rather like this.”

I suppose you know how we philosophers talk. We have almost a language of our own. Sometimes I think it is largely nonsense.

I would begin talking to that girl — that woman — and on and on I would go. She had gray eyes. There was a sweet serious look on her face.

 

Do you know, sometimes, when I talked to her like that (it is, I am pretty sure, all nonsense), well, I thought . . .

Her eyes seemed to me sometimes to grow a little larger as I talked to her. I had a notion she did not hear what I said.

I did not care much.

I talked so that I would have something to say.

Sometimes, when we were together that way, in my office in the college building, there would come odd times of silence.

 

No, it was not silence. There were sounds.

There was a man walking in a hallway, in the college building outside my door. Once when this happened I counted the man’s footsteps. Twenty-six, twenty-seven, twenty-eight.

I was looking at the girl — the woman — and she was looking at me.

 

You see I was an older man. I was married.

I am not such an attractive man. I did, however, think she was very beautiful. There were plenty of young fellows about.

 

I remember now that when she had been with me like that — after she had left — I used to sit sometimes for hours alone in my office, as I have been sitting here, in this hotel room, in a strange town.

 

I sat thinking of nothing. Sounds came in to me. I remembered things of my boyhood.

I remembered things about my courtship and my marriage. I sat like that dumbly, a long time.

I was dumb, but I was at the same time more aware than I had ever been in my life.

It was at that time I got the reputation with my wife of being a little queer. I used to go home, after sitting dumbly like that, with that girl, that woman, and I was even more dumb and silent when I got home.

 

“Why don’t you talk?” my wife said.

“I’m thinking,” I said.

I wanted her to believe that I was thinking of my work, my studies. Perhaps I was.

 

Well, the girl, the woman, was killed. An automobile struck her when she was crossing a street. They said she was absent-minded — that she walked right in front of a car. I was in my office, sitting there, when a man, another professor, came in and told me. “She is quite dead, was quite dead when they picked her up,” he said.

“Yes.” I dare say he thought I was pretty cold and unsympathetic — a scholar, eh, having no heart.

“It was not the driver’s fault. He was quite blameless.”

“She walked right out in front of the car?”

“Yes.”

I remember that at the moment I was fingering a pencil. I did not move. I must have been sitting like that for two or three hours.

I got out and walked. I was walking when I saw a train. So I got on.

Afterward I telephoned to my wife. I don’t remember what I told her at that time.

It was all right with her. I made some excuse. She is a patient and a good-natured woman. We have four children. I dare say she is absorbed in the children.

I came to a strange town and I walked about there. I forced myself to observe the little details of life. That time I stayed three or four days and then I went home.

 

At intervals I have been doing the same thing ever since. It is because at home I grow dull to little things. Being in a strange place like this makes me more aware. I like it. It makes me more alive.

 

So you see, it is morning and I have been in a strange town, where I know no one and where no one knows me.

As it was yesterday morning, when I came here, to this hotel room, there are sounds. A boy whistles in the street. Another boy, far off, shouts “A-ho.”

There are voices in the street, below my window, strange voices. Some one, somewhere in this town, is beating a carpet. I hear the sound of the arrival of a train. The sun is shining.

I may stay here in this town another day or I may go on to another town. No one knows where I am. I am taking this bath in life, as you see, and when I have had enough of it I shall go home feeling refreshed.


THESE MOUNTAINEERS
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WHEN I HAD lived in the Southwest Virginia mountains for some time, people of the North, when I went up there, used to ask me many questions about the mountain people. They did it whenever I went to the city. You know how people are. They like to have everything ticketed.

The rich are so and so, the poor are so and so, the politicians, the people of the Western Coast. As though you could draw one figure and say— “there it is. That’s it.”

The men and women of the mountains were what they were. They were people. They were poor whites. That certainly meant that they were white and poor. Also they were mountaineers.

After the factories began to come down into this country, into Virginia, Tennessee and North Carolina, a lot of them went, with their families, to work in the factories and to live in mill towns. For a time all was peace and quiet, and then strikes broke out. Every one who reads newspapers knows about that. There was a lot of writing in newspapers about these mountain people. Some of it was pretty keen.

But there had been a lot of romancing about them before that. That sort of thing never did any one much good.

So I was walking alone in the mountains and had got down into what in the mountain country is called “a hollow.” I was lost. I had been fishing for trout in mountain streams and was tired and hungry. There was a road of a sort I had got into. It would have been difficult to get a car over that road. “This ought to be a good whisky-making country,” I thought.

In the hollow along which the road went I came to a little town. Well, now, you would hardly call it a town. There were six or eight little unpainted frame houses and, at a cross roads, a general store.

The mountains stretched away, above the poor little houses. On both sides of the road were the magnificent hills. You understand, when you have been down there, why they are called the “Blue Ridge.” They are always blue, a glorious blue. What a country it must have been before the lumber men came! Over near my place in the mountains men were always talking of the spruce forests of former days. Many of them worked in the lumber camps. They speak of soft moss into which a man sank almost to the knees, the silence of the forest, the great trees.

The great forest is gone now, but the young trees are growing. Much of the country will grow nothing but timber.

The store before which I stood that day was closed, but an old man sat on a little porch in front. He said that the storekeeper also carried the mail and was out on his route but that he would be back and open his store in an hour or two.

I had thought I might at least get some cheese and crackers or a can of sardines.

The man on the porch was old. He was an evil-looking old man. He had gray hair and a gray beard and might have been seventy, but I could see that he was a tough-bodied old fellow.

I asked my way back over the mountain to the main road and had started to move off up the hollow when he called to me. “Are you the man who has moved in here from the North and has built a house in here?”

There is no use my trying to reproduce the mountain speech. I am not skilled at it.

The old man invited me to his house to eat. “You don’t mind eating beans, do you?” he asked.

I was hungry and would be glad to have beans. I would have eaten anything at the moment. He said he hadn’t any woman, that his old woman was dead. “Come on,” he said, “I think I can fix you up.”

We went up a path, over a half mountain and into another hollow, perhaps a mile away. It was amazing. The man was old. The skin on his face and neck was wrinkled like an old man’s skin and his legs and body were thin, but he walked at such a pace that to follow him kept me panting.

It was a hot, still day in the hills. Not a breath of air stirred. That old man was the only being I saw that day in that town. If any one else lived there he had kept out of sight.

The old man’s house was on the bank of another mountain stream. That afternoon, after eating with him, I got some fine trout out of the stream.

But this isn’t a fishing story. We went to his house.

It was dirty and small and seemed about to fall down. The old man was dirty. There were layers of dirt on his old hands and on his wrinkled neck. When we were in the house, which had but one room on the ground floor, he went to a small stove. “The fire is out,” he said. “Do you care if the beans are cold?”

“No,” I said. By this time I did not want any beans and wished I had not come. There was something evil about this old mountain man. Surely the romancers could not have made much out of him.

Unless they played on the Southern hospitality chord. He had invited me there. I had been hungry. The beans were all he had.

He put some of them on a plate and put them on a table before me. The table was a home-made one covered with a red oil cloth, now quite worn. There were large holes in it. Dirt and grease clung about the edges of the holes. He had wiped the plate, on which he had put the beans, on the sleeve of his coat.

But perhaps you have not eaten beans prepared in the mountains, in the mountain way. They are the staff of life down there. Without beans there would be no life in some of the hills. The beans are, when prepared by a mountain woman and served hot, often delicious. I do not know what they put in them or how they cook them, but they are unlike any beans you will find anywhere else in the world.

As Smithfield ham, when it is real Smithfield ham, is unlike any other ham.

But beans cold, beans dirty, beans served on a plate wiped on the sleeve of that coat . . .

I sat looking about. There was a dirty bed in the room in which we sat and an open stairway, leading up to the room above.

Some one moved up there. Some one walked barefooted across the floor. There was silence for a time and then it happened again.

You must get the picture of a very hot still place between hills. It was June. The old man had become silent. He was watching me. Perhaps he wanted to see whether or not I was going to scorn his hospitality. I began eating the beans with a dirty spoon. I was many miles away from any place I had ever been before.

And then there was that sound again. I had got the impression that the old man had told me his wife was dead, that he lived alone.

How did I know it was a woman upstairs? I did know.

“Have you got a woman up there?” I asked. He grinned, a toothless malicious grin, as though to say, “Oh, you’re curious, eh?”

And then he laughed, a queer cackle.

“She ain’t mine,” he said.

We sat in silence after that and then there was the sound again. I heard bare feet walking across a plank floor.

Now the feet were descending the crude open stairs. Two legs appeared, two thin, young girl’s legs.

She didn’t look to be over twelve or thirteen.

She came down, almost to the foot of the stairs, and then stopped and sat down.

How dirty she was, how thin, what a wild look she had! I have never seen a wilder-looking creature. Her eyes were bright. They were like the eyes of a wild animal.

And, at that, there was something about her face. In many of these young mountain faces there is a look it is difficult to explain — it is a look of breeding, of aristocracy. I know no other word for the look.

And she had it.

And now the two were sitting there, and I was trying to eat. Suppose I rose and threw the dirty beans out at the open door. I might have said, “Thank you, I have enough.” I didn’t dare.

But perhaps they weren’t thinking of the beans. The old man began to speak of the girl, sitting ten feet from him, as though she were not there.

“She ain’t mine,” he said. “She came here. Her pop died. She ain’t got any one.”

I am making a bad job of trying to reproduce his speech.

He was giggling now, a toothless old man’s giggle. “Ha, she won’t eat.

“She’s a hell cat,” he said.

He reached over and touched me on the arm. “You know what. She’s a hell cat. You couldn’t satisfy her. She had to have her a man.

“And she got one too.”

“Is she married?” I asked, half whispering the words, not wanting her to hear.

He laughed at the idea. “Ha. Married, eh?”

He said it was a young man from farther down the hollow. “He lives here with us,” the old man said laughing, and as he said it the girl rose and started back up the stairs. She had said nothing, but her young eyes had looked at us, filled with hatred. As she went up the stairs the old man kept laughing at her, his queer, high-pitched, old man’s laugh. It was really a giggle. “Ha, she can’t eat. When she tries to eat she can’t keep it down. She thinks I don’t know why. She’s a hell cat. She would have a man and now she’s got one.

“Now she can’t eat.”

I fished in the creek in the hollow during the afternoon and toward evening began to get trout. They were fine ones. I got fourteen of them and got back over a mountain and into the main road before dark.

What took me back into the hollow I don’t know. The face of the girl possessed me.

And then there was good trout fishing there. That stream at least had not been fished out.

When I went back I put a twenty-dollar bill in my pocket. “Well,” I thought — I hardly know what I did think. There were notions in my head, of course.

The girl was very, very young.

“She might have been kept there by that old man,” I thought, “and by some young mountain rough. There might be a chance for her.”

I thought I would give her the twenty dollars. “If she wants to get out perhaps she can,” I thought. Twenty dollars is a lot of money in the hills.

It was just another hot day when I got in there again and the old man was not at home. At first I thought there was no one there. The house stood alone by a hardly discernible road and near the creek. The creek was clear and had a swift current. It made a chattering sound.

I stood on the bank of the creek before the house and tried to think.

“If I interfere . . .”

Well, let’s admit it. I was a bit afraid. I thought I had been a fool to come back.

And then the girl suddenly came out of the house and came toward me. There was no doubt about it. She was that way. And unmarried, of course.

At least my money, if I could give it to her, would serve to buy her some clothes. The ones she had on were very ragged and dirty. Her feet and legs were bare. It would be winter by the time the child was born.

A man came out of the house. He was a tall young mountain man. He looked rough. “That’s him,” I thought. He said nothing.

He was dirty and unkempt as the old man had been and as the child was.

At any rate she was not afraid of me. “Hello, you are back here,” she said. Her voice was clear.

Just the same I saw the hatred in her eyes. I asked about the fishing. “Are the trout biting?” I asked. She had come nearer me now, and the young man had slouched back into the house.

Again I am at a loss about how to reproduce her mountain speech. It is peculiar. So much is in the voice.

Hers was cold and clear and filled with hatred.

“How should I know? He” (indicating with a gesture of her hand the tall slouching figure who had gone into the house) “is too damn’ lazy to fish.

“He’s too damn’ lazy for anything on earth.”

She was glaring at me.

“Well,” I thought, “I will at least try to give her the money.” I took the bill in my hand and held it toward her. “You will need some clothes,” I said. “Take it and buy yourself some clothes.”

It may have been that I had touched her mountain pride. How am I to know? The look of hatred in her eyes seemed to grow more intense.

“You go to hell,” she said. “You get out of here. And don’t you come back in here again.”

She was looking hard at me when she said this. If you have never known such people, who live like that, “on the outer fringe of life,” as we writers say (you may see them sometimes in the tenement districts of cities as well as in the lonely and lovely hills) — such a queer look of maturity in the eyes of a child. . . .

It sends a shiver through you. Such a child knows too much and not enough. Before she went back into the house she turned and spoke to me again. It was about my money.

She told me to put it somewhere, I won’t say where. The most modern of modern writers has to use some discretion.

Then she went into the house. That was all. I left. What was I to do? After all, a man looks after his hide. In spite of the trout I did not go fishing in that hollow again.


A SENTIMENTAL JOURNEY
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MY FRIEND DAVID, with his wife, Mildred, came to live in the hills. She was a delicate little woman. I used to go often to the cabin they had rented. Although David is a scholar, he and a mountain man, named Joe, a man much older than David, became friends. I sat in their cabin one evening, after I had first met David, while he told me the story. Joe was not there and Mildred was in the kitchen at work.

Joe is a thin mountain man of forty with the straight wiry figure of a young boy. David spoke of the first time he ever saw the man. He said: “I remember that he frightened me. It was a day last Fall, when we had first come in here, and I was on the gray horse riding the hills.

“I was a little nervous. You know how it is. Romantic tales of mountain men shooting strangers from behind trees or from wooded mountain-sides floated through my mind. Suddenly, out of an old timber road, barely discernible, leading off up into the hills, he emerged.

“He was mounted on a beautifully gaited but bony bay horse, and while I admired the horse’s gait I feared the rider.

“What a fierce-looking man! Stories of men taken for Federal agents and killed by such fellows on lonely roads became suddenly real. His face was long and lean and he had a huge nose. His thin cheeks had not been shaved for weeks. He had on, I remember, an old wide-brimmed black hat, pulled well down over his eyes, and the eyes were cold and gray. The eyes stared at me. They were as cold as the gray sky overhead.

“Out of the thick golden-brown trees, well up the side of the mountain down which Joe had just come, I saw a thin column of smoke floating up into the sky. ‘He has a still up there,’ I thought. I felt myself in a dangerous position.

“Joe rode past me without speaking. My horse stood motionless in the road. I did not dare take my eyes off the man. ‘He will shoot me in the back,’ I thought. What a silly notion! My hands were trembling. ‘Well,’ I thought. ‘Howdy,’ said Joe.

“Stopping the bay horse he waited for me and we rode together down the mountain-side. He was curious about me. As to whether he had a still concealed in the woods I do not now know and I haven’t asked. No doubt he had.

“And so Joe the mountain-man rode with me to my house here. (It was a log cabin built on the bank of a creek.) Mildred was inside cooking dinner. When we got to the little bridge that crosses the creek I looked at the man who had ridden beside me for half an hour without speaking and he looked at me. ‘‘Light,’ I said, ‘and come in and eat.’ We walked across the bridge toward the house. The night was turning cold. Before we entered the house he touched my arm gently with his long bony hand. He made a motion for me to stop and took a bottle from his coat pocket. I took a sip, but it was raw new stuff and burned my throat. It seemed to me that Joe took a half pint in one great gulp. ‘It’s new, he’ll get drunk,’ I thought, ‘he’ll raise hell in the house.’ I was afraid for Mildred. She had been ill. That was the reason we had come up here, into this country.

“We were sitting here in the house by the fireplace here and could look through that open door. While we ate Mildred was nervous and kept looking at Joe with frightened eyes. There was the open door there, and Joe looked through it and into his hills. Darkness was coming on fast and in the hills a strong wind blew, but it did not come down into this valley. The air above was filled with floating yellow and red leaves. The room here was heavy with late Fall smells and the smell of moon whisky. That was Joe’s breath.

“He was curious about my typewriter and the row of books on the shelves up there along the wall, but the fact that we were living in this old log house put him at his ease. We were not too grand. Mountain men are, as a rule, as you know, uncommunicative, but it turned out that Joe is a talker. He wanted to talk. He said that he had been wanting to come and see us for a long time. Someone had told him we were from distant parts, that we had seen the ocean and foreign lands. He had himself always wanted to go wandering in the big world but had been afraid. The idea of his being frightened of anything seemed absurd. I glanced at Mildred and we both smiled. We were feeling easier.

“And now Joe began to talk to us of his one attempt to go out of these mountains and into the outside world. It hadn’t been successful. He was a hill man and could not escape the hills, had been raised in the hills and had never learned to read or write. He got up and fingered one of my books cautiously and then sat down again. ‘Oh, Lord,’ I thought, ‘the man is lucky.’ I had just read the book he had touched and after the glowing blurb on the jacket it had been a bitter disappointment.

“He told us that he had got married when he was sixteen and suggested vaguely that there was a reason. There often is, I guess, among these mountain people. Although he is yet a young man he is the father of fourteen children. Back in the hills somewhere he owned a little strip of land, some twenty acres, on which he raised corn. Most of the corn, I fancy, goes into whisky. A man who has fourteen children and but twenty acres of land has to scratch hard to live. I imagined that the coming of Prohibition and the rise in the price of moon has been a big help to him.

“That first evening his being with us started his mind reaching out into the world. He began talking of the journey he had once taken — that time he tried to escape from the hills.

“It was when he had been married but a short time and had but six children. Suddenly he decided to go out of the hills and into the broad world. Leaving his wife and five of the children at home in his mountain cabin, he set out — taking with him the oldest, a boy of seven.

“He said he did it because his corn crop had failed and his two hogs had died. It was an excuse. He really wanted to travel. He had a bony horse, and taking the boy on behind him he set out over the hills. I gathered that he had taken the boy because he was afraid he would be too lonely in the big world without some of his family. It was late Fall and the boy had no shoes.

“They went through the hills and down into a plain and then on into other hills and came at last to a coal-mining town where there were also factories. It was a large town. Joe got a job in the mines at once and he got good wages. It must have been a good year. He had never made so much money before. He told us, as though it were a breath-taking statement, that he made four dollars a day.

“It did not cost him much to live. He and the boy slept on the floor in a miner’s cabin. The house in which they slept must have belonged to an Italian. Joe spoke of the people with whom he lived as ‘Tallies.’

“And there was Joe, the mountain man, in the big world and he was afraid. There were the noises in the house at night. Joe and the boy were accustomed to the silence of the hills. In another room, during the evenings, men gathered and sat talking. They drank and began to sing. Sometimes they fought. They seemed as strange and terrible to Joe and his son as these mountain people had seemed at first to Mildred and myself. At night he came home from the mine, having bought some food at a store, and then he and the boy sat on a bench and ate. There were tears of loneliness in the boy’s eyes. Joe hadn’t put him in school. None of his children ever went to school. He was ashamed. He was only staying in the mining country to make money. His curiosity about the outside world was quite gone. How sweet these distant hills now seemed to him!

“On the streets of the mining town crowds of men were going along. There was a huge factory with grim-looking walls. What a noise it made! It kept going night and day. The air was filled with black smoke. Freight trains were always switching up and down a siding near the house where Joe and the boy lay on the floor, under the patched quilts they had brought with them from the hills.

“And then winter came. It snowed and froze and then snowed again. In the hills now the snow would be ten feet deep in places. Joe was hungry for its whiteness. He was working in the mines but he said he did not know how to get his money at the week’s end. He was shy about asking. You had to go to a certain office where they had your name on a book. Joe said he did not know where it was.

“At last he found out. What a lot of money he had! Clutching it in his hand he went to the miner’s house and got the boy. They had left the horse with a small farmer across the plain at the place where the hills began.

“They went there that evening, wading through the deep snow. It was bitter cold. I asked Joe if he had got shoes for the boy and he said ‘no.’ He said that by the time he got ready to start back into the hills it was night and the stores were closed. He figured he had enough money to buy a hog and some corn. He could go back to making whisky, back to these hills. Both he and the boy were half insane with desire.

“He cut up one of the quilts and made a covering for the boy’s feet. Sitting in our house here, as the darkness came, he described the journey.

“It was an oddly dramatic recital. Joe had the gift. There was really no necessity for his starting off in such a rush. He might have waited until the roads were broken after the great snow.

“The only explanation he could give us was that he could not wait and the boy was sick with loneliness.

“And so, since he had been a boy, Joe had wanted to see the outside world, and now, having seen it, he wanted back his hills. He spoke of the happiness of himself and the boy trudging in the darkness in the deep snow.

“There was his woman in his cabin some eighty miles away in the hills. What of her? No one in the family could read or write. She might be getting out of wood. It was absurd. Such mountain women can fell trees as well as a man.

“It was all sentimentality on Joe’s part. He knew that. At midnight he and the boy reached the cabin where they had left the horse and getting on the horse rode all of that night. When they were afraid they would freeze they got off the horse and struggled forward afoot. Joe said it warmed them up.

“They kept it up like that all the way home. Occasionally they came to a mountain cabin where there was a fire.

“Joe said the trip took three days and three nights and that he lost his way but he had no desire to sleep. The boy and the horse had, however, to have rest. At one place, while the boy slept on the floor of a mountain house before a fire and the horse ate and rested in a stable, Joe sat up with another mountain man and played cards from after midnight until four in the morning. He said he won two dollars.

“All the people in the mountain cabins on the way welcomed him and there was but one house where he had trouble. Looking at Mildred and myself, Joe smiled when he spoke of that night. It was when he had lost his way and had got down out of the hills and into a valley. The people of that house were outsiders. They were not hill people. I fancy they were afraid of Joe, as Mildred and I had been afraid, and that being afraid they had wanted to close the door on him and the boy.

“When he stopped at the house and called from the road a man put his head out at a window and told him to go away. The boy was almost frozen. Joe laughed. It was two in the morning.

“What he did was to take the boy in his arms and walk to the front door. Then he put his shoulder to the door and pushed. He got in. There was a little fireplace in a large front room and he went through the house to the back door and got wood.

“The man and his wife, dressed, Joe said, like city folks — that is to say, evidently in night clothes, pajamas perhaps — came to the door of a bedroom and looked at him. What he looked like, standing there in the firelight with the old hat pulled down over his face — the long lean face and the cold eyes — you may imagine.

“He stayed in the house three hours, warming himself and the boy. He went into a stable and fed the horse. The people in the house never showed themselves again. They had taken the one look at Joe and then going quickly back into the bedroom had closed and locked the door.

“Joe was curious. He said it was a grand house. I gathered it was much grander than my place. The whole inside of the house, he said, was like one big grand piece of furniture. Joe went into the kitchen but would not touch the food he found. He said he reckoned the people of the house were higher toned than we were. They were, he said, so high and mighty that he would not touch their food. What they were doing with such a house in that country he did not know. In some places, in the valleys among the hills, he said high-toned people like us were now coming in. He looked at Mildred and smiled when he said that.

“And, anyway, as Joe said, the people of the grand house evidently did not have any better food than he sometimes had at home. He had been curious and had gone into the kitchen and the pantry to look. I looked at Mildred. I was glad he had seemed to like our food.

“And so Joe and the boy were warmed and the horse was fed and they left the house as they had found it, the two strange people, who might also have heard or read tales of the dangerous character of mountain people, trembling in the room in which they had locked themselves.

“They got, Joe said, to their own house late on the next evening and they were almost starved. The snow had grown deeper. After the first heavy snow there had been a rain followed by sleet and then came more snow. In some of the mountain passes he and the boy had to go ahead of the horse, breaking the way.

“They got home at last and Joe did nothing but sleep for two days. He said the boy was all right. He also slept. Joe tried to explain to us that he had taken the desperate trip out of the mining country back into his own hills in such a hurry because he was afraid his wife, back in her cabin in the hills, would be out of firewood, but when he said it he had to smile.

“‘Pshaw,’ he said, grinning sheepishly, ‘there was plenty of wood in the house.’”


A JURY CASE
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THEY HAD A still up in the mountains. There were three of them. They were all tough.

What I mean is they were not men to fool with — at least two of them weren’t.

First of all, there was Harvey Groves. Old man Groves had come into the mountain country thirty years before, and had bought a lot of mountain land.

He hadn’t a cent and had only made a small payment on the land.

Right away he began to make moon whisky. He was one of the kind that can make pretty fair whisky out of anything. They make whisky out of potatoes, buckwheat, rye, corn or whatever they can get — the ones who really know how. One of that kind from here was sent to prison. He made whisky out of the prunes they served the prisoners for breakfast — anyway, he called it whisky. Old man Groves used to sell his whisky down at the lumber mills. There was a big cutting going on over on Briar Top Mountain.

They brought the lumber down the mountain to a town called Lumberville.

Old Groves sold his whisky to the lumberjacks and the manager of the mill got sore. He had old Groves into his office and tried to tell him what was what.

Instead, old Groves told him something. The manager said he would turn old Groves up. What he meant was that he would send the Federal men up the mountains after him, and old Groves told the manager that if a Federal man showed up in his hills he would burn the lumber stacked high about the mills at Lumberville.

He said it and he meant it and the mill manager knew he meant it.

The old man got away with that. He stayed up in his hills and raised a large family. Those at home were all boys. Every one about here speaks of the Groves girls, but what became of them I’ve never heard. They are not here now.

Harvey Groves was a tall, raw-boned young man with one eye. He lost the other one in a fight. He began drinking and raising the devil all over the hills when he was little more than a boy and after the old man died of a cancer, and the old woman died and the land was divided among the sons and sold, and he got his share, he blew it in gambling and drinking.

He went moonshining when he was twenty-five. Cal Long and George Small went in with him. They all chipped in to buy the still.

Nowadays you can make moon whisky in a small still — it’s called “over-night stuff” — about fourteen gallons to the run, and you make a run in one night.

You can sell it fast. There are plenty of men to buy and run it into the coal mining country over east of here. It’s pretty raw stuff.

Cal Long, who went in with Harvey, is a big man with a beard. He is as strong as an ox. They don’t make them any meaner. He seems a peaceful enough man, when he isn’t drinking, but when he starts to drink, look out. He usually carries a long knife and he has cut several men pretty badly. He has been in jail three times.

The third man in the party was George Small. He used to come by our house — lived out our way for a time. He is a small nervous-looking young man who worked, until last Summer, on the farm of old man Barclay. One day last Fall, when I was over on the Barclay road and was sitting under a bridge, fishing, George came along the road.

What was the matter with him that time I’ve never found out.

I was sitting in silence under the bridge and he came along the road making queer movements with his hands. He was giving them a dry wash. His lips were moving. The road makes a turn right beyond the bridge and I could see him coming for almost a half mile before he got to the bridge. I was under the bridge and could see him without his seeing me. When he got close I heard his words. “Oh, my God, don’t let me do it,” he said. He kept saying it over and over. He had got married the Spring before. He might have had some trouble with his wife. I remember her as a small, red-haired woman. I saw the pair together once. George was carrying their baby in his arms and we stopped to talk. The woman moved a little away. She was shy as most mountain women are. George showed me the baby — not more than two weeks old — and it had a wrinkled little old face. It looked ages older than the father and mother but George was fairly bursting with pride while I stood looking at it.

How he happened to go in with men like Harvey Groves and Cal Long is a wonder to me, and why they wanted him is another wonder.

I had always thought of George as a country neurotic — the kind you so often see in cities. He always seemed to me out of place among the men of these hills.

He might have fallen under the influence of Cal Long. A man like Cal likes to bully people physically. Cal liked to bully them spiritually too.

Luther Ford told me a tale about Cal and George. He said that one night in the Winter Cal went to George Small’s house — it is a tumble-down little shack up in the hills — and called George out. The two men went off together to town and got drunk. They came back about two o’clock in the morning and stood in the road before George’s house. I have already told you something about the wife. Luther said that at that time she was sick. She was going to have another baby. A neighbor had told Luther Ford. It was a queer performance, one of the kind of things that happen in the country and that give you the creeps.

He said the two men stood in the road before the house cursing the sick woman inside.

Little nervous George Small walking up and down the road in the snow, cursing his wife — Cal Long egging him on. George strutting like a little rooster. It must have been a sight to see and to make you a little sick seeing. Luther Ford said just hearing about it gave him a queer feeling in the pit of his stomach.

This Spring early these three men went in together, making whisky.

Between Cal and Harvey Groves it was a case of dog eat dog. They had bought the still together, each putting in a third of its cost, and then, one night after they had made and sold two runs, Harvey stole the still from the other two.

Of course Cal set out to get him for that.

There wasn’t any law he and George Small could evoke — or whatever it is you do with a law when you use it to get some man.

It took Cal a week to find out where Harvey had hidden, and was operating, the still, and then he went to find George.

He wanted to get Harvey, but he wanted to get the still too.

He went to George Small’s house and tramped in. George was sitting there and when he saw Cal was frightened stiff. His wife, thinner than ever since her second child was born and half sick, was lying on a bed. In these little mountain cabins there is often but one room and they cook, eat and sleep in it — often a big family.

When she saw Cal, George’s wife began to cry and, very likely, George wanted to cry too.

Cal sat down in a chair and took a bottle out of his pocket. George’s wife says he had been drinking. He gave George a drink, staring at him hard when he offered it, and George had to take it.

George took four or five stiff drinks, not looking again at Cal or at his wife, who lay on the bed moaning and crying, and Cal never said a word.

Then suddenly George jumped up — his hands not doing the dry wash now — and began swearing at his wife.

“You keep quiet, God damn you!” he yelled.

Then he did an odd thing. There were only two chairs in the cabin and Cal Long had been sitting on one and George on the other. When Cal got up George took the chairs, one at a time, and going outside smashed them to splinters against a corner of the cabin.

Cal Long laughed at that. Then he told George to get his shotgun.

George did get it. It was hanging on a hook in the house and was loaded, I presume, and the two went away together into the woods.

Harvey Groves had got bold. He must have thought he had Cal Long bluffed. That’s the weakness of these tough men. They never think any one else is as tough as they are.

Harvey had set the still up in a tiny, half-broken-down old house, on what had once been his father’s land, and was making a daylight run.

He had two guns up there but never got a chance to use either of them.

Cal and George must have just crept up pretty close to the house in the long grass and weeds.

They got up close, George with the gun in his hands, and then Harvey came to the door of the house. He may have heard them. Some of these mountain men, who have been law-breakers since they were small boys, have sharp ears and eyes.

There must have been a terrific moment. I’ve talked with Luther Ford and several others about it. We are all, of course, sorry for George.

Luther, who is something of a dramatist, likes to describe the scene. His version is, to be sure, all a matter of fancy. When he tells the story he kneels in the grass with a stick in his hand. He begins to tremble and the end of the stick wobbles about. He has taken a distant tree for the figure of Harvey Groves, now dead. When he tells of the scene in that way, all of us standing about and, in spite of the ridiculous figure Luther cuts, a little breathless, he goes on for perhaps five seconds, wobbling the stick about, apparently utterly helpless and frightened and then his figure suddenly seems to stiffen and harden.

Luther could do it better if he wasn’t built as he is — long and loose-jointed, whereas George Small, whose part in the tragedy he is playing, is small, and, as I have said, nervous and rather jerky.

But Luther does what he can, saying in a low voice to us others standing and looking, “Now, Cal Long has touched me on the shoulder.”

The idea, you understand, is that the two men have crept up to the lonely little mountain house in the late afternoon, George Small creeping ahead with the heavily loaded shotgun in his hands, really being driven forward by Cal Long, creeping at his heels, a man, Luther explains, simply too strong for him, and that, at the fatal moment, when they faced Harvey Groves, and I presume had to shoot or be shot, and George weakened, Cal Long just touched George on the shoulder.

The touch, you see, according to Luther’s notion, was a command.

It said, “Shoot!” and George’s body stiffened, and he shot.

He shot straight, too.

There was a piece of sheet-iron lying by the door of the house. What it was doing there I don’t know. It may have been some part of the stolen still. In the fraction of a second that Harvey Groves had to live he snatched it up and tried to hold it up before his body.

The shot tore right through the metal and through Harvey Groves’ head and through a board back of his head. The gun may not have been loaded when George Small brought it from his house. Cal Long may have loaded it.

Anyway Harvey Groves is dead. He died, Luther says, like a rat, in a hole — just pitched forward and flopped around a little and died. How a rat in a hole, when he dies, can do much flopping around I don’t know.

After the killing, of course, Cal and George ran, but before they did any running Cal took the gun out of George Small’s hands and threw it in the grass.

That, Luther says, was to show just whose gun did the killing.

They ran and, of course, they hid themselves.

There wasn’t any special hurry. They had shot Harvey Groves in that lonely place and he might not have been found for days but that George Small’s wife, being sick and nervous, just as he is, ran down into town, after Cal and George had left their place, and went around to the stores crying and wringing her hands like a little fool, telling every one that her husband and Cal Long were going to kill some one.

Of course, that stirred every one up.

There must have been people in town who knew that Cal and George and Harvey had been in together and what they had been up to.

They found the body the next morning — the shooting had happened about four in the afternoon — and they got George Small that next afternoon.

Cal Long had stayed with him until he got tired of it and then had left him to shift for himself. They haven’t got Cal yet. A lot of people think they never will get him. “He’s too smart,” Luther Ford says.

They got George sitting beside a road over on the other side of the mountains. He says Cal Long stopped an automobile driving past, a Ford, stopped the driver with a revolver he had in his pocket all the time.

They haven’t even found the man who drove the Ford. It may be he was some one who knows Cal and is afraid.

Anyway, they have got George Small in jail over at the county seat and he tells every one he did the killing and sits and moans and rubs his funny little hands together and keeps saying over and over, “God, don’t let me do it,” just as he did that day when he crossed the bridge, long before he got into this trouble, and I was under the bridge fishing and saw and heard him. I presume they’ll hang him, or electrocute him — whichever it is they do in this State — when the time for his trial comes.

And his wife is down with a high fever, and, Luther says, has gone clear off her nut.

But Luther, who acts the whole thing out so dramatically whenever he can get an audience, and who is something of a prophet, says that if they have to get a jury from this county to try George Small, even though the evidence is all against him, he thinks the jury will just go it blind and bring in a verdict of not guilty.

He says, anyway, that is what he would do, and others, who see him acting the thing out and who know Cal Long and Harvey Groves and George Small better than I do, having lived longer in this county and having known them all since they were boys, say the same thing.

It may be true. As for myself — being what I am, hearing and seeing all this . . .

How do I know what I think?

It’s a matter, of course, the jury will have to decide.


ANOTHER WIFE
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HE THOUGHT HIMSELF compelled to say something special to her — knowing her — loving her — wanting her. What he thought was that perhaps she wanted him too, or she wouldn’t have spent so much time with him. He wasn’t exactly modest.

After all, he was modest enough. He was quite sure several men must have loved her and thought it not unlikely she had experimented with at least a few of them. It was all imagined. Seeing her about had started his mind — his thoughts — racing. “Modern women, of her class, used to luxuries, sensitive, are not going to miss anything, even though they don’t take the final plunge into matrimony as I did when I was younger,” he thought. The notion of sin had, for him, more or less been taken out of that sort of thing. “What you try to do, if you are a modern woman with any class to you, is to try to use your head,” he thought.

He was forty-seven and she ten years younger. His wife had been dead two years.

For the last month she had been in the habit of coming down from her mother’s country house to his cabin two or three evenings a week. She might have invited him up the hill to the house — would have invited him oftener — but that she preferred having him, his society, in his own cabin. The family, her family, had simply left the whole matter to her, let her manage it. She lived in her mother’s country house, with the mother and two younger sisters — both unmarried. They were delightful people to be with. It was the first summer he had been up in that country and he had met them after he took the cabin. He ate at a hotel nearly a half mile away. Dinner was served early. By getting right back he could be sure of being at home if she decided to stroll down his way.

Being with her, at her mother’s house with the others, was fun, of course, but some one was always dropping in. He thought the sisters liked to tease her and him by arranging things that would tie them down.

It was all pure fancy, just a notion. Why should they be concerned about him?

What a whirlpool of notions were stirred up in him that Summer by the woman! He thought about her all the time, having really nothing else to do. Well, he had come to the country to rest. His one son was at a Summer school.

“It’s like this — here I am, practically alone. What am I letting myself in for? If she, if any of the women of that family, were of the marrying sort, she would have made a marriage with a much more likely man long ago.” Her younger sisters were so considerate in their attitude toward her. There was something tender, respectful, teasing, too, about the way they acted when he and she were together.

Little thoughts kept running through his head. He had come to the country because something inside him had let down. It might have been his forty-seven years. A man like himself, who had begun life as a poor boy, worked himself up in his profession, who had become a physician of some note — well, a man dreams his dreams, he wants a lot.

At forty-seven he is likely, at any moment, to run into a slump.

You won’t get half, a third of what you wanted, in your work, in life. What’s the use going on? These older men who keep on striving like young men, what about them? They are a little childlike, immature, really.

A great man might go on like that, to the bitter end, to the brink of the grave, but who, having any sense, any head, wants to be a great man? What is called a great man may be just an illusion in people’s minds. Who wants to be an illusion?

Thoughts like that, driving him out of the city — to rest. God knows it would have been a mistake if she hadn’t been there. Before he met her and before she got into the unwomanly habit of coming to see him in his own cabin during the long Summer evenings, the country, the quiet of the country, was dreadful.

“It may be she only comes down here to me because she is bored. A woman like that, who has known many men, brilliant men, who has been loved by men of note. Still, why does she come? I’m not so gay. It’s sure she doesn’t think me witty or brilliant.”

 

She was thirty-seven, a bit inclined to extremes in dress, plump, to say the least. Life didn’t seem to have quieted her much.

When she came down to his cabin, at the edge of the stream facing the country road, she dropped onto a couch by the door and lit a cigarette. She had lovely ankles. Really, they were beautiful ankles.

The door was open and he sat by a chair near a table. He burned an oil-lamp. The cabin door was left open. Country people went past.

“The trouble with all this silly business about resting is that a man thinks too much. A physician in practice — people coming in, other people’s troubles — hasn’t time.”

Women had come to him a good deal — married and unmarried women. One woman — she was married — wrote him a long letter after he had been treating her for three years. She had gone with her husband to California. “Now that I am away from you, will not see you again, I tell you frankly I love you.”

What an idea!

“You have been patient with me for these three years, have let me talk to you. I have told you all the intimate things of my life. You have been always a little aloof and wise.”

What nonsense! How could he have stopped the woman’s talking intimately? There was more of that sort of thing in the letter. The doctor did not feel he had been specially wise with the woman patient. He had really been afraid of her. What she had thought was aloofness was really fright.

Still, he had kept the letter — for a time. He destroyed it finally because he did not want it to fall accidentally into his wife’s hands.

A man likes to feel he has been of some account to some one.

The doctor, say, in the cabin, the new woman near him. She was smoking a cigarette. It was Saturday evening. People — men, women and children — were going along the country road toward a mountain town. Presently the country women and children would be coming back without the men. On Saturday evenings nearly all the mountain-men got drunk.

You come from the city and, because the hills are green, the water in mountain streams clear, you think the people of the hills must be at the bottom clear and sweet.

Now the country people in the road were turning to stare into the cabin at the woman and the doctor. On a previous Saturday evening, after midnight, the doctor had been awakened by a noisy drunken conversation carried on in the road. It had made him tremble with wrath. He had wanted to rush out into the road and fight the drunken country men, but a man of forty-seven . . . The men in the road were sturdy young fellows.

One of the men was telling the others in a loud voice that the woman now on the couch near the doctor — that she was really a loose city woman. He had used a very distasteful word and had sworn to the others that, before the Summer was over, he intended having her himself.

It was just crude drunken talk. The fellow had laughed when he said it, and the others had laughed. It was a drunken man trying to be funny.

 

If the woman with the doctor had known — if he told her? She would only have smiled.

How many thoughts about her in the doctor’s head! He felt sure she had never cared much what others thought. They had been sitting like that, she smoking her after-dinner cigarette, he thinking, but a few minutes. In her presence, thoughts came quickly, dancing through his head. He wasn’t used to such a multitude of thoughts. When he was in town — in practice — there were plenty of things to think of other than women, being in love with some woman.

With his wife it had never been like that. She had never excited him, except at first physically. After that he had just accepted her. “There are many women. She is my woman. She is rather nice, does her share of the job” — that sort of an attitude.

When she had died it had left a gaping hole in his life.

“That may be what is the matter with me.”

 

“This other woman is a different sort surely. The way she dresses; her ease with people. Such people, having money always, from the first, a secure position in life — they just go along, quite sure of themselves, never afraid.”

His early poverty had, the doctor thought, taught him a good many things he was glad to know. It had taught him other things not so good to know. Both he and his wife had always been a little afraid of people — of what people might think — of his standing in his profession. He had married a woman who also came from a poor family. She was a nurse before she married him. The woman now in the room with him got up from the couch and threw the end of her cigarette into the fireplace. “Let’s walk,” she said.

When they got out into the road and had turned away from the town and her mother’s house, standing on a hill between his cabin and town, another person on the road behind might have thought him the distinguished one. She was a bit too plump — not tall enough — while he had a tall, rather slender figure and walked with a free, easy carriage. He carried his hat in his hand. His thick graying hairs added to his air of distinction.

The road grew more uneven and they walked close to each other. She was trying to tell him something. There had been something he had determined to tell her — on this very evening. What was it?

Something of what the woman in California had tried to tell him in that foolish letter — not doing very well at it — something to the effect that she — this new woman — met while he was off guard, resting — was aloof from himself — unattainable — but that he found himself in love with her.

If she found, by any odd chance, that she wanted him, then he would try to tell her.

After all, it was foolish. More thoughts in the doctor’s head. “I can’t be very ardent. This being in the country — resting — away from my practice — is all foolishness. My practice is in the hands of another man. There are cases a new man can’t understand.

“My wife who died — she didn’t expect much. She had been a nurse, was brought up in a poor family, had always had to work, while this new woman . . .”

There had been some kind of nonsense the doctor had thought he might try to put into words. Then he would get back to town, back to his work. “I’d much better light out now, saying nothing.”

 

She was telling him something about herself. It was about a man she had known and loved, perhaps.

Where had he got the notion she had had several lovers? He had merely thought — well, that sort of woman — always plenty of money — being always with clever people.

When she was younger she had thought for a time she would be a painter, had studied in New York and Paris.

She was telling him about an Englishman — a novelist.

The devil — how had she known his thoughts?

She was scolding him. What had he said?

She was talking about such people as himself, simple, straight, good people, she called them, people who go ahead in life, doing their work, not asking much.

She, then, had illusions as he had.

“Such people as you get such ideas in your heads — silly notions.”

Now she was talking about herself again.

“I tried to be a painter. I had such ideas about the so-called big men in the arts. You, being a doctor, without a great reputation — I have no doubt you have all sorts of ideas about so-called great doctors, great surgeons.”

Now she was telling what happened to her. There had been an English novelist she had met in Paris. He had an established reputation. When he seemed attracted to her she had been much excited.

The novelist had written a love story and she had read it. It had just a certain tone. She had always thought that above everything in life she wanted a love affair in just that tone. She had tried it with the writer of the story and it had turned out nothing of the sort.

It was growing dark in the road. Laurels and elders grew on a hillside. In the half-darkness he could see faintly the little hurt shrug of her shoulders.

Had all the lovers he had imagined for her, the brilliant, witty men of the great world, been like that? He felt suddenly as he had felt when the drunken country men talked in the road. He wanted to hit someone with his fist, in particular he wanted to hit a novelist — preferably an English novelist — or a painter or musician.

He had never known any such people. There weren’t any about. He smiled at himself, thinking: “When that country man talked I sat still and let him.” His practice had been with well-to-do merchants, lawyers, manufacturers, their wives and families.

Now his body was trembling. They had come to a small bridge over a stream, and suddenly, without premeditation, he put his arm about her.

There had been something he had planned to tell her. What was it? It was something about himself. “I am no longer young. What I could have to offer you would not be much. I cannot offer it to such a one as yourself, to one who has known great people, been loved by witty, brilliant men.”

There had no doubt been something of the sort he had foolishly thought of saying. Now she was in his arms in the darkness on the bridge. The air was heavy with Summer perfumes. She was a little heavy — a real armful. Evidently she liked having him hold her thus. He had thought, really, she might like him but have at the same time a kind of contempt for him.

Now he had kissed her. She liked that too. She moved closer and returned the kiss. He leaned over the bridge. It was a good thing there was a support of some sort. She was sturdily built. His first wife, after thirty, had been fairly plump, but this new woman weighed more.

 

And now they were again walking in the road. It was the most amazing thing. There was something quite taken for granted. It was that he wanted her to marry him.

Did he? They walked along the road toward his cabin and there was in him the half-foolish, half-joyful mood a boy feels walking in the darkness the first time, alone with a girl.

A quick rush of memories, evenings as a boy and as a young man remembered.

Does a man ever get too old for that? A man like himself, a physician, should know more about things. He was smiling at himself in the darkness — feeling foolish, feeling frightened, glad. Nothing definite had been said.

It was better at the cabin. How nice it had been of her to have no foolish, conventional fears about coming to see him! She was a nice person. Sitting alone with her in the darkness of the cabin he realized that they were at any rate both mature — grown up enough to know what they were doing.

Did they?

When they had returned to the cabin it was quite dark and he lighted an oil-lamp. It all got very definite very rapidly. She had another cigarette and sat as before, looking at him. Her eyes were gray. They were gray, wise eyes.

She was realizing perfectly his discomfiture. The eyes were smiling — being old eyes. The eyes were saying: “A man is a man and a woman is a woman. You can never tell how or when it will happen. You are a man and, although you think yourself a practical, unimaginative man, you are a good deal of a boy. There is a way in which any woman is older than any man and that is the reason I know.”

Never mind what her eyes were saying. The doctor was plainly fussed. There had been a kind of speech he had intended making. It may have been he had known, from the first, that he was caught.

“O Lord, I won’t get it in now.”

He tried, haltingly, to say something about the life of a physician’s wife. That he had assumed she might marry him, without asking her directly, seemed a bit rash. He was assuming it without intending anything of the sort. Everything was muddled.

The life of a physician’s wife — a man like himself — in general practice — wasn’t such a pleasant one. When he had started out as a physician he had really thought, some time, he might get into a great position, be some kind of a specialist.

But now — 

Her eyes kept on smiling. If he was muddled she evidently wasn’t. “There is something definite and solid about some women. They seem to know just what they want,” he thought.

She wanted him.

What she said wasn’t much. “Don’t be so foolish. I’ve waited a long time for just you.”

That was all. It was final, absolute — terribly disconcerting too. He went and kissed her, awkwardly. Now she had the air that had from the first disconcerted him, the air of worldliness. It might not be anything but her way of smoking a cigarette — an undoubtedly good, although rather bold, taste in clothes.

His other wife never seemed to think about clothes. She hadn’t the knack.

 

Well, he had managed again to get her out of his cabin. It might be she had managed. His first wife had been a nurse before he married her. It might be that women who have been nurses should not marry physicians. They have too much respect for physicians, are taught to have too much respect. This one, he was quite sure, would never have too much respect.

 

It was all, when the doctor let it sink in, rather nice. He had taken the great leap and seemed suddenly to feel solid ground under his feet. How easy it had been!

They were walking along the road toward her mother’s house. It was dark and he could not see her eyes.

He was thinking — 

“Four women in her family. A new woman to be the mother of my son.” Her mother was old and quiet and had sharp gray eyes. One of the younger sisters was a bit boyish. The other one — she was the handsome one of the family — sang Negro songs.

They had plenty of money. When it came to that his own income was quite adequate.

It would be nice, being a kind of older brother to the sisters, a son to her mother. O Lord!

They got to the gate before her mother’s house and she let him kiss her again. Her lips were warm, her breath fragrant. He stood, still embarrassed, while she went up a path to the door. There was a light on the porch.

There was no doubt she was plump, solidly built. What absurd notions he had had!

 

Well, it was time to go on back to his cabin. He felt foolishly young, silly, afraid, glad.

“O Lord — I’ve got me a wife, another wife, a new one,” he said to himself as he went along the road in the darkness. How glad and foolish and frightened he still felt! Would he get over it after a time?


A MEETING SOUTH
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HE TOLD ME the story of his ill fortune — a crack-up in an airplane — with a very gentlemanly little smile on his very sensitive, rather thin, lips. Such things happened. He might well have been speaking of another. I liked his tone and I liked him.

This happened in New Orleans, where I had gone to live. When he came, my friend, Fred, for whom he was looking, had gone away, but immediately I felt a strong desire to know him better and so suggested we spend the evening together. When we went down the stairs from my apartment I noticed that he was a cripple. The slight limp, the look of pain that occasionally drifted across his face, the little laugh that was intended to be jolly, but did not quite achieve its purpose, all these things began at once to tell me the story I have now set myself to write.

“I shall take him to see Aunt Sally,” I thought. One does not take every caller to Aunt Sally. However, when she is in fine feather, when she has taken a fancy to her visitor, there is no one like her. Although she has lived in New Orleans for thirty years, Aunt Sally is Middle Western, born and bred.

However I am plunging a bit too abruptly into my story.

First of all I must speak more of my guest, and for convenience’s sake I shall call him David. I felt at once that he would be wanting a drink and, in New Orleans — dear city of Latins and hot nights — even in Prohibition times such things can be managed. We achieved several and my own head became somewhat shaky but I could see that what we had taken had not affected him. Evening was coming, the abrupt waning of the day and the quick smoky soft-footed coming of night, characteristic of the semi-tropic city, when he produced a bottle from his hip pocket. It was so large that I was amazed. How had it happened that the carrying of so large a bottle had not made him look deformed? His body was very small and delicately built. “Perhaps, like the kangaroo, his body has developed some kind of a natural pouch for taking care of supplies,” I thought. Really he walked as one might fancy a kangaroo would walk when out for a quiet evening stroll. I went along thinking of Darwin and the marvels of Prohibition. “We are a wonderful people, we Americans,” I thought. We were both in fine humor and had begun to like each other immensely.

He explained the bottle. The stuff, he said, was made by a Negro man on his father’s plantation somewhere over in Alabama. We sat on the steps of a vacant house deep down in the old French Quarter of New Orleans — the Vieux Carré — while he explained that his father had no intention of breaking the law — that is to say, in so far as the law remained reasonable. “Our nigger just makes whisky for us,” he said. “We keep him for that purpose. He doesn’t have anything else to do, just makes the family whisky, that’s all. If he went selling any, we’d raise hell with him. I dare say Dad would shoot him if he caught him up to any such unlawful trick, and you bet, Jim, our nigger, I’m telling you of, knows it too.

“He’s a good whisky-maker, though, don’t you think?” David added. He talked of Jim in a warm friendly way. “Lord, he’s been with us always, was born with us. His wife cooks for us and Jim makes our whisky. It’s a race to see which is best at his job, but I think Jim will win. He’s getting a little better all the time and all of our family — well, I reckon we just like and need our whisky more than we do our food.”

 

Do you know New Orleans? Have you lived there in the Summer when it is hot, in the Winter when it rains, and through the glorious late Fall days? Some of its own, more progressive, people scorn it now. In New Orleans there is a sense of shame because the city is not more like Chicago or Pittsburgh.

It, however, suited David and me. We walked slowly, on account of his bad leg, through many streets of the Old Town, Negro women laughing all around us in the dusk, shadows playing over old buildings, children with their shrill cries dodging in and out of old hallways. The old city was once almost altogether French, but now it is becoming more and more Italian. It however remains Latin. People live out of doors. Families were sitting down to dinner within full sight of the street — all doors and windows open. A man and his wife quarreled in Italian. In a patio back of an old building a Negress sang a French song.

We came out of the narrow little streets and had a drink in front of the dark cathedral and another in a little square in front. There is a statue of General Jackson, always taking off his hat to Northern tourists who in Winter come down to see the city. At his horse’s feet an inscription— “The Union must and will be preserved.” We drank solemnly to that declaration and the general seemed to bow a bit lower. “He was sure a proud man,” David said, as we went over toward the docks to sit in the darkness and look at the Mississippi. All good New Orleanians go to look at the Mississippi at least once a day. At night it is like creeping into a dark bedroom to look at a sleeping child — something of that sort — gives you the same warm nice feeling, I mean. David is a poet and so in the darkness by the river we spoke of Keats and Shelley, the two English poets all good Southern men love.

All of this, you are to understand, was before I took him to see Aunt Sally.

Both Aunt Sally and myself are Middle Westerners. We are but guests down here, but perhaps we both in some queer way belong to this city. Something of the sort is in the wind. I don’t quite know how it has happened.

A great many Northern men and women come down our way and, when they go back North, write things about the South. The trick is to write nigger stories. The North likes them. They are so amusing. One of the best-known writers of nigger stories was down here recently and a man I know, a Southern man, went to call on him. The writer seemed a bit nervous. “I don’t know much about the South or Southerners,” he said. “But you have your reputation,” my friend said. “You are so widely known as a writer about the South and about Negro life.”

The writer had a notion he was being made sport of. “Now look here,” he said, “I don’t claim to be a highbrow. I’m a business man myself. At home, up North, I associate mostly with business men and when I am not at work I go out to the country club. I want you to understand I am not setting myself up as a highbrow.

“I give them what they want,” he said. My friend said he appeared angry. “About what now, do you fancy?” he asked innocently.

However, I am not thinking of the Northern writer of Negro stories. I am thinking of the Southern poet, with the bottle clasped firmly in his hands, sitting in the darkness beside me on the docks facing the Mississippi.

He spoke at some length of his gift for drinking. “I didn’t always have it. It is a thing built up,” he said. The story of how he chanced to be a cripple came out slowly. You are to remember that my own head was a bit unsteady. In the darkness the river, very deep and very powerful off New Orleans, was creeping away to the gulf. The whole river seemed to move away from us and then to slip noiselessly into the darkness like a vast moving sidewalk.

When he had first come to me, in the late afternoon, and when we had started for our walk together I had noticed that one of his legs dragged as we went along and that he kept putting a thin hand to an equally thin cheek.

Sitting over by the river he explained, as a boy would explain when he has stubbed his toe running down a hill.

When the World War broke out he went over to England and managed to get himself enrolled as an aviator, very much, I gathered, in the spirit in which a countryman, in a city for a night, might take in a show.

The English had been glad enough to take him on. He was one more man. They were glad enough to take any one on just then. He was small and delicately built but after he got in he turned out to be a first-rate flyer, serving all through the War with a British flying squadron, but at the last got into a crash and fell.

Both legs were broken, one of them in three places, the scalp was badly torn and some of the bones of the face had been splintered.

They had put him into a field hospital and had patched him up. “It was my fault if the job was rather bungled,” he said. “You see it was a field hospital, a hell of a place. Men were torn all to pieces, groaning and dying. Then they moved me back to a base hospital and it wasn’t much better. The fellow who had the bed next to mine had shot himself in the foot to avoid going into a battle. A lot of them did that, but why they picked on their own feet that way is beyond me. It’s a nasty place, full of small bones. If you’re ever going to shoot yourself don’t pick on a spot like that. Don’t pick on your feet. I tell you it’s a bad idea.

“Anyway, the man in the hospital was always making a fuss and I got sick of him and the place too. When I got better I faked, said the nerves of my leg didn’t hurt. It was a lie, of course. The nerves of my leg and of my face have never quit hurting. I reckon maybe, if I had told the truth, they might have fixed me up all right.”

I got it. No wonder he carried his drinks so well. When I understood, I wanted to keep on drinking with him, wanted to stay with him until he got tired of me as he had of the man who lay beside him in the base hospital over there somewhere in France.

The point was that he never slept, could not sleep, except when he was a little drunk. “I’m a nut,” he said smiling.

It was after we got over to Aunt Sally’s that he talked most. Aunt Sally had gone to bed when we got there, but she got up when we rang the bell and we all went to sit together in the little patio back of her house. She is a large woman with great arms and rather a paunch, and she had put on nothing but a light flowered dressing-gown over a thin, ridiculously girlish, nightgown. By this time the moon had come up and, outside, in the narrow street of the Vieux Carré, three drunken sailors from a ship in the river were sitting on a curb and singing a song,

 

“I’ve got to get it,
You’ve got to get it,
We’ve all got to get it
In our own good time.”

 

They had rather nice boyish voices and every time they sang a verse and had done the chorus they all laughed together heartily.

In Aunt Sally’s patio there are many broad-leafed banana plants and a Chinaberry tree throwing its soft purple shadows on a brick floor.

As for Aunt Sally, she is as strange to me as he was. When we came and when we were all seated at a little table in the patio, she ran into her house and presently came back with a bottle of whisky. She, it seemed, had understood him at once, had understood without unnecessary words that the little Southern man lived always in the black house of pain, that whisky was good to him, that it quieted his throbbing nerves, temporarily at least. “Everything is temporary, when you come to that,” I can fancy Aunt Sally saying.

We sat for a time in silence, David having shifted his allegiance and taken two drinks out of Aunt Sally’s bottle. Presently he rose and walked up and down the patio floor, crossing and re-crossing the network of delicately outlined shadows on the bricks. “It’s really all right, the leg,” he said, “something just presses on the nerves, that’s all.” In me there was a self-satisfied feeling. I had done the right thing. I had brought him to Aunt Sally. “I have brought him to a mother.” She has always made me feel that way since I have known her.

And now I shall have to explain her a little. It will not be so easy. That whole neighborhood in New Orleans is alive with tales concerning her.

Aunt Sally came to New Orleans in the old days, when the town was wild, in the wide-open days. What she had been before she came no one knew, but anyway she opened a place. That was very, very long ago when I was myself but a lad, up in Ohio. As I have already said Aunt Sally came from somewhere up in the Middle-Western country. In some obscure subtle way it would flatter me to think she came from my State.

The house she had opened was one of the older places in the French Quarter down here, and when she had got her hands on it, Aunt Sally had a hunch. Instead of making the place modern, cutting it up into small rooms, all that sort of thing, she left it just as it was and spent her money rebuilding falling old walls, mending winding broad old stairways, repairing dim high-ceilinged old rooms, soft-colored old marble mantels. After all, we do seem attached to sin and there are so many people busy making sin unattractive. It is good to find someone who takes the other road. It would have been so very much to Aunt Sally’s advantage to have made the place modern, that is to say, in the business she was in at that time. If a few old rooms, wide old stairways, old cooking ovens built into the walls, if all these things did not facilitate the stealing in of couples on dark nights, they at least did something else. She had opened a gambling and drinking house, but one can have no doubt about the ladies stealing in. “I was on the make all right,” Aunt Sally told me once.

She ran the place and took in money, and the money she spent on the place itself. A falling wall was made to stand up straight and fine again, the banana plants were made to grow in the patio, the Chinaberry tree got started and was helped through the years of adolescence. On the wall the lovely Rose of Montana bloomed madly. The fragrant Lantana grew in a dense mass at a corner of the wall.

When the Chinaberry tree, planted at the very center of the patio, began to get up into the light it filled the whole neighborhood with fragrance in the Spring.

Fifteen, twenty years of that, with Mississippi River gamblers and race-horse men sitting at tables by windows in the huge rooms upstairs in the house that had once, no doubt, been the town house of some rich planter’s family — in the boom days of the Forties. Women stealing in, too, in the dusk of evenings. Drinks being sold. Aunt Sally raking down the kitty from the game, raking in her share, quite ruthlessly.

At night, getting a good price too from the lovers. No questions asked, a good price for drinks. Moll Flanders might have lived with Aunt Sally. What a pair they would have made! The Chinaberry tree beginning to be lusty. The Lantana blossoming — in the Fall the Rose of Montana.

Aunt Sally getting hers. Using the money to keep the old house in fine shape. Salting some away all the time.

A motherly soul, good, sensible Middle-Western woman, eh? Once a race-horse man left twenty-four thousand dollars with her and disappeared. No one knew she had it. There was a report the man was dead. He had killed a gambler in a place down by the French Market and while they were looking for him he managed to slip in to Aunt Sally’s and leave his swag. Some time later a body was found floating in the river and it was identified as the horseman but in reality he had been picked up in a wire-tapping haul in New York City and did not get out of his Northern prison for six years.

When he did get out, naturally, he skipped for New Orleans. No doubt he was somewhat shaky. She had him. If he squealed there was a murder charge to be brought up and held over his head. It was night when he arrived and Aunt Sally went at once to an old brick oven built into the wall of the kitchen and took out a bag. “There it is,” she said. The whole affair was part of the day’s work for her in those days.

Gamblers at the tables in some of the rooms upstairs, lurking couples, from the old patio below the fragrance of growing things.

When she was fifty, Aunt Sally had got enough and had put them all out. She did not stay in the way of sin too long and she never went in too deep, like that Moll Flanders, and so she was all right and sitting pretty. “They wanted to gamble and drink and play with the ladies. The ladies liked it all right. I never saw none of them come in protesting too much. The worst was in the morning when they went away. They looked so sheepish and guilty. If they felt that way, what made them come? If I took a man, you bet I’d want him and no monkey-business or nothing doing.

“I got a little tired of all of them, that’s the truth.” Aunt Sally laughed. “But that wasn’t until I had got what I went after. Oh, pshaw, they took up too much of my time, after I got enough to be safe.”

Aunt Sally is now sixty-five. If you like her and she likes you she will let you sit with her in her patio gossiping of the old times, of the old river days. Perhaps — well, you see there is still something of the French influence at work in New Orleans, a sort of matter-of-factness about life — what I started to say is that if you know Aunt Sally and she likes you, and if, by chance, your lady likes the smell of flowers growing in a patio at night — really, I am going a bit too far. I only meant to suggest that Aunt Sally at sixty-five is not harsh. She is a motherly soul.

We sat in the garden talking, the little Southern poet, Aunt Sally and myself — or rather they talked and I listened. The Southerner’s great-grandfather was English, a younger son, and he came over here to make his fortune as a planter, and did it. Once he and his sons owned several great plantations with slaves, but now his father had but a few hundred acres left, about one of the old houses — somewhere over in Alabama. The land is heavily mortgaged and most of it has not been under cultivation for years. Negro labor is growing more and more expensive and unsatisfactory since so many Negroes have run off to Chicago, and the poet’s father and the one brother at home are not much good at working the land. “We aren’t strong enough and we don’t know how,” the poet said.

The Southerner had come to New Orleans to see Fred, to talk with Fred about poetry, but Fred was out of town. I could only walk about with him, help him drink his home-made whisky. Already I had taken nearly a dozen drinks. In the morning I would have a headache.

I drew within myself, listening while David and Aunt Sally talked. The Chinaberry tree had been so and so many years growing — she spoke of it as she might have spoken of a daughter. “It had a lot of different sicknesses when it was young, but it pulled through.” Some one had built a high wall on one side of her patio so that the climbing plants did not get as much sunlight as they needed. The banana plants, however, did very well and now the Chinaberry tree was big and strong enough to take care of itself. She kept giving David drinks of whisky and he talked.

He told her of the place in his leg where something, a bone perhaps, pressed on the nerve, and of the place on his left cheek. A silver plate had been set under the skin. She touched the spot with her fat old fingers. The moonlight fell softly down on the patio floor. “I can’t sleep except somewhere out of doors,” David said.

He explained how that, at home on his father’s plantation, he had to be thinking all day whether or not he would be able to sleep at night.

“I go to bed and then I get up. There is always a bottle of whisky on the table downstairs and I take three or four drinks. Then I go out doors.” Often very nice things happened.

“In the Fall it’s best,” he said. “You see the niggers are making molasses.” Every Negro cabin on the place had a little clump of ground back of it where cane grew and in the Fall the Negroes were making their ‘lasses. “I take the bottle in my hand and go into the fields, unseen by the niggers. Having the bottle with me, that way, I drink a good deal and then lie down on the ground. The mosquitoes bite me some, but I don’t mind much. I reckon I get drunk enough not to mind. The little pain makes a kind of rhythm for the great pain — like poetry.

“In a kind of shed the niggers are making the ‘lasses, that is to say, pressing the juice out of the cane and boiling it down. They keep singing as they work. In a few years now I reckon our family won’t have any land. The banks could take it now if they wanted it. They don’t want it. It would be too much trouble for them to manage, I reckon.

“In the Fall, at night, the niggers are pressing the cane. Our niggers live pretty much on ‘lasses and grits.

“They like working at night and I’m glad they do. There is an old mule going round and round in a circle and beside the press a pile of the dry cane. Niggers come, men and women, old and young. They build a fire outside the shed. The old mule goes round and round.

“The niggers sing. They laugh and shout. Sometimes the young niggers with their gals make love on the dry cane pile. I can hear it rattle.

“I have come out of the big house, me and my bottle, and I creep along, low on the ground, ‘til I get up close. There I lie. I’m a little drunk. It all makes me happy. I can sleep some, on the ground like that, when the niggers are singing, when no one knows I’m there.

“I could sleep here, on these bricks here,” David said, pointing to where the shadows cast by the broad leaves of the banana plants were broadest and deepest.

He got up from his chair and went limping, dragging one foot after the other, across the patio and lay down on the bricks.

For a long time Aunt Sally and I sat looking at each other, saying nothing, and presently she made a sign with her fat finger and we crept away into the house. “I’ll let you out at the front door. You let him sleep, right where he is,” she said. In spite of her huge bulk and her age she walked across the patio floor as softly as a kitten. Beside her I felt awkward and uncertain. When we had got inside she whispered to me. She had some champagne left from the old days, hidden away somewhere in the old house. “I’m going to send a magnum up to his dad when he goes home,” she explained.

She, it seemed, was very happy, having him there, drunk and asleep on the brick floor of the patio. “We used to have some good men come here in the old days too,” she said. As we went into the house through the kitchen door I had looked back at David, asleep now in the heavy shadows at a corner of the wall. There was no doubt he also was happy, had been happy ever since I had brought him into the presence of Aunt Sally. What a small huddled figure of a man he looked, lying thus on the brick, under the night sky, in the deep shadows of the banana plants.

I went into the house and out at the front door and into a dark narrow street, thinking. Well, I was, after all, a Northern man. It was possible Aunt Sally had become completely Southern, being down here so long.

I remembered that it was the chief boast of her life that once she had shaken hands with John L. Sullivan and that she had known P. T. Barnum.

“I knew Dave Gears. You mean to tell me you don’t know who Dave Gears was? Why, he was one of the biggest gamblers we ever had in this city.”

As for David and his poetry — it is in the manner of Shelley. “If I could write like Shelley I would be happy. I wouldn’t care what happened to me,” he had said during our walk of the early part of the evening.

I went along enjoying my thoughts. The street was dark and occasionally I laughed. A notion had come to me. It kept dancing in my head and I thought it very delicious. It had something to do with aristocrats, with such people as Aunt Sally and David. “Lordy,” I thought, “maybe I do understand them a little. I’m from the Middle West myself and it seems we can produce our aristocrats too.” I kept thinking of Aunt Sally and of my native State, Ohio. “Lordy, I hope she comes from up there, but I don’t think I had better inquire too closely into her past,” I said to myself, as I went smiling away into the soft smoky night.


THE FLOOD
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IT CAME ABOUT while he was trying to do a very difficult thing. He was a college professor and was trying to write a book on the subject of values.

A good many men had written on the subject, but now he was trying his hand.

He had read, he said, everything he could find that had been written on the subject.

There had been books consumed, months spent sitting and reading books.

The man had a house of his own at the edge of the town where stood the college in which he taught, but he was not teaching that year. It was his sabbatical year. There was a whole year to be spent just on his book.

“I thought,” he said, “I would go to Europe.” He thought of some quiet place, say in a little Normandy town. He remembered such a town he had once visited.

It would have to be very quiet, a place where no one would know him, where he would be undisturbed.

He had got a world of notes down into little books, piled neatly on a long work table in his room. He was a small alert almost bald man and had been married, but his wife was dead. He told me that for years he had been a very lonely man.

He had lived alone in his house for several years, having no children. There was an old housekeeper. There was a walled garden.

The old housekeeper did not sleep in the house. She came there early in the morning and went to her own home at night.

Nothing had happened to the man for months at a time, through several years, he said.

He had been lonely, had felt his loneliness a good deal. He hadn’t much of a way with people.

He had, I gathered, before that Summer, been rather hungry for people. “My wife was a cheerful soul, when she was here,” he said, speaking of his loneliness. I got from him and others — I had never known his wife — the sense of her as a rather frivolous-seeming woman.

She had been a light-hearted little woman, fond of frills, one of the kind whose blond hair is always flying in the wind. They are always chattering, that kind. They love everyone. My friend, the scholar, had adored his wife.

And then she had died, and there he was. He was one of the sort who hurry along through streets, with books under their arms. You are always seeing such men about college towns. They go along staring at people with their impersonal eyes. If you speak to such a one he answers you absent-mindedly. “Don’t bother me, please,” he seems to be saying, while all the time, within himself, he is cursing himself that he cannot be more outgoing toward people.

He told me that, when his wife was alive and he was in his study, absorbed in his books, taking notes, lost in thought as one might say, preparing to write his book on values that was to be his magnum opus, she used to come in there.

She would come in, put one arm about his neck, lean over him, kiss him, and with the other hand would punch him in the stomach.

He said she used to drag him out and make him play croquet on the lawn or help with the garden. It was her money, he said, that had built the house.

He said she always called him an old stick.

“Come on, you old stick, kiss me, make love to me,” she said to him sometimes. “You aren’t much good to me or anyone, but you’re all I’ve got.” She would have people in, worlds of people, just anyone. When the house was full of people and the scholar, that little wide-eyed man, was standing about among them, rather confused, trying, in the midst of the hubbub, to hang onto his thoughts on the subject of values, remembering the far dim reaches of thought that occasionally came to him when he was alone . . . In him a feeling that all of man’s notions of values, particularly in America, had got distorted, “perverted,” he said, and that, when he was alone, when his wife and the people she was always dragging into the house did not disturb him — he had a feeling sometimes, at moments, when he was undisturbed thus, that persistent mind of his reaching out, himself impersonal, untouched . . . “I almost thought sometimes,” he said, “that I had got something.”

“There was,” he said, “a kind of divine balance to all values to be found.”

You got, to be sure, the crude sense of values that every one understands, values in land, money, possessions.

Then you got more subtle values, feeling coming in.

You got a painting, let us say by Rembrandt, selling to a rich man for fifty thousand dollars.

That is enough money to raise a dozen poor families, add some fifty or sixty citizens to the State.

The citizens being, let us say, all worthy men and women, without question of value to the State, producers, let us say.

Then you got the Rembrandt painting, hanging on a wall, say in some rich man’s house, he having people into his house. He would stand before the painting.

He would brag about it as though he had himself painted it.

“I was pretty shrewd to get it at all,” he would say. He would tell how he got it. Another rich man had been after it.

He talked about it as he might have talked about getting control of some industry by a skillful maneuver in the stock market.

 

Just the same it, the painting, was, in some way, adding a kind of value to that rich man’s life.

It, the painting, was hanging on his wall, producing by hanging there nothing he could put his fingers on, producing no food, no clothes, nothing at all in the material world.

He himself being essentially a man of the material world. He had got rich being that.

Just the same . . .

My acquaintance, the scholar, wanted to be very just. No, that wasn’t it. He said he wanted truth.

His mind reached out. He got hold of things a little sometimes, or thought he did. He took notes, he prepared to write his book.

 

He adored his wife and sometimes, often, he said he hated her. She used to laugh at him. “Your old values,” she said. It seems he had been on that subject for years. He used to read papers before philosophical societies and afterward they were printed in little pamphlets by the societies. No one understood them, not even perhaps his fellow-philosophers, but he read them aloud to his wife.

“Kiss me, kiss me hard,” she would say. “Do it now. Don’t wait.”

He wanted to kill her sometimes, he said. He said he adored her.

 

She died. He was alone. He was bitterly lonely sometimes.

People, remembering his wife, came for a time to see him, but he was cold with them. It was because he was absorbed in thought. They talked to him and he replied absent-mindedly. “Yes, that’s so. Perhaps you’re right.” Remarks of that kind.

Wanting them just the same, he said.

 

Then, he said, the flood came. He said you couldn’t account for floods.

“What’s the use talking of balance?” he asked. “There is no balance.”

 

He couldn’t account for what happened during the Summer of that sabbatical year. He had a theory about life. I had heard it before.

“Everything in life comes in surges, floods, really. There is a whole city, thousands, even millions of people in it,” he said.

“They are all, let us say, dull; they are all stupid; they are coarse and crude.

“All of them have become bored with life; they are full of hatreds for each other.

“It is not only cities. Whole nations are like that sometimes.

“How else are you to account for wars?

“And then there are other times when whole neighborhoods, whole cities, whole nations become something else. They are all irreligious, and then suddenly, without any cause any one has ever understood, ever perhaps can understand, they become religious. They are proud and they become humble, full of hatred and then suddenly filled with love.

“The individual, trying to assert himself against the mass, always without success, is drowned in a flood.

“There is a lifetime of work and thought washed away thus.

“There are these little tragedies. Are they tragedies or are they merely amusing?”

He, my friend the scholar, was seeking, as I have said, a kind of impersonal delicate balance on the subject of values.

That, in solitude, to be transcribed into words. His book, that was to be his magnum opus, the work of a lifetime justified.

There was no wife to bother him now by dragging people into the house.

There was no wife to say, “Come on, old stick, kiss me quick, now, while I want your kisses.

“Get this, get what I have to offer you while I have it to offer.”

That sort of thing, of course, pitching him down off his mountain top of thought, thump.

He having to struggle for days afterwards, trying to get back up there again.

In his thinking he had, alone that Summer in his house, almost achieved the thing, the perfect balance of thought.

He said he struggled all through the Winter, Spring and early Summer. For years no one had come to see him.

Then suddenly his wife’s sister, a younger sister, came. She hadn’t even written him for a year, and then she telegraphed she was coming that way. It seems she was driving in a car, going to some place; he couldn’t remember where.

She brought a young woman, a cousin, with her. The cousin, like his wife’s sister, was another frivolous one.

And then the scholar’s brother came. He was a big boastful youngish man who was in business.

He only came to stay a day or two, but, like the scholar, he had lost his wife. He was attracted to the two young women.

He stayed on and on because of them. They may have stayed on and on because of him.

He was a man who had a big car. He brought other men into the house.

Suddenly the scholar’s house was filled with men and women. There was a good deal of gin-drinking.

There was a flood of people. The scholar’s brother brought in a phonograph and wanted to install a radio.

There were dances in the evening.

Even the old housekeeper caught it. She had always been rather quiet, a staid, sad old woman. One evening the scholar said, after a day, during the afternoon of which he had struggled and struggled, alone in his room, the door shut, sound coming in nevertheless, coarse sounds, he said, sound of women’s laughter, men’s voices.

He said the two young women who had come there and who he believed had stayed because of his brother — he having stayed because of them — the two had met other people of the town. They filled his house with people.

He had, however, almost got something he was after in spite of them.

“I swear I almost had it.”

“Had what?”

“Why, my definition of values. There had to be something, you see, at the very core of my book.”

“Yes, of course.”

“I mean one place in my book where everything was defined. In simple words, so that everyone could understand.”

“Of course.”

I shall never forget the scholar when he was telling me all this, the puzzled, half-hurt, look in his eyes.

He said they had even got his housekeeper going. “What do you think of it — she also drinking gin?”

There was a crash of sounds that afternoon in his house.

He was alone in his room upstairs in his house, in his study.

They had got the sad, staid old housekeeper going. He said his brother was very efficient. They had her dancing to the music of the phonograph. The scholar’s brother, that big blustering bragging man — he was a manufacturer of some sort — was dancing with the housekeeper — with that staid, sad old woman.

The others had got into a circle.

The phonograph was going.

What happened was that the scholar’s sister — just, I imagine from all he said and from what others afterward said of her, a miniature edition, a new printing one might say, of his dead wife . . .

She, it seems, came running upstairs and burst into his room, her blond hair flying. She was laughing.

“I had almost got it,” he said.

“What? Oh, yes. Your definition.”

“Yes, just the definition I had been after for years.”

“I was about to write it down. It embraced all, everything I had to say.”

She burst in.

I gather the sister must have been at least a little in love with the man and that he, after all, did not want the bragging, blustering brother to have her. He admitted that.

She rushed in.

“Come on, you old stick,” she said to him.

He said he tried to explain to her. “I made a fight,” he said.

He got up from his desk and tried to reason with her. She had fairly taken possession of his house.

He tried to tell her what he was up to. He spoke of standing there, beside his desk, where he sat when he told me all this, trying to explain all this to her.

I thought the scholar got a bit vulgar when he told me of that moment.

“There was nothing doing,” he said. He had got that expression from the young woman, his wife’s sister.

She was laughing at him as his wife had formerly done; she wouldn’t have kissed him.

She wouldn’t have said, “Kiss me quick, you old stick, while I feel that way.”

I gathered she merely dragged him downstairs. He said he went with her, couldn’t help himself, couldn’t, of course, be rude to her, his wife’s sister.

He went with her and saw his staid, sad old housekeeper acting like that.

The housekeeper didn’t seem to care whether he saw or not. She had broken loose. The whole house had broken loose.

 

And so, in the end, my acquaintance, the scholar, didn’t care either.

“I was in the flood,” he said. “What was the use?”

He was a little afraid that, if he didn’t do something about it, his bragging brother, or some man like him, might get his wife’s sister.

He didn’t quite want that to happen. So that evening, when he was alone with her, he proposed to her.

He said she called him an old stick. “It must have been a family expression,” he said. Something of the scholar came back into him when he said that.

He had been caught in a flood. He had let go.

He had proposed to his wife’s sister, in the garden back of his house, under an apple tree, near the croquet grounds, and she had said . . .

He didn’t tell me what she said. I imagine she said, “Yes, you old stick.”

“Kiss me quick while I feel that way,” she said.

That, at least, gets a certain balance to my tale.

The scholar; however, says there is no balance.

“There are only floods, one flood following another,” he says. When I talked to him of all this he was a bit discouraged.

However, he seemed cheerful enough.


WHY THEY GOT MARRIED
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PEOPLE KEEP ON getting married. Evidently hope is eternal in the human breast. Every one laughs about it. You cannot go to a show but that some comedian takes a shot at the institution of marriage — and gets a laugh. It is amusing to watch the faces of married couples at such moments.

But I had intended to speak about Will. Will is a painter. I had intended to tell you about a conversation that took place in Will’s apartment one night. Every man or woman who marries must wonder sometimes how it happened to be just that other one he or she married.

“You have to live so close to the other when you are married,” said Will.

“Yes, you do,” said Helen, his wife.

“I get awfully tired of it sometimes,” Will said.

“And don’t I?” said Helen.

“It is worse for me than it is for you.”

“No, I think it is worse for me.”

“Well, gracious sakes, I would like to know how you figure that out.”

“I was in New York, was a student there,” said Will. It was evident that he had risen above the little choppy matrimonial sea in which he had been swimming with Helen — conversational swimming — he was ready to tell how it happened. That is always an interesting moment.

 

“Well,” said Will, “as I said, there I was, in New York. I was a young bachelor. I was going to school. Then I got through school. I got a job. It wasn’t much of a job. I got thirty dollars a week. I was making advertising drawings. So I met a fellow named Bob. He was getting his seventy-five dollars a week. Think of that, Helen. Why didn’t you get that one?”

“But, Will, dear, you are now making more than he will ever make,” Helen said. “But it wasn’t only that. Will is such a sweet, gentle man. You can see that by just looking at him.” She walked across the room and took her husband’s hands.

“You can’t tell about that gentle-looking kind sometimes,” I said.

“I know it,” Helen said, smiling.

She was surely a very lovely thing at that moment. She had big gray eyes and was very slender and graceful.

Will said that the man Bob, he had met, had some relatives living over near Philadelphia. He was, Helen said, a large, rather mushy-looking man with white hands.

So they began going over there for week-ends. Will and Bob. Will’s own people lived in Kansas.

At the place where Bob had the relatives — it was in a suburb of Philadelphia — there were two girls. They were cousins of Bob’s.

Will said the girls were all right, and when he said it Helen smiled. He said their father was an advertising man. “They made us welcome at their house. They gave us grand beds to sleep in.” Will had got launched into his tale.

“We would get over there about five o’clock of a Saturday afternoon. The father’s name was J. G. Small. He had a swell-looking car.

“So he would be at home and he would take a look at us, the way an older man does look at two young fellows making up to the young women folks in his house. At first he looks at you as much as to say, ‘Hello, I envy you your youth, etc.,’ and then he takes another look and his eyes say, ‘What are you hanging around here for, you young squirt?’

“After dinner, of a Saturday night, we got the car, or rather the girls did. I sat on the back seat with one of them. Her name was Cynthia.

“She was a tall, heavy-looking girl with dark eyes. She embarrassed me. I don’t know why.”

Will went a bit aside from his subject to speak of men’s embarrassment with such women. “There is a certain kind that just get your goat,” he said, speaking a bit inelegantly, I thought, for a painter. “They feel they ought to be up to their business, getting themselves a man, but maybe they have thought too much about it. They are self-conscious and, of course, they make you feel that way.

“Naturally, we made love. It seemed to be expected. Bob was at it with her sister on the front seat. Everybody does it nowadays, and I was glad enough for the chance. Just the same I kept wishing it came a little more natural with me — with that one I mean.”

When Will was saying all this to me he was sitting on a couch in his apartment in New York. I had dined with him and his wife. She was sitting on the couch beside him. When he spoke about the other woman, she crept a little nearer to him. She remarked casually that it was only a chance that she, instead of the woman Cynthia, got Will. When she said that, it was very hard to believe her. I doubt whether she wanted me to believe.

Will said that, with Cynthia, it was very hard indeed to get close. He said she never really did, what he called “melt.” The fellow on the front seat, that is to say his friend Bob, was usually in a playful mood during these drives. Of the two girls, his cousins, he always seemed to prefer, not the one named Cynthia, but a smaller, darker, livelier one named Grace. He used to stop the car sometimes, on a dark road in that country somewhere outside Philadelphia, and he and Grace would make up to each other.

It was simply amazing how the girl named Grace could talk. Will said she used to swear at Bob and that when he got, what she called “too gay,” she hit him. Sometimes Bob stopped the car and he and Grace got out and took a walk. They would be gone quite a long time. Will sat in the back seat with Cynthia. He said her hands were like men’s hands. “They looked like competent hands,” he thought. She was older than her sister Grace, and had taken a job in the city.

Apparently she was not very competent in love making; Will thought Grace and Bob would never come back. He was trying to think up things to say to Cynthia. One night they all went together to a dance. It was at a road-house, somewhere near Philadelphia.

It must have been a rather tough place. Will said it was, but when he said so, his wife, Helen, laughed. “What the devil were you doing there anyway?” Will suddenly said, turning and glaring at her as though it were the first time he had thought of asking the question.

“I was after a man and I got one, too. I got you,” she said.

 

She had gone to the dance with a young man of the same suburb in which Bob’s cousins lived. Her father was a doctor. Helen took the tale right out of Will’s hands. She explained that when Will and Bob and the two girls, Grace and Cynthia, came into the dance hall she spotted Will at once. “That one’s mine,” she said to herself and almost before they had got inside the door she had been introduced to Will. They danced together at once.

There must really have been some tough people in the road-house that night. When Will and Helen were dancing together there was a big, low-browed, tough-looking fellow who kept trying to “make” Helen, Will said. He had started to tell me about it and then got an idea. “Say, you look here, Helen,” he said, turning to look at his wife, “didn’t you have something to do with that? Had you given that low-browed man the eye? Were you egging him on?”

“Sure,” she said.

She explained that when a woman, like herself, was at work, when she really was laying herself out to get a man, the right thing to do was to have a rival in the field. “You have to work with what material you have at hand, don’t you? You are an artist. You are always talking about art. You ought to understand that.”

There came very near being a row. Will had taken Helen to a table where Bob sat with Grace and Cynthia. The young tough swaggered up — he was a little high — and demanded a dance with Helen.

Helen got indignant. She looked frightened and Will felt it was up to him, and he isn’t the kind that is good at that sort of thing. Will is the kind that in such an emergency grows rather helpless.

Such a man begins to tremble. His back hurts. He dreams of being cool and determined, but is so helpless that very likely he shouts, makes the situation much worse, goes too far. What happened was that Helen settled the matter. She had already become a little tender about Will.

“What did you do?” I asked. “I understood you had become indignant.”

“I had,” she said, “but I managed. I got up and danced with him. I liked it. He was a good dancer.”

Helen, like Grace and Cynthia, had got her father’s car for the evening. When they left that tough place the young man who had come with her was on the back seat of the other car with Cynthia, and Will was in the car with her. That did not much please Cynthia, but it seemed Cynthia had very little to do with it.

So they had got started in that way. Afterward, Will continued going to Philadelphia with Bob for the week-ends, but things were different at the cousin’s house. “It was not so warm and cheerful there,” Will said. Helen was always dropping in. Soon the two young men began stopping at a hotel in Philadelphia. Bob had also got interested in Helen. They stopped at a cheap hotel, not having much money, and Helen came to see them. Will said she came right up into the hotel bedroom. As he began thinking of what went on during that time, Will looked at Helen with a kind of wonder in his eyes. “I guess you could have had either of us,” he said, with a note of awe in his voice. It was obvious he admired his wife.

“I was not so sure about Bob,” Helen said.

She wrote letters to both of the men during the week, when they were in New York at work, and when they arrived in Philadelphia, there she was. She always managed to get her father’s car. She went home to her suburb late on Saturday nights and came back again early on Sundays. Saturday nights they all went together to a dance.

One day her father grew alarmed and angry, and followed her. He saw her go to the two men, right into their room, in the cheap hotel.

She had to decide the matter. She had made up her mind to marry one of the men, was tired of living at home. Things, I gathered, were getting rather warm at home. She was an only child. She said her mother was crying all the time and her father was furious. “I had to be hard-boiled with them for the time,” she explained. She was rather like a surgeon about to perform an operation on a frightened patient. She cajoled and bullied them. When her father tried to put his foot down she issued an ultimatum. “I’m twenty-one,” she said. “If you interfere with me I shall leave home.”

“But how will you live?”

“Don’t be silly, Father, a woman can always live.”

She went right out to the garage, got her father’s car and drove to Philadelphia. In the room in the hotel she was studying the two men. She got Will to go down to the car with her. “Get in,” she said. They drove away from the hotel. “I didn’t know where we were going,” Will said.

They drove and drove. Will spoke of her mood that night. He was in love. When I heard this tale he was still very much in love. “It was a soft clear night with stars.” Speaking of it, he took hold of his wife’s hands.

“Let’s get married,” she said to Will that night. “But when?” he asked. She thought they had better do it at once. “But think of my salary,” Will said. “I am thinking about it. It isn’t much, is it?” The meagerness of his salary didn’t seem to alter her determination. “I can’t wait any longer,” was what she said. She said they would drive around all night and get married early the next morning.

And so they did. Her people, the doctor and his wife, were in a panic.

Will and his wife went to them the next day. “How were you received?” I asked. “Fine,” Will said. He said that the doctor and his wife would have been happy no matter whom she had married. “You see, I had arranged for that,” Helen said. “I had got them into a state where marriage sure seemed like salvation to them.”


BROTHER DEATH
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THERE WERE THE two oak stumps, knee high to a not-too-tall man and cut quite squarely across. They became to the two children objects of wonder. They had seen the two trees cut but had run away just as the trees fell. They hadn’t thought of the two stumps, to be left standing there; hadn’t even looked at them. Afterwards Ted said to his sister Mary, speaking of the stumps: “I wonder if they bled, like legs, when a surgeon cuts a man’s leg off.” He had been hearing war stories. A man came to the farm one day to visit one of the farm-hands, a man who had been in the World War and had lost an arm. He stood in one of the barns talking. When Ted said that Mary spoke up at once. She hadn’t been lucky enough to be at the barn when the one-armed man was there talking, and was jealous. “Why not a woman or a girl’s leg?” she said, but Ted said the idea was silly. “Women and girls don’t get their legs and arms cut off,” he declared. “Why not? I’d just like to know why not?” Mary kept saying.

It would have been something if they had stayed, that day the trees were cut. “We might have gone and touched the places,” Ted said. He meant the stumps. Would they have been warm? Would they have bled? They did go and touch the places afterwards, but it was a cold day and the stumps were cold. Ted stuck to his point that only men’s arms and legs were cut off, but Mary thought of automobile accidents. “You can’t think just about wars. There might be an automobile accident,” she declared, but Ted wouldn’t be convinced.

They were both children, but something had made them both in an odd way old. Mary was fourteen and Ted eleven, but Ted wasn’t strong and that rather evened things up. They were the children of a well-to-do Virginia farmer named John Grey in the Blue Ridge country in Southwestern Virginia. There was a wide valley called the “Rich Valley,” with a railroad and a small river running through it and high mountains in sight, to the north and south. Ted had some kind of heart disease, a lesion, something of the sort, the result of a severe attack of diphtheria when he was a child of eight. He was thin and not strong but curiously alive. The doctor said he might die at any moment, might just drop down dead. The fact had drawn him peculiarly close to his sister Mary. It had awakened a strong and determined maternalism in her.

The whole family, the neighbors, on neighboring farms in the valley, and even the other children at the schoolhouse where they went to school recognized something as existing between the two children. “Look at them going along there,” people said. “They do seem to have good times together, but they are so serious. For such young children they are too serious. Still, I suppose, under the circumstances, it’s natural.” Of course, everyone knew about Ted. It had done something to Mary. At fourteen she was both a child and a grown woman. The woman side of her kept popping out at unexpected moments.

She had sensed something concerning her brother Ted. It was because he was as he was, having that kind of a heart, a heart likely at any moment to stop beating, leaving him dead, cut down like a young tree. The others in the Grey family, that is to say, the older ones, the mother and father and an older brother, Don, who was eighteen now, recognized something as belonging to the two children, being, as it were, between them, but the recognition wasn’t very definite. People in your own family are likely at any moment to do strange, sometimes hurtful things to you. You have to watch them. Ted and Mary had both found that out.

The brother Don was like the father, already at eighteen almost a grown man. He was that sort, the kind people speak of, saying: “He’s a good man. He’ll make a good solid dependable man.” The father, when he was a young man, never drank, never went chasing the girls, was never wild. There had been enough wild young ones in the Rich Valley when he was a lad. Some of them had inherited big farms and had lost them, gambling, drinking, fooling with fast horses and chasing after the women. It had been almost a Virginia tradition, but John Grey was a land man. All the Greys were. There were other large cattle farms owned by Greys up and down the valley.

John Grey, every one said, was a natural cattle man. He knew beef cattle, of the big so-called export type, how to pick and feed them to make beef. He knew how and where to get the right kind of young stock to turn into his fields. It was blue-grass country. Big beef cattle went directly off the pastures to market. The Grey farm contained over twelve hundred acres, most of it in blue grass.

The father was a land man, land hungry. He had begun, as a cattle farmer, with a small place, inherited from his father, some two hundred acres, lying next to what was then the big Aspinwahl place and, after he began, he never stopped getting more land. He kept cutting in on the Aspinwahls who were a rather horsey, fast lot. They thought of themselves as Virginia aristocrats, having, as they weren’t so modest about pointing out, a family going back and back, family tradition, guests always being entertained, fast horses kept, money being bet on fast horses. John Grey getting their land, now twenty acres, then thirty, then fifty, until at last he got the old Aspinwahl house, with one of the Aspinwahl girls, not a young one, not one of the best-looking ones, as wife. The Aspinwahl place was down, by that time, to less than a hundred acres, but he went on, year after year, always being careful and shrewd, making every penny count, never wasting a cent, adding and adding to what was now the Grey place. The former Aspinwahl house was a large old brick house with fireplaces in all the rooms and was very comfortable.

People wondered why Louise Aspinwahl had married John Grey, but when they were wondering they smiled. The Aspinwahl girls were all well educated, had all been away to college, but Louise wasn’t so pretty. She got nicer after marriage, suddenly almost beautiful. The Aspinwahls were, as every one knew, naturally sensitive, really first class but the men couldn’t hang onto land and the Greys could. In all that section of Virginia, people gave John Grey credit for being what he was. They respected him. “He’s on the level,” they said, “as honest as a horse. He has cattle sense, that’s it.” He could run his big hand down over the flank of a steer and say, almost to the pound, what he would weigh on the scales or he could look at a calf or a yearling and say, “He’ll do,” and he would do. A steer is a steer. He isn’t supposed to do anything but make beef.

There was Don, the oldest son of the Grey family. He was so evidently destined to be a Grey, to be another like his father. He had long been a star in the 4H Club of the Virginia county and, even as a lad of nine and ten, had won prizes at steer judging. At twelve he had produced, no one helping him, doing all the work himself, more bushels of corn on an acre of land than any other boy in the State.

It was all a little amazing, even a bit queer to Mary Grey, being as she was a girl peculiarly conscious, so old and young, so aware. There was Don, the older brother, big and strong of body, like the father, and there was the young brother Ted. Ordinarily, in the ordinary course of life, she being what she was — female — it would have been quite natural and right for her to have given her young girl’s admiration to Don but she didn’t. For some reason, Don barely existed for her. He was outside, not in it, while for her Ted, the seemingly weak one of the family, was everything.

Still there Don was, so big of body, so quiet, so apparently sure of himself. The father had begun, as a young cattle man, with the two hundred acres, and now he had the twelve hundred. What would Don Grey do when he started? Already he knew, although he didn’t say anything, that he wanted to start. He wanted to run things, be his own boss. His father had offered to send him away to college, to an agricultural college, but he wouldn’t go. “No. I can learn more here,” he said.

Already there was a contest, always kept under the surface, between the father and son. It concerned ways of doing things, decisions to be made. As yet the son always surrendered.

It is like that in a family, little isolated groups formed within the larger group, jealousies, concealed hatreds, silent battles secretly going on — among the Greys, Mary and Ted, Don and his father, the mother and the two younger children, Gladys, a girl child of six now, who adored her brother Don, and Harry, a boy child of two.

As for Mary and Ted, they lived within their own world, but their own world had not been established without a struggle. The point was that Ted, having the heart that might at any moment stop beating, was always being treated tenderly by the others. Only Mary understood that — how it infuriated and hurt him.

“No, Ted, I wouldn’t do that.

“Now, Ted, do be careful.”

Sometimes Ted went white and trembling with anger, Don, the father, the mother, all keeping at him like that. It didn’t matter what he wanted to do, learn to drive one of the two family cars, climb a tree to find a bird’s nest, run a race with Mary. Naturally, being on a farm, he wanted to try his hand at breaking a colt, beginning with him, getting a saddle on, having it out with him. “No, Ted. You can’t.” He had learned to swear, picking it up from the farm-hands and from boys at the country school. “Hell! Goddam!” he said to Mary. Only Mary understood how he felt, and she had not put the matter very definitely into words, not even to herself. It was one of the things that made her old when she was so young. It made her stand aside from the others of the family, aroused in her a curious determination. “They shall not.” She caught herself saying the words to herself. “They shall not.

“If he is to have but a few years of life, they shall not spoil what he is to have. Why should they make him die, over and over, day after day?” The thoughts in her did not become so definite. She had resentment against the others. She was like a soldier, standing guard over Ted.

The two children drew more and more away, into their own world and only once did what Mary felt come to the surface. That was with the mother.

It was on an early Summer day and Ted and Mary were playing in the rain. They were on a side porch of the house, where the water came pouring down from the eaves. At a corner of the porch there was a great stream, and first Ted and then Mary dashed through it, returning to the porch with clothes soaked and water running in streams from soaked hair. There was something joyous, the feel of the cold water on the body, under clothes, and they were shrieking with laugher when the mother came to the door. She looked at Ted. There was fear and anxiety in her voice. “Oh, Ted, you know you mustn’t, you mustn’t.” Just that. All the rest implied. Nothing said to Mary. There it was. “Oh, Ted, you mustn’t. You mustn’t run hard, climb trees, ride horses. The least shock to you may do it.” It was the old story again, and, of course, Ted understood. He went white and trembled. Why couldn’t the rest understand that was a hundred times worse for him? On that day, without answering his mother, he ran off the porch and through the rain toward the barns. He wanted to go hide himself from every one. Mary knew how he felt.

She got suddenly very old and very angry. The mother and daughter stood looking at each other, the woman nearing fifty and the child of fourteen. It was getting everything in the family reversed. Mary felt that but felt she had to do something. “You should have more sense, Mother,” she said seriously. She also had gone white. Her lips trembled. “You mustn’t do it any more. Don’t you ever do it again.”

“What, child?” There was astonishment and half anger in the mother’s voice. “Always making him think of it,” Mary said. She wanted to cry but didn’t.

The mother understood. There was a queer tense moment before Mary also walked off, toward the barns, in the rain. It wasn’t all so clear. The mother wanted to fly at the child, perhaps shake her for daring to be so impudent. A child like that to decide things — to dare to reprove her mother. There was so much implied — even that Ted be allowed to die, quickly, suddenly, rather than that death, danger of sudden death, be brought again and again to his attention. There were values in life, implied by a child’s words: “Life, what is it worth? Is death the most terrible thing?” The mother turned and went silently into the house while Mary, going to the barns, presently found Ted. He was in an empty horse stall, standing with his back to the wall, staring. There were no explanations. “Well,” Ted said presently, and, “Come on, Ted,” Mary replied. It was necessary to do something, even perhaps more risky than playing in the rain. The rain was already passing. “Let’s take off our shoes,” Mary said. Going barefoot was one of the things forbidden Ted. They took their shoes off and, leaving them in the barn, went into an orchard. There was a small creek below the orchard, a creek that went down to the river and now it would be in flood. They went into it and once Mary got swept off her feet so that Ted had to pull her out. She spoke then. “I told Mother,” she said, looking serious.

“What?” Ted said. “Gee, I guess maybe I saved you from drowning,” he added.

“Sure you did,” said Mary. “I told her to let you alone.” She grew suddenly fierce. “They’ve all got to — they’ve got to let you alone,” she said.

There was a bond. Ted did his share. He was imaginative and could think of plenty of risky things to do. Perhaps the mother spoke to the father and to Don, the older brother. There was a new inclination in the family to keep hands off the pair, and the fact seemed to give the two children new room in life. Something seemed to open out. There was a little inner world created, always, every day, being re-created, and in it there was a kind of new security. It seemed to the two children — they could not have put their feeling into words — that, being in their own created world, feeling a new security there, they could suddenly look out at the outside world and see, in a new way, what was going on out there in the world that belonged also to others.

It was a world to be thought about, looked at, a world of drama too, the drama of human relations, outside their own world, in a family, on a farm, in a farmhouse. . . . On a farm, calves and yearling steers arriving to be fattened, great heavy steers going off to market, colts being broken to work or to saddle, lambs born in the late Winter. The human side of life was more difficult, to a child often incomprehensible, but after the speech to the mother, on the porch of the house that day when it rained, it seemed to Mary almost as though she and Ted had set up a new family. Everything about the farm, the house and the barns got nicer. There was a new freedom. The two children walked along a country road, returning to the farm from school in the late afternoon. There were other children in the road but they managed to fall behind or they got ahead. There were plans made. “I’m going to be a nurse when I grow up,” Mary said. She may have remembered dimly the woman nurse, from the county-seat town, who had come to stay in the house when Ted was so ill. Ted said that as soon as he could — it would be when he was younger yet than Don was now — he intended to leave and go out West . . . far out, he said. He wanted to be a cowboy or a bronco-buster or something, and, that failing, he thought he would be a railroad engineer. The railroad that went down through the Rich Valley crossed a corner of the Grey farm, and, from the road in the afternoon, they could sometimes see trains, quite far away, the smoke rolling up. There was a faint rumbling noise, and, on clear days they could see the flying piston rods of the engines.

 

As for the two stumps in the field near the house, they were what was left of two oak trees. The children had known the trees. They were cut one day in the early Fall.

There was a back porch to the Grey house — the house that had once been the seat of the Aspinwahl family — and from the porch steps a path led down to a stone spring house. A spring came out of the ground just there, and there was a tiny stream that went along the edge of a field, past two large barns and out across a meadow to a creek — called a “branch” in Virginia, and the two trees stood close together beyond the spring house and the fence.

They were lusty trees, their roots down in the rich, always damp soil, and one of them had a great limb that came down near the ground, so that Ted and Mary could climb into it and out another limb into its brother tree, and in the Fall, when other trees, at the front and side of the house, had shed their leaves, blood-red leaves still clung to the two oaks. They were like dry blood on gray days, but on other days, when the sun came out, the trees flamed against distant hills. The leaves clung, whispering and talking when the wind blew, so that the trees themselves seemed carrying on a conversation.

John Grey had decided he would have the trees cut. At first it was not a very definite decision. “I think I’ll have them cut,” he announced.

“But why?” his wife asked. The trees meant a good deal to her. They had been planted, just in that spot, by her grandfather, she said, having in mind just a certain effect. “You see how, in the Fall, when you stand on the back porch, they are so nice against the hills.” She spoke of the trees, already quite large, having been brought from a distant woods. Her mother had often spoken of it. The man, her grandfather, had a special feeling for trees. “An Aspinwahl would do that,” John Grey said. “There is enough yard, here about the house, and enough trees. They do not shade the house or the yard. An Aspinwahl would go to all that trouble for trees and then plant them where grass might be growing.” He had suddenly determined, a half-formed determination in him suddenly hardening. He had perhaps heard too much of the Aspinwahls and their ways. The conversation regarding the trees took place at the table, at the noon hour, and Mary and Ted heard it all.

It began at the table and was carried on afterwards out of doors, in the yard back of the house. The wife had followed her husband out. He always left the table suddenly and silently, getting quickly up and going out heavily, shutting doors with a bang as he went. “Don’t, John,” the wife said, standing on the porch and calling to her husband. It was a cold day but the sun was out and the trees were like great bonfires against gray distant fields and hills. The older son of the family, young Don, the one so physically like the father and apparently so like him in every way, had come out of the house with the mother, followed by the two children, Ted and Mary, and at first Don said nothing, but, when the father did not answer the mother’s protest but started toward the barn, he also spoke. What he said was obviously the determining thing, hardening the father.

To the two other children — they had walked a little aside and stood together watching and listening — there was something. There was their own child’s world. “Let us alone and we’ll let you alone.” It wasn’t as definite as that. Most of the definite thoughts about what happened in the yard that afternoon came to Mary Grey long afterwards, when she was a grown woman. At the moment there was merely a sudden sharpening of the feeling of isolation, a wall between herself and Ted and the others. The father, even then perhaps, seen in a new light, Don and the mother seen in a new light.

There was something, a driving destructive thing in life, in all relationships between people. All of this felt dimly that day — she always believed both by herself and Ted — but only thought out long afterwards, after Ted was dead. There was the farm her father had won from the Aspinwahls — greater persistence, greater shrewdness. In a family, little remarks dropped from time to time, an impression slowly built up. The father, John Grey, was a successful man. He had acquired. He owned. He was the commander, the one having power to do his will. And the power had run out and covered, not only other human lives, impulses in others, wishes, hungers in others . . . he himself might not have, might not even understand . . . but it went far out beyond that. It was, curiously, the power also of life and death. Did Mary Grey think such thoughts at that moment. . . ? She couldn’t have. . . . Still there was her own peculiar situation, her relationship with her brother Ted, who was to die.

Ownership that gave curious rights, dominances — fathers over children, men and women over lands, houses, factories in cities, fields. “I will have the trees in that orchard cut. They produce apples but not of the right sort. There is no money in apples of that sort any more.”

“But, Sir . . . you see . . . look . . . the trees there against that hill, against the sky.”

“Nonsense. Sentimentality.”

Confusion.

It would have been such nonsense to think of the father of Mary Grey as a man without feeling. He had struggled hard all his life, perhaps, as a young man, gone without things wanted, deeply hungered for. Some one has to manage things in this life. Possessions mean power, the right to say, “do this” or “do that.” If you struggle long and hard for a thing it becomes infinitely sweet to you.

Was there a kind of hatred between the father and the older son of the Grey family? “You are one also who has this thing — the impulse to power, so like my own. Now you are young and I am growing old.” Admiration mixed with fear. If you would retain power it will not do to admit fear.

The young Don was so curiously like the father. There were the same lines about the jaws, the same eyes. They were both heavy men. Already the young man walked like the father, slammed doors as did the father. There was the same curious lack of delicacy of thought and touch — the heaviness that plows through, gets things done. When John Grey had married Louise Aspinwahl he was already a mature man, on his way to success. Such men do not marry young and recklessly. Now he was nearing sixty and there was the son — so like himself, having the same kind of strength.

Both land lovers, possession lovers. “It is my farm, my house, my horses, cattle, sheep.” Soon now, another ten years, fifteen at the most, and the father would be ready for death. “See, already my hand slips a little. All of this to go out of my grasp.” He, John Grey, had not got all of these possessions so easily. It had taken much patience, much persistence. No one but himself would ever quite know. Five, ten, fifteen years of work and saving, getting the Aspinwahl farm piece by piece. “The fools!” They had liked to think of themselves as aristocrats, throwing the land away, now twenty acres, now thirty, now fifty.

Raising horses that could never plow an acre of land.

And they had robbed the land too, had never put anything back, doing nothing to enrich it, build it up. Such a one thinking: “I’m an Aspinwahl, a gentleman. I do not soil my hands at the plow.

“Fools who do not know the meaning of land owned, possessions, money — responsibility. It is they who are second-rate men.”

He had got an Aspinwahl for a wife and, as it had turned out, she was the best, the smartest and, in the end, the best-looking one of the lot.

And now there was his son, standing at the moment near the mother. They had both come down off the porch. It would be natural and right for this one — he being what he already was, what he would become — for him, in his turn, to come into possession, to take command.

There would be, of course, the rights of the other children. If you have the stuff in you (John Grey felt that his son Don had) there is a way to manage. You buy the others out, make arrangements. There was Ted — he wouldn’t be alive — and Mary and the two younger children. “The better for you if you have to struggle.”

All of this, the implication of the moment of sudden struggle between a father and son, coming slowly afterwards to the man’s daughter, as yet little more than a child. Does the drama take place when the seed is put into the ground or afterwards when the plant has pushed out of the ground and the bud breaks open, or still later, when the fruit ripens? There were the Greys with their ability — slow, saving, able, determined, patient. Why had they superseded the Aspinwahls in the Rich Valley? Aspinwahl blood also in the two children, Mary and Ted.

There was an Aspinwahl man — called “Uncle Fred,” a brother to Louise Grey — who came sometimes to the farm. He was a rather striking-looking, tall old man with a gray Vandyke beard and a mustache, somewhat shabbily dressed but always with an indefinable air of class. He came from the county-seat town, where he lived now with a daughter who had married a merchant, a polite courtly old man who always froze into a queer silence in the presence of his sister’s husband.

The son Don was standing near the mother on the day in the Fall, and the two children, Mary and Ted, stood apart.

“Don’t, John,” Louise Grey said again. The father, who had started away toward the barns, stopped.

“Well, I guess I will.”

“No, you won’t,” said young Don, speaking suddenly. There was a queer fixed look in his eyes. It had flashed into life — something that was between the two men: “I possess”. . .”I will possess.” The father wheeled and looked sharply at the son and then ignored him.

For a moment the mother continued pleading.

“But why, why?”

“They make too much shade. The grass does not grow.”

“But there is so much grass, so many acres of grass.”

John Grey was answering his wife, but now again he looked at his son. There were unspoken words flying back and forth.

“I possess. I am in command here. What do you mean by telling me that I won’t?”

“Ha! So! You possess now but soon I will possess.”

“I’ll see you in hell first.”

“You fool! Not yet! Not yet!”

None of the words, set down above, was spoken at the moment, and afterwards the daughter Mary never did remember the exact words that had passed between the two men. There was a sudden quick flash of determination in Don — even perhaps sudden determination to stand by the mother — even perhaps something else — a feeling in the young Don out of the Aspinwahl blood in him — for the moment tree love superseding grass love — grass that would fatten steers. . . .

Winner of 4H Club prizes, champion young corn-raiser, judge of steers, land lover, possession lover.

“You won’t,” Don said again.

“Won’t what?”

“Won’t cut those trees.”

The father said nothing more at the moment but walked away from the little group toward the barns. The sun was still shining brightly. There was a sharp cold little wind. The two trees were like bonfires lighted against distant hills.

It was the noon hour and there were two men, both young, employees on the farm, who lived in a small tenant house beyond the barns. One of them, a man with a harelip, was married and the other, a rather handsome silent young man, boarded with him. They had just come from the midday meal and were going toward one of the barns. It was the beginning of the Fall corn-cutting time and they would be going together to a distant field to cut corn.

The father went to the barn and returned with the two men. They brought axes and a long cross-cut saw. “I want you to cut those two trees.” There was something, a blind, even stupid determination in the man, John Grey. And at that moment his wife, the mother of his children . . . There was no way any of the children could ever know how many moments of the sort she had been through. She had married John Grey. He was her man.

“If you do, Father . . .” Don Grey said coldly.

“Do as I tell you! Cut those two trees!” This addressed to the two workmen. The one who had a harelip laughed. His laughter was like the bray of a donkey.

“Don’t,” said Louise Grey, but she was not addressing her husband this time. She stepped to her son and put a hand on his arm.

“Don’t.

“Don’t cross him. Don’t cross my man.” Could a child like Mary Grey comprehend? It takes time to understand things that happen in life. Life unfolds slowly to the mind. Mary was standing with Ted, whose young face was white and tense. Death at his elbow. At any moment. At any moment.

“I have been through this a hundred times. That is the way this man I married has succeeded. Nothing stops him. I married him; I have had my children by him.

“We women choose to submit.

“This is my affair, more than yours, Don, my son.”

A woman hanging onto her thing — the family, created about her.

The son not seeing things with her eyes. He shook off his mother’s hand, lying on his arm. Louise Grey was younger than her husband, but, if he was now nearing sixty, she was drawing near fifty. At the moment she looked very delicate and fragile. There was something, at the moment, in her bearing. . . . Was there, after all, something in blood, the Aspinwahl blood?

In a dim way perhaps, at the moment, the child Mary did comprehend. Women and their men. For her then, at that time, there was but one male, the child Ted. Afterwards she remembered how he looked at that moment, the curiously serious old look on his young face. There was even, she thought later, a kind of contempt for both the father and brother, as though he might have been saying to himself — he couldn’t really have been saying it — he was too young: “Well, we’ll see. This is something. These foolish ones — my father and my brother. I myself haven’t long to live. I’ll see what I can, while I do live.”

The brother Don stepped over near to where his father stood.

“If you do, Father . . .” he said again.

“Well?”

“I’ll walk off this farm and I’ll never come back.”

“All right. Go then.”

The father began directing the two men who had begun cutting the trees, each man taking a tree. The young man with the harelip kept laughing, the laughter like the bray of a donkey. “Stop that,” the father said sharply, and the sound ceased abruptly. The son Don walked away, going rather aimlessly toward the barn. He approached one of the barns and then stopped. The mother, white now, half ran into the house.

The son returned toward the house, passing the two younger children without looking at them, but did not enter. The father did not look at him. He went hesitatingly along a path at the front of the house and through a gate and into a road. The road ran for several miles down through the valley and then, turning, went over a mountain to the county-seat town.

 

As it happened, only Mary saw the son Don when he returned to the farm. There were three or four tense days. Perhaps, all the time, the mother and son had been secretly in touch. There was a telephone in the house. The father stayed all day in the fields, and when he was in the house was silent.

Mary was in one of the barns on the day when Don came back and when the father and son met. It was an odd meeting.

The son came, Mary always afterwards thought, rather sheepishly. The father came out of a horse’s stall. He had been throwing corn to work horses. Neither the father nor son saw Mary. There was a car parked in the barn and she had crawled into the driver’s seat, her hands on the steering wheel, pretending she was driving.

“Well,” the father said. If he felt triumphant, he did not show his feeling.

“Well,” said the son, “I have come back.”

“Yes, I see,” the father said. “They are cutting corn.” He walked toward the barn door and then stopped. “It will be yours soon now,” he said. “You can be boss then.”

He said no more and both men went away, the father toward the distant fields and the son toward the house. Mary was afterwards quite sure that nothing more was ever said.

What had the father meant?

“When it is yours you can be boss.” It was too much for the child. Knowledge comes slowly. It meant:

“You will be in command, and for you, in your turn, it will be necessary to assert.

“Such men as we are cannot fool with delicate stuff. Some men are meant to command and others must obey. You can make them obey in your turn.

“There is a kind of death.

“Something in you must die before you can possess and command.”

There was, so obviously, more than one kind of death. For Don Grey one kind and for the younger brother Ted, soon now perhaps, another.

Mary ran out of the barn that day, wanting eagerly to get out into the light, and afterwards, for a long time, she did not try to think her way through what had happened. She and her brother Ted did, however, afterwards, before he died, discuss quite often the two trees. They went on a cold day and put their fingers on the stumps, but the stumps were cold. Ted kept asserting that only men got their legs and arms cut off, and she protested. They continued doing things that had been forbidden Ted to do, but no one protested, and, a year or two later, when he died, he died during the night in his bed.

But while he lived, there was always, Mary afterwards thought, a curious sense of freedom, something that belonged to him that made it good, a great happiness, to be with him. It was, she finally thought, because having to die his kind of death, he never had to make the surrender his brother had made — to be sure of possessions, success, his time to command — would never have to face the more subtle and terrible death that had come to his older brother.

THE END
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THE YOUNG ARTIST is a woman, and at evening she comes to talk to me in my room. She is my sister, but long ago she has forgotten that and I have forgotten.

Neither my sister nor I live in our father’s house, and among all my brothers and sisters I am conscious only of her. The others have positions in the city and in the evening go home to the house where my sister and I once lived. My father is old and his hands tremble. He is not concerned about me, but my sister who lives alone in a room in a house on North Dearborn Street has caused him much unhappiness.

Into my room in the evening comes my sister and sits upon a low couch by the door. She sits cross-legged and smokes cigarettes. When she comes it is always the same — she is embarrassed and I am embarrassed.

Since she has been a small girl my sister has always been very strange. When she was quite young she was awkward and boyish and tore her clothes climbing trees. It was after that her strangeness began to be noticed. Day after day she would slip away from the house and go to walk in the streets. She became a devout student and made such rapid strides in her classes that my mother — who to tell the truth is fat and uninteresting — spent the days worrying. My sister, she declared, would end by having brain fever.

When my sister was fifteen years old she announced to the family that she was about to take a lover. I was away from home at the time, on one of the wandering trips that have always been a passion with me.

My sister came into the house, where the family were seated at the table, and, standing by the door, said she had decided to spend the night with a boy of sixteen who was the son of a neighbor.

The neighbor boy knew nothing of my sister’s intentions. He was at home from college, a tall, quiet, blue-eyed fellow, with his mind set upon foot-ball. To my family my sister explained that she would go to the boy and tell him of her desires. Her eyes flashed and she stamped with her foot upon the floor.

My father whipped my sister. Taking her by the arm he led her into the stable at the back of the house. He whipped her with a long black whip that always stood upright in the whip-socket of the carriage in which, on Sundays, my mother and father drove about the streets of our suburb. After the whipping my father was ill.

I am wondering how I know so intimately all the details of the whipping of my sister. Neither my father nor my sister have told me of it. Perhaps sometime, as I sat dreaming in a chair, my mother gossiped of the whipping. It would be like her to do that, and it is a trick of my mind never to remember her figure in connection with the things she has told me.

After the whipping in the stable my sister was quite changed. The family sat tense and quiet at the table and when she came into the house she laughed and went upstairs to her own room. She was very quiet and well-behaved for several years and when she was twenty-one inherited some money and went to live alone in the house on North Dearborn Street. I have a feeling that the walls of our house told me the story of the whipping. I could never live in the house afterwards and came away at once to this room where I am now and where my sister comes to visit me.

And so there is my sister in my room and we are embarrassed. I do not look at her but turn my back and begin writing furiously. Presently she is on the arm of my chair with her arm about my neck.

I am the world and my sister is the young artist in the world. I am afraid the world will destroy her. So furious is my love of her that the touch of her hand makes me tremble.

My sister would not write as I am now writing. How strange it would seem to see her engaged in anything of the kind. She would never give the slightest bit of advice to any one. If you were dying and her advice would save you she would say nothing.

My sister is the most wonderful artist in the world, but when she is with me I do not remember that. When she has talked of her adventures, up from the chair I spring and go ranting about the room. I am half blind with anger, thinking perhaps that strange, furtive looking youth, with whom I saw her walking yesterday in the streets, has had her in his arms. The flesh of my sister is sacred to me. If anything were to happen to her body I think I should kill myself in sheer madness.

In the evening after my sister is gone I do not try to work any more. I pull my couch to the opening by the window and lie down. It is then a little that I begin to understand my sister. She is the artist right to adventure in the world, to be destroyed in the adventure, if that be necessary, and I, on my couch, am the worker in the world, blinking up at the stars that can be seen from my window when my couch is properly arranged.


THE WHITE STREAK

I
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HE IS OLD now and looks old, but when this story begins he was a man of twenty-five. His father, a commission merchant dealing in poultry, butter and eggs, had an office in South Water Street in the City of Chicago.

He was married to the daughter of a respectable merchant and had bought a white frame house in a suburb. He went into his father’s business and for a time things went well with him. Then something happened. He grew weary of the selling of butter and eggs and of living in a suburb. Something like a revolution went on in his soul. His boyish blue eyes were clouded and as he went up and down in the noisy, crowded street where he was employed and heard men higgling and quarreling over the price to be paid for a shipment of butter, he trembled with anger. He began to hate the other men in the office, and in a fury of hatred ran out of the narrow, dirty street filled with wagons piled high with food stuffs. Running around the corner he stood under the elevated railroad at Lake and State Streets. His body trembled and he looked about with wild eyes. In State Street he saw thousands of men, women and children going into stores to buy clothes.

“The world is mad,” he muttered to himself. “If people are not thinking of the clothes they wear they are thinking and talking of food. Am I to spend my life in the silly business of seeing that people are fed?”

The young man, whose name was Bushnell, could not understand what had happened to him. He tried to discuss the matter with his wife but wasn’t very clear, and his wife did not know what he was talking about. Like thousands of other young people who live in respectable suburbs, Bushnell and his wife had been married because of a situation founded on emotional hunger. They had met at a dinner party given at the house of a mutual friend and had wanted each other. When the hunger within became too persistent to be quieted, the young man blurted out a proposal. For months before their marriage they spent their evenings together, sitting in silence, each tremendously conscious of the other. After marriage they found they had little to say to each other.

It was during the third summer after his marriage that the revolution took place in the soul of young Bushnell. In the evening when he went home from the office in the elevated train he put his head out of the car window and tried to reason with himself.

“Everyone has to work,” he thought. “It does not make any difference what a man does.”

He looked at the long rows of grim brick buildings past which the train hurried and thought of the millions who, like himself, must be employed in dark ugly places.

“It is what life is like,” he muttered to himself. “It cannot be helped.”

The whole city was, he thought, given over to ugliness and the people who rode with him on the trains were ugly in the dreary sameness of their lives and their thoughts. The men and women sitting in the car homeward bound from the city talked of their affairs. It seemed to young Bushnell that the women talked always of clothes and the men of the buying and selling of foods. He dreaded the thought of going into his own house and sitting at table. His wife, he was afraid, would talk of the buying and cooking of food. The street in which his house stood was lined with shade trees and he liked to walk under the trees, but he decided he did not like the people who lived in the houses.

The suburb in which young Bushnell lived was called Evanston. There were many newly married young people living in white houses on tree lined streets in Evanston, and the Bushnells became part of a group of young people who spent their evenings together. There was a man who lived across the street and who made his living in the advertising business. He was forever planning to put on the market some new kind of foodstuff. He specialized in that. When he went into a new project he asked young Bushnell’s advice.

“You are connected with the selling of foods. Give me the dope,” he begged. “You know better than I what people think about foods.”

Young Bushnell hated the advertising man and he hated also the retail merchant, the lawyer and the man who dealt in real estate who helped to make up the neighboring group. On the evenings when they with their wives came to his house he wanted to cry out against them, to tell them to go away and never come back. He said nothing of the sort because he could think of no possible excuse for so unexpected and unexplainable an outburst.

The summer during which all this occurred was unusually hot. Young Bushnell was tired. All the time he wanted to fight or to cry. His wife had a guest at the house, a young woman cousin who taught school in some town in the East. When she came the young man paid no attention to her, but after she had been at the house for two or three weeks he noted that she was habitually silent. He began to be attracted to her.

In the evening, when people of the neighborhood came to sit and talk with him and his wife on the front porch of their house, he remained silent and looked at the school teacher. He thought the talk and the laughter of all the men and women sitting about sounded like the croaking of frogs in a pond late at night. He looked over their heads and shuddered. Then he looked at the school teacher clad in a white dress and persistently silent. He wondered what she was thinking about.

One evening when it seemed to him that the talk of his wife and his friends had become utterly meaningless, he arose from his chair and went unobserved into the house. On an impulse he crept upstairs and went stealthily into the room occupied by his wife’s guest. Standing in the darkness he tried to think what he wanted to do. Then going to a closet door he opened it and saw hanging there one of the white dresses worn by the woman. It made a white streak in the darkness, just as the silent white-clad woman made a white streak in the darkness of his mind. Dropping to his knees he laid his cheek against the soft cloth of the dress. Tears came into his eyes. Although he had never given the subject of marriage much thought, he was sure that his wife, because of her marriage to him, would not have understood what he was doing. The thought made him blindly resentful. In the darkness he muttered words concerning the matter. Holding the white dress tightly against his cheek he declared his love for the silent woman who had worn it and would wear it again.

“She’s beautiful because she has kept herself to herself,” he declared. “She has let herself stand alone and far off. She has dignity and does not talk of food and of clothes. It is wonderful to have her here and not know what she is thinking about.”

II

The man who went into his father’s commission business in South Water Street is now at the head of the firm. He is sixty years old and has prospered. His father is dead. On the whole he is happy enough. When he and his wife had been married for a long time she gave birth to a daughter who is now a young woman at school in the East. The feeling he once had in regard to the buying and selling of foods has gone quite away. He is a prominent member of a church in Evanston and stands very well in that respectable suburb.

As for the school teacher who is his wife’s cousin and who once came to visit at his house, he has forgotten her name. He only thinks of her once in a long time.

Sometimes when business is unusually heavy he works over his books in the office at night. He has dinner at one of the big restaurants in the city and then hurries away to the office. Although he has prospered, his office, like most of the offices in South Water Street in Chicago, is a small dirty affair upstairs over a storeroom. At the back of the office there is a window that looks out over the Chicago River.

As Bushnell walks at night through the dark silent streets he is reminded of the feeling he once had in regard to the buying and selling of foods. As he is now an old man he stumbles a little. He is bald and a nervous disease had twisted his head to one side. As he hurries along he peers into the darkness and shudders.

During the day South Water Street, where rations for millions of people are handed about, is the busiest place in Chicago, but at night it is dark, lonely and dreary. The roar of the voices of innumerable hucksters has drifted away and the multitude of wagons loaded with boxes and bales that all day blocked the roadway have disappeared into the darkness. In the dim light at the edge of the sidewalks huge iron cans are heaped high with half decayed fruit and vegetables. A sour pungent smell greets the nostrils. Decrepit old women wander about, creeping here and there in the darkness. In their arms they carry baskets which they fill with frozen potatoes and spoiled bananas, apples and oranges.

The merchant goes into his office and bends over his books. He tries not to think. On summer evenings when it is very hot he opens the window that looks out over the river. When his work is done and he has put on his coat he stands for a moment looking into the darkness. As when he was a young comely man he thinks of a life spent in the buying and selling of food with a shudder.

At night the Chicago River, a grey stream running under ugly bridges out of the lake into the land, is transformed. It becomes at times, when the night is clear and the surface of the river is stirred by night winds, utterly lovely. Looking down at it, a sense of mystery with dread creeps over the old merchant. He forgets his old wife and his daughter and feels suddenly young and alone in the world. On the river below a boat passes making a white streak in the darkness and he is reminded of the time long ago when a silent, white-clad woman sat among the chattering people on the porch of his house. He wants to put his cheek against the sides of the boat as he once put his cheek against the white gown that had been worn by the woman. For a moment his mind, that for years has been quite normal and sure of itself, is confused. He walks up and down in the office and opens and closes his fists. Although the river is close at hand and although it is within a stone’s throw of the dark evil-smelling street, in which the horrible old women go up and down, it seems to him strangely remote and unreal.

“It stands alone and far off,” he whispers.

He tries to reason with himself and tells himself that the stream is in reality a sewer, that it is not love at all.

“I am becoming a doddering old fool,” he declares, and closing the window, hurries away.

In spite of himself the merchant remembers the school teacher. He decides that she is the most beautiful thing that ever came into his life. Overcome with emotion he wanders about muttering and talking aloud. He decides to do something desperate to find and to declare his love for the woman in white, but when he gets into a lighted street and sees his reflection in a store window, his desperate mood passes away. The figure he sees reflected in the window of the stores is old, twisted and worn. It is like the old women who salvage spoiled fruit in the street out of which he has come.

In the mind of the merchant, the school teacher, whom he has not seen for twenty-five years, will always remain young, silent and lovely. She is for him a white streak in the dark places of life, something far off and beautifully strange, something to dream of but not to be touched.

On summer evenings the merchant goes home to his suburb lost in reflection. He is depressed but on the streets of Evanston he meets men and women who speak to him with respect. The mood he was in when he came out of his office passes away. The reappearance of the white streak has no outward effect on his mind. However, for several days after a night in the office he is somewhat more tender and thoughtful in his attitude toward the fat, grey-haired old woman who is his wife and toward his daughter in school when she comes into his mind.


OFF BALANCE
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ALONZO FUNKHOUSER WAS vice-president of the Griver-Wharton Company, advertising agents. He was a big man, some six feet two inches tall, and had got heavy. He wasn’t fat, that is to say he hadn’t a paunch, but he was big. He was a football star when he attended Harvard, and after he got into advertising that helped him, especially in Chicago and the Middle-Western cities where he had his clients. He was a Harvard man but didn’t put on any side. He made his cleanup during the World War, when he was forty-eight.

He had the Calico Truck account and about ten others, and they all became suddenly good, but the Calico was a wow. They just wallowed in it, making trucks for the old Russian government, and all the orders that came in were underwritten, first by the British government and later by the U.S.A.

It was in the bag. They got what price they asked. You know how it was during the war. No wonder some people like wars. God, the cleanup! Better page Al Capone.

Later, to be sure, there was the income tax, but that wasn’t as bad as it looked. You could put down as legitimate expenditure in running a business, to be deducted from profits, the money spent in advertising.

It was a cleanup, and a good many American boys got made nice and clean over there too. Alonzo Funkhouser lost a son.

He was a great man for making speeches, to associations of advertising men, associations of manufacturers, associations of publishers, etc. And for several years after his son got his head blown off, he never made a speech without referring to his son’s death. “We who have suffered . . . the war has been brought home to us . . . my own son . . . tight now, as I stand here before you today, I can see my boy . . .

“As though he stood over there . . . there in the far corner of this room [this said with a finger pointing] or over there, as though he had just stepped in at the door.”

* * *

Billy Moore, of the copy department of Griver-Wharton, was a little black Irishman, also forty-eight, who had always had a hard time hanging on to a job because he was an alcoholic. He went out about once in three weeks and stayed out for three or four days. He was a Catholic, and had a big family of girls, and he could sling the ink, although he couldn’t talk much. He couldn’t have made a speech to get through purgatory. He had a strong sense of the dramatic, and should have been a playwright. He kept saying he intended to be one some day. It was pathetic — he being forty-eight and an alcoholic, always losing jobs and putting his family in a hole. During and just after the war, any kind of a copywriter could get a job, and Billy was good.

“I’m going to get out of this damn advertising racket and write at least one good play before I die,” Billy said.

“What about, Billy?”

“Why, about this advertising racket. I’ll show ’em up for once, anyway.”

Billy wrote all of Alonzo Funkhouser’s speeches after Alonzo became a big man, and Billy was the one who had worked out that pointing business, “... a s though, at this minute, he were standing over there.”

“You pause. Throw out your hand, so.”

“Yes, I see.”

“Then, when their heads are turned . . .”

Billy hated Alonzo Funkhouser with his whole soul, and Alonzo had the same kind of hatred for Billy.

Alonzo used to stand up like that, making one of his speeches written by Billy — he was a fine figure of a man — and he always ended with that bit about the boy killed in France. “The little bastard really was killed,” Billy used to say sometimes, speaking to other copywriters employed by Griver-Wharton.

“The Huns blew his god damn little head off.” He had never seen the boy.

When Alonzo got his speech off to a lot of businessmen, say at a banquet, it always went big.

“As I stand here, before you men, I can see my boy, just as I last saw him alive, as though he were standing over there back of you all, or coming in at that door . . . Look!” His arm shot out and a finger pointed. Billy had coached him on that.

“A clean, sweet, American boy.” The businessmen, association of advertising men, association of publishers, association of manufacturers, were startled. They would all turn their heads to look.

“A curly-haired, clean, American boy.”

A surprising number of the men at the banquets or other places where speeches are made were bald.

“That guy ought to get him a good hair-tonic account,” Billy said. “Gee, he’s a swell contact man.”

* * *

During the war, the Calico Truck people made so much, it rolled in so fast, they just had to pour it out for advertising; otherwise the government would have got it to help pay the cost of the war. They used to call Alonzo Funkhouser on the long-distance telephone. They had been careless or he had.

“We’re behind on our schedule,” they said. “You got to spend three hundred thousand in the next ten days.”

“Yes, but—”

“But what?”

“About copy, for newspaper spreads, et cetera — do you want to O.K. it?”

“Hell no. Shoot.”

Billy Moore used to sit making calculations. He was jealous. He knew the deal Alonzo had with the Griver-Wharton people. It was fifty-fifty.

“Let’s see. Fifteen per cent on three hundred thousand for that ten days on that one account — that’s forty-five thousand, and a half of that . . . He was schoolboyish about it, like some high-school kid figuring up how much Babe Ruth gets for every hour he is actually at work. The three hundred thousand was just an oversight. There was the regular flow, several accounts, and all good, the flow going on for three or four years.

“Well, say two hundred and fifty thousand a year, for Alonzo, while the bloody mess lasted over there.” Billy didn’t have any sons. He didn’t lose anyone in the war.

* * *

Alonzo kept on pulling it, whenever he made a speech, for a long time.

“I can see my boy, standing over there now. We were pals.” The businessmen all turned to look. When they turned their faces back to Alonzo, he was just putting his handkerchief away. What the businessmen liked about Alonzo was that he was so sincere. Alonzo said so, a little hesitatingly, to Billy. He had been during the summer on a visit to France, where his son was buried.

“How about some new stuff, Billy?” he said.

“What do you mean?” Billy inquired. He had just been on one of his bad ones, and his wife had been riding him pretty hard. Alonzo was shy about bringing the matter up, but he had become a big man in advertising, and he did love to make speeches.

“You know, I have been over there, where the boy is buried. I didn’t let them bring his body home. ‘Let it lie where it fell,’ I wrote to our congressman.”

“You mean?” Billy said. He was getting it. “Yes, I guess we ought to revamp the speech.”

“Do you know, Billy,” Alonzo said, “you made me feel that boy’s death, what it meant to me, as I never would have felt it but for you.”

“Yes?”

“Just the same, we should give it a new turn.” Billy stood in Alonzo’s office lost in deep thought.

“Do you know, Billy, what about — well now, something about the boy’s grave, over there, at the edge of a battlefield, say at night?”

“Jesus, that’s a thought!” Billy said. He stood there hating Alonzo. Sometimes he had the whimsical notion that he didn’t hate him at all. He stood in the room beside Alonzo’s big mahogany desk, muttering to himself, and Alonzo got up and came near to listen.

“Now you see — something about the French countryside at night — a summer night. It is pathetic and terrible — the ground all torn up, limbs of trees shot away,” Billy was saying.

“Yes, yes,” Alonzo said.

“Something strange takes possession of your soul.”

“Since the American Legion has got into politics, the war itself isn’t so good any more,” Alonzo said. “You couldn’t get production for a war play now if you wrote one, Billy.”

“Still, there is always something. People like the idea of ghosts. How would this be? . . . You see, you got to a little French town, at the edge of the battlefield, late at night. You found a little French hotel, but you couldn’t sleep. A voice seemed to be calling you. The town was very quiet, but in fancy you could hear guns roaring. You got up and dressed, crept out of the house.”

“Yes, yes,” Alonzo said again.

“You got out where the ghostly trees were. There was that dim light. You saw it now here, now there. There was a voice that seemed to want to speak to you. It was saying, ‘Tell them. Tell them.’”

“Yes, yes. Yes, yes. Yes, yes.”

Billy was having a swell idea, a hunch, and what good advertising-copy man doesn’t know what that means? The really snappy ideas don’t come every day. Alonzo yes-yessing him as the idea grew. The wife may have been riding Billy extra hard after the drunk he had been on. Suddenly he plunked Alonzo Funkhouser, vice-president of Griver-Wharton, right on the jaw, just as he was opening his mouth to get off another “yes, yes.” Billy never had any idea he could hit so hard. He knocked Alonzo over a chair and his head hit a corner of his desk. Afterward he bled like a stuck pig.

“I guess I caught him off his balance,” Billy always afterward explained.

Everyone came running, stenographers, other copy men, contact men, other officials of the company, and of course Billy got fired. The president of the company, George B. Wharton, fired him on the spot, but later they took him back. Billy’s wife came down to see Mr. Wharton, and Alonzo Funkhouser insisted.

“Look here,” he said, “the man’s got a family, and he had been drunk. I insist,” he said. They kept arguing with him, saying that to take Billy back would break down the morale of the employees of the company, but Alonzo stood pat. The others thought he was being foolishly big-hearted, but he was a big man in the company, and he had his way. They sent word to Billy to come on back.

“I guess I caught him a little off balance,” was all Billy had to say about that.


I GET SO I CAN’T GO ON
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THE FOUR ADVERTISING men went to dine at a place called Skully’s. “It’s just a hole,” Little Gil said, “but we’ll be quiet.” Frank Blandin wondered what there was to be quiet about. This was in Chicago and Frank went with the others because he just happened to be coming out of the office and met the three men. “Come along,” they said. He hadn’t any plans for dining. It was a cold, sloppy night with a drizzle of rain and he was in a sour mood. “All right,” he said and walked along beside Little Gil, a copywriter like himself, looking at Gil and at the two men ahead. “Jesus,” he thought, “ain’t people up to a lot? . . .

“Civilization,” he thought. Being in a sour mood, he was thinking about the others and himself, how they lived, going along, getting advertising ideas . . . some making drawings, others writing words. Things had to be sold. That was the terribly important thing. If you wrote a book, what good was it unless it was sold? The same with magazines and newspapers, automobile tires, clothes, shoes, hats, food, everything. “Sell it. Sell it. Sell it.”

“Jesus, I’d better be thinking of something else.” Little Gil, the man he was walking with, didn’t say anything. It was like it was sometimes when he went to bed. Frank wasn’t married. He had been, but his wife had got a divorce. That might be the real point of being married . . . someone to lie with at night. You can get into a scrap with her or make love or something. You’ve got someone to blame things on.

If you lie alone you think too much. Perhaps you read a book. An old Jew in the ghetto. How he suffers! You get to thinking about him. You have stopped reading in the middle of a chapter, so you try to carry the story along. Anything to get away from yourself. That’s what books are for, isn’t it? That’s what men write them for. How do you know that isn’t the reason men and women get married? You let yourself dream you are an old Jew in the ghetto, in the Middle Ages, putting out money, “hiring money to men,” as Cal Coolidge would have said. “They hired the money, didn’t they? Make ’em pay up. Make ’em pay the interest. Squeeze ’em. Squeeze ’em. Get even!” Thinking of things like that. Thinking of anything to get to sleep. You wake up and start another day.

They got to Skully’s. Why was it called Skully’s? The man who ran the place was a short squat figure of a man with dark skin and short coarse black hair. He looked greasy but he had a rather handsome wife. She was a big one with soft eyes. The man in the party who had steered them to the place was Bud, a commercial artist. Very likely he thought, “I’d like to paint her.” He had happened to drop into the place and had thought that, and so he had come back, bringing Gil, the copywriter, with him, and the two had talked — that is to say, Bud had talked. “Look, Gil. I’d like to paint her. What a body! What arms! What legs! What shoulders! You’d have to get into it just the feeling of flesh, strong and sweet, very still, waiting and waiting. You get the idea?” Gil wouldn’t have been much interested. “Sure, Bud. It ought to be swell.” He knew Bud would never do it. Bud had to make advertising designs.

So there the four men were, in the place, sitting at a table at the back, in a corner. The fourth man in the party was named Al and he was a fat man with red cheeks on which blue veins showed. He was well dressed and had a big loose mouth and thin hair. He ate and drank too much, but that night he wasn’t talking. He was a salesman, a contact man they called them now in advertising agencies.

Except for Frank, they were all busy on a new account . . . women’s shoes . . . women’s shoes of fine quality . . . expensive shoes. Bud had pried the account away from some other advertising agency. Frank looked at him. That night Al was placid as a cow, or better yet, a steer, but Frank supposed that when he got after an account he woke up, got up on his toes. He’d have a shot or two and go to it. Talk. Talk. Talk. Women’s shoes of fine quality, made in St. Louis, Missouri. Well, why not? What’s the matter with St. Louis?

“But I dunno. I always thought of St. Louis . . . it’s in my mind that way . . . you know, fat Germans with fat wives. Heat. The muddy Mississippi. Everybody always sweating.”

After dining, the three men would be going back to the office to spend the evening making designs for advertisements and writing advertisements, Little Gil to get the ideas and write the copy and Bud to make the designs, the drawings. Frank looked across the table at Little Gil. He had his hands lying on the table, soft, rather meaningless little hands, like the hands of a girl child. He was self-conscious. When you looked at him he got nervous.

The men at the table were talking about the new account, what had to be expressed in the newspaper and magazine advertisements, the hook-up with shoe dealers — advertising men’s talk. Bud said to Frank, “What’s wrong with you, Frank? What makes you so quiet?” “Oh, I don’t know,” Frank said. “I’m that way,” he said, and the others laughed, all except Al. They knew all right. They got that way themselves.

Al took a long, silver flask out of his hip pocket. It held a lot and he poured everyone a stiff drink. Frank looked at him and then at Al. “He’s drinking too much,” he thought. “What the hell do I care if he is?” Al called the proprietor’s wife over to the table and asked her, “Have you got any lemons?” She hadn’t any. “Well, can you get us some?”

The proprietor came in from the kitchen. The four men were the only diners in the place that night. The proprietor wore a little greasy white cap and a soiled white apron. The restaurant was on a side street in a wholesale district. Little Gil had said, “We can be quiet there,” but Frank had thought, “What’s to be quiet about?” Al gave the man a quarter and he went out for lemons, so they wouldn’t have to drink straight grain alcohol, unflavored.

The woman, the proprietor’s wife, might have been Italian, or a Greek or a Syrian. She was handsome, all right. . . . She and her husband both spoke brokenly. When the four men had given their orders she went a little away from them, to where there was a counter, near the front, and stood there. Pretty soon she got a chair and sat. From where she sat Frank was the only man of the four she could see, and she sat thus until they left. Her husband waited on the men. They all had the same thing — steak, that turned out to be pretty tough, French-fried potatoes, and peas out of a can. Then they all had some pie and coffee. . . . Anyway, a man’s life goes like that. “I read too many books. I think too much,” Frank thought. What was that line of Shakespeare’s . . . “Perchance to dream . . . Ah, there’s the rub. . . .

“There’s the rub-a-dub-dub

There’s the rub-a-dub-dub. . . .”

Frank decided he’d think about Little Gil, who sat across from him. “I’d better not look at him. It will make him self-conscious,” he thought. Thinking about another man was like reading a book or being with a woman. It took you away from self. That was what you wanted. He began making a picture of Gil’s life, for the rest of the evening.

He’d go back to the office with the other two, Bud and Al. Al wouldn’t work. Why should he work? He was a salesman. Frank smiled. “You got to sell it. What good is it unless you sell it?” he thought. Al would sit around, smoke cigars, read his newspaper. In comes Little Gil. “What about this idea?” He shows it to Al. Well, Al’s got to sell it. Al stretches, takes the cigar out of his mouth. “Pretty good, Gil.” Gil is just making rough suggestions. If Al thinks they’ll do, Bud will make quick drawings and then Gil will write the text. Talk. Al might go out to a show later. He was going to take the one A.M. train for St. Louis.

“You see, this is the idea, Al. . . . Gil would be making layouts, shapely women’s legs. That’s an original idea. Show a woman’s leg.

“Say, in this game the less original you are the better. Get that out of your noodle about being original. Who do you think reads the ads, a lot of highbrows?”

The woman’s foot in the shoe might be resting on purple velvet. There’s a thought. Purple velvet suggests royalty. “Royal American beauties are demanding, etc.” Look, the shoes are like little boats, sailing out on a purple sea.

Little boats on purple seas, going adventuring. Say, little shoes, where are you taking those lovely feet, lovely young women’s legs . . . hips, breasts, shoulders, arms? . . . Whoa! What you got in the package, little woman?

Helen, Thy beauty is to me

Like some Nicean bark of yore. . . .

Funny how a man reads books, walks about, sleeps, eats, remembers snatches of poetry and song . . . all the time wondering, what the hell for, where the hell to. . . .

Surely not just to be able to write shoe advertisements. One of the copywriters in Frank’s firm, Griver-Wharton . . . Tower-top Building, Chicago . . . once said to Frank . . . “I get so I can’t go on,” he said.

“So? What do you do?”

“I read Ralph Waldo Emerson. An essay of his, called ‘Self Reliance,’ helps me most.”

“Then you go back at it again, eh?”

“Sure.”

* * *

That Little Gil — copywriter — Frank never had thought much about him. Gee, what a lot of people you see every day, touch elbows. . . . Ha, here we go! Forward, march! Here we go! You never really think about them. How can you? There are so many of them. . . . What happened to Frank that night he dined with Bud, Al and Gil was a matter of no importance. You read a lot of books, don’t you, and never think about them again? Very likely the author has sweat blood, trying to write that book. All right. That’s his funeral. Take it back to the three-cent-a-day. Get me another. It was just a rainy night and Frank didn’t feel like going home to read. He just sat there in the restaurant with the others. He was eating in silence and taking a good look at the woman, the wife of the proprietor of the place, the one Bud had thought he wanted to paint. She was sitting so none of the others could see her and she kept looking at Frank and he returned the compliment. She wasn’t so young, maybe thirty-three or four, with dark soft skin and big dark eyes. Big breasts, big shoulders and strong shapely legs. The way she was sitting in the chair she spread her legs a little, and Frank thought . . . “Gates of Hercules,” he thought,

“When out of Palos came the gold

To storm the gates of Hercules.”

*

Tiger, tiger, burning bright

In the forests of the night. . . .

There was a creeping smile, back somewhere, in Frank, and in the woman. Frank let his thoughts drift. He thought about Bud. Bud didn’t want to be a commercial artist. He remembered what someone in the office had said that day . . . “Bud’s drinking too much. He’s slipping. He isn’t half the man he was a year ago. His drawings haven’t any zip to them any more.” The knockers! Bud had a flair for Frank. He thought Frank was wise, onto people, sophisticated. “That’s the way to be,” Bud said to himself, “don’t expect anything. Trust no one.” I am master of my fate. I am captain of my soul. “Rats,” Frank thought. Still he thought Bud was O.K.

What was that line he had thought out, Bud talking to Gil. Oh, yes. “Look, Gil. What arms! What legs! What shoulders! Flesh, strong and sweet, very still, waiting and waiting.” That is what Bud would have said to Gil.

I suppose that’s the way it starts between a man and a woman, any man and any woman. What was it William James said about religion? . . . Music at the back of the mind — that’s it. You don’t always follow it up . . . not one time in ten. How can you? What’s all this got to do with anything?

The point is that Frank found out that Gil was a fairy. How? How does a man find such things out — suddenly like that? You are sitting and don’t know it and then you are sitting, and you do know.

You don’t want to know. It hurts . . . not you, but him. That man’s cork’s out. What about pity? The poor guy.

* * *

Nothing happened that night when the four advertising men dined. They had steaks and French-frieds and peas that came out of a can. No, we haven’t any other vegetable. Forty cents each. Al paid. He left another forty cents for the big woman who came to get the dishes and she took it smiling. Frank didn’t talk. “A fellow ought to take a thing like this,” he thought, “like reading a book.” Title of book, “Rainy Night in Chicago” . . . “a mystery story.” Nights in Chicago were just as mysterious and strange as, say, nights in Egypt, on the Nile — why not? Or Stanley in Africa . . . Stanley in darkest African jungles . . . rain, fever, sores on the legs, animals in the dense forests at night. . . .

Tiger, tiger, burning bright

In the forests of the night. . . .

The point was that Frank’s eyes looked up suddenly from that embrace — you might call it that — with the eyes of that big dark-skinned woman and met the eyes of Little Gil. Her eyes had been saying it as a woman’s eyes do say it to a man who has taken her fancy. Gee, wouldn’t it be swell living in the world, if people could be honest? You, being a man, don’t ever get one woman. . . . “There, that settles it — that’s off my mind” . . . and a woman, a real woman, don’t ever get that from any one man.

But Frank, looking around suddenly, had got it also from Little Gil’s eyes.

What . . . you mean . . . from a man?

Well, yes. If Gil was a man.

That, to Frank, was the sudden hurtful thing that night he dined with the three men. It shocked and hurt him . . . that hungry waiting thing in Gil’s eyes. There must have been something that gave Frank away, a shadow passing across his face. Something within him drew away and then, in a flash, he got it all. Once Little Gil had been ill at home and Frank went with Bud to see him. He remembered two sisters and an old mother. The mother was a gentle quiet white-haired old woman. In that family the father was dead and they all dependent on Little Gil. Sometimes you have moments of looking into the future. You are in the dark — in the dark tunnel of life, as it were — and you look ahead and see what is going to happen as you look along a tunnel to the opening at the far end. Gil was in business and dependent on men like Al, now sitting and talking to Bud. Suddenly Frank heard a conversation going on between Al and some other man, like Al, say five or ten years ahead.

“D’you remember that Little Gil who used to be at Griver-Wharton’s?”

“Sure. Why?”

“Well, at Detroit . . . in a hotel lobby. The man knocked him down and he got thrown out of the hotel.”

“Of course he lost his job?”

“Sure.”

“Where the hell’s he now?”

“How should I know? Say, I never could stand one of those guys. Once one of them spoke to me. I knocked hell out of him.”

That sort of thing hadn’t happened often to Frank and it gave him a queer feeling. Gil’s hands and lips were trembling and he was blushing like a young girl. He looked quickly away, but Frank saw something. Terror came into Gil’s eyes as he looked away. Al and Bud kept on talking. “Who was it took Christ down from the cross?” Frank thought. “I remember about their nailing him up. Who was it took him down? Oh, I remember now. It was Joseph, the rich young man.”

* * *

Frank Blandin in the rain walking and walking . . . alone, after the dinner with the three men. He left them at the door of Skully’s and they went back to the office of Griver-Wharton. The rain was cold. Frank didn’t have a date and didn’t feel like reading. He decided to walk home. He lived far out on the South Side. He walked. . . .

Through nigger streets. . . .

White streets. . . .

Swell streets. . . .

Poor streets. . . .

He passed street-car barns. He thought of something. “Remember those guys they called the street-car bandits. I wish someone would try to hold me up here, in this dark street. I’d like to punch someone.”

Gil would be at work at the office of Griver-Wharton. When Frank had left the others at the door of Skully’s, Gil had shrunk away. Now he would always be a little afraid of Frank. He’d be at work now, trying to think up ideas for advertisements for women’s shoes. Bud would be there, making quick drawings.

Al would be waiting around. He might go out to a show. “Gil, don’t you want another shot out of my flask?”

“No, thanks, Al.”

“Those ideas you’re getting are O.K. Go ahead.” Bud was drinking too much. He got spiffed almost every night. If a guy like that wants to paint, why don’t he just go ahead? Suppose he starves? What of it? You get to thinking about someone, like Bud or Little Gil, and it’s like reading some queer book. You get to thinking about a city, like Chicago, or an advertising agency, or the members of a church, it’s like a book . . . like fiction written by some crazy man.

Gil might be in his office, alone now for a moment. “Did I give myself away to him?” He knows he did. “I’ve tried. I’ve tried. I can’t help it if I’m this way.

“I get so tired trying.”

He’d put his little girlish face down in his little hands and cry a little. Frank walking in the rain. “Go on and cry, little thing. It’ll do you good.

“But, they’ll get you. They’ll get you.

“They’ll get onto you.

“They’ll find out.

“They’ll find out.”

When Frank got home, pretty wet and tired, he mixed himself a shot. Then he took a hot bath. Gee, I got to find something to read. I got to get my mind off all this. . . . He found a new book beside his bed. Rackets and swindles. And the wiser birds, the bankers. . . . It was no use. He turned off the light. “There’s Little Gil,” he thought, again. “What about him? . . . Jesus, I better be thinking about something else.”


MR. JOE’S DOCTOR
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WHEN MR. JOE first came down into our country we were all a little afraid of him. Some of us had read about him in the newspapers, his adventures, divorces, etc. Evidently he wanted to find a quiet place. He went out from town a few miles, and bought a farm. It was in the hills. When he built his house the workmen, some from town, others country fellows, all liked him.

You couldn’t help liking him. He was so unpretentious. If I were to put down here his real name . . . a man like that . . . successful plays on Broadway . . . married to first this and then that successful actress . . . the marriages breaking up . . . anyway, there he was, a man you’d like.

He was a quiet man, walking around, never thrusting himself forward. He was always wanting to pay his workmen a little more than they asked.

It was Doctor Haggerty who took me to Mr. Joe’s. Our country doctor is something rather special. He is a shy man, a bachelor who has been practicing in this one section since he came out of medical school. It is a section of poor farms and poor little towns. How the doctor has managed to live on us I don’t know. It doesn’t cost much to keep such a man going. Although he does all kinds of difficult and dangerous operations . . . in cabins in winter on lonely mountain roads . . . very likely the patient snowed in . . . and treats every kind of disease; he has nothing but his small, worn medicine case and the few surgeon’s tools he must have had when he started his practice.

The doctor, a small, bald-headed man, with a little turned-up nose and quick, alive hands, has one passion. He loves to play croquet, and used to play every afternoon with old Judge Graves, also a bachelor. Then Judge Graves died, and Mr. Joe came in here, bought his mountain farm out on Swift Creek, and built his house.

Mr. Joe must have taken a fancy at once to Doctor Haggerty. Being a New Yorker, he couldn’t have had a passion for croquet. But the croquet ground he built cost a lot. A hill was cut down, sod was brought in, and men worked for days, watering and rolling. It was as though every blade of grass had been touched by some man’s hand. We all talked about it in the drug store in town. “Say, it must be nice to be rich, be the author of successful plays, have money rolling in like that.” The cashier of the bank told me about it. “The money comes in gobs,” he said.

It was something for our Doctor Haggerty, the little shy one. There were the two shy men, he and Mr. Joe, together almost every afternoon that summer . . . that is to say, when the little doctor wasn’t racing over the hills in his shabby, wornout car, doing his operations sometimes — often, I dare say, up all night. It didn’t matter how busy he was, some time during the day or night he would be at Mr. Joe’s.

Sometimes they played their game at night. Mr. Joe had built a high stone wall, shutting the croquet ground off from the road. He had put up electric lights. Harry Thompson, a farmer who lives out that way, told me that he got curious and went over there two or three times at night to sit around and watch, but that, when he did it, the game broke up. Mr. Joe went into his house and to his typewriter, and our doctor got into his old car and drove away.

I was glad they didn’t mind me, sitting and watching. They were like two kids at their game. Our little doctor is past sixty, but when he played with Mr. Joe he became a kid. The two men had something going on between them, a laughing kind of thing. You see it sometimes between married couples that really make a go of marriage.

* * *

But here is the point to my story: Last summer a famous surgeon from New York came to visit Mr. Joe. It is all a little odd. Our own people are just people to us. Who would think of Doctor Haggerty, living right here with us all these years, dressing rather shabbily, driving his rickety car, as anything special?

The city surgeon who came here to visit Mr. Joe had a big foreign car and he had style. You could tell, looking at him a mile away, that he was a successful man. He had the air. It was in his clothes, in his walk.

And he also took at once to our little doctor. I was out there when the city surgeon came. He planned to stay only the day, but at once he and Doctor Haggerty began to talk . . . our little doctor not at all shy before him, and pretty soon they drove off together, not in the big foreign car, but in Doc Haggerty’s little shabby one.

They went up to look at a case our doctor had begun talking about, a Mrs. Friedman. She is a poor woman, a widow who lives with her son in a cabin on a poor farm back up in the hills. The big car never could have got up there. They were gone all afternoon and went again the next day.

And when you come to that, who would think that anything wrong with a woman like Mrs. Friedman would be of special interest to a big, successful city surgeon? It seems it was a matter of an operation. We haven’t any hospitals in our country. They performed an operation on her; that is to say, our Doctor Haggerty did, the city man watching.

It was the city surgeon who told me about it. That was after he had been here four or five days. I was out at Mr. Joe’s, and Doctor Haggerty and Mr. Joe were at one of their games and the city doctor and I were sitting on a low stone wall and watching. I am writing about this whole matter because it was an eye-opener to me. I had been rather afraid of the swank city man myself but had got over it a little.

He began to talk to me, speaking of our little country doctor, and there was a curious note of respect in his voice that puzzled me.

“There’s a man,” he said, indicating with a movement of his head that he meant our funny little doc. At the moment Doc was down on his hands and knees sighting across at Mr. Joe’s ball. Then he spoke of something that puzzled me.

“I might have been O. K. myself if I had been given his opportunities,” he said.

Gee, life gets you woozy. The city man got reflective.

“Do you know,” he said to me, “I think maybe the little cuss has got an inferiority complex. Isn’t it swell!” he said. “That may have saved him. He doesn’t think he’s anything special.

“Say,” he said, “take a look. Look at his hands, so delicate, so alive.

“Gee, he’s had a swell life,” he said.

The city doc seemed to think that his own life, being what he was, having the kind of personality that would make success inevitable, was a pure waste. He amused me, that man did.

“Here I am,” he said, “and what am I?” He sighed. “A fool specialist,” he said.

He seemed to think he had pretty much wasted his life, being what he so evidently was, a successful big-city surgeon. I laughed. I didn’t know what to say.

* * *

And anyway, afterward, on that same evening, I drove back to town with our own little doc. I can smell his old car as I write, I can hear it rattle. Our own little doc was very humble that night.

“I was ashamed,” he said.

“About what?” I asked.

As I said, he had performed the operation on Mrs. Friedman in the presence of the city surgeon. He was ashamed of his equipment for the job. He had wanted the city man to do the operation, but the city man wouldn’t. He had told our doc that he wanted to watch.

“He had the nerve to tell me that his own diagnosis of Mrs. Friedman’s case was wrong and that mine was right,” Doctor Haggerty said. Evidently our little doc didn’t believe it. “I guess he was trying to let me down easy,” he said.

“And about this Mrs. Friedman,” I asked; “did you operate? Was it a difficult case? Will she live?”

“Yes,” he said. He had that curious doctor’s tone, as though the patient didn’t matter so much. I suppose it is inevitable. He was concerned with the other doctor. He looked at me with his funny little childlike eyes. “I was so ashamed before him,” he said.

“You mean?” I asked. I was amused.

“I mean I haven’t any equipment,” he said.

The other doctor had spoken of him with such sincere admiration, even envy. “What that man can do with a pocket-knife!” he had said.

“If I had only had the nerve, when I was younger,” our own doctor said, “I should have gone off to the city, been a specialist. I might have learned something, got an education.

“I might have amounted to something, been something,” Doctor Haggerty said to me that day, driving his rickety old car along the road and regretting, just as had the city man, the opportunities he had missed in his life.


THE CORN PLANTING
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THE FARMERS WHO come to our town to trade are a part of the town life. Saturday is the big day. Often the children come to the high school in town.

It is so with Hatch Hutchenson. Although his farm, some three miles from town, is small, it is known as one of the best-kept and best-worked places in all our section. Hatch is a little, gnarled old figure of a man. His place is on the Scratch Gravel Road, and there are plenty of poorly kept places out that way. Hatch’s place stands out. The little frame house is always kept painted, the trees in his orchard are whitened with lime halfway up the trunks, the barn and the sheds are in repair, and his fields are always clean-looking.

Hatch is almost seventy. He got rather a late start in life. His father, who owned the same farm, was a Civil War man and came home so badly wounded that, although he lived a long time after the war, he couldn’t work much. Hatch was the only son and stayed at home, working the place until his father died.

Then, when he was nearing fifty, he married a school-teacher of forty, and they had a son.

The school-teacher was a small one, like Hatch. After they married they both stuck close to the land. They seemed to fit into their farm life as certain people fit into the clothes they wear. I have noticed something about people who make a go of marriage. They grow more and more alike. They even grow to look alike.

Their one son, Will Hutchenson, was a small but remarkably strong boy. He came to our high school in town and pitched on our town baseball team. He was a fellow always cheerful, bright, and alert and a great favorite with all of us.

For one thing, he began as a young boy to make amusing little drawings. It was a talent. He made drawings of fish and pigs and cows, and they looked like people you knew. I never knew before that people could look so much like cows and horses and pigs and fish.

* * *

When he finished in the town high school Will Hutchenson went to Chicago, where his mother had a cousin living, and he became a student in the Art Institute out there. Another young fellow from our town was also in Chicago. He really went two years before Will did. His name is Hal Weyman and he was a student at the University of Chicago. After he graduated he came home and got a job as principal of our high school.

Hal and Will Hutchenson hadn’t been close friends before, Hal being several years older than Will, but in Chicago they got together, spent a good many evenings together, went together to see plays, and, as Hal later told me, had a good many long talks.

I got it from Hal that in Chicago, as at home here when he was a young boy, Will was immediately popular. He was good-looking, so the girls in the art school liked him, and he had a straightforwardness that made him popular with all the young fellows.

Hal told me that Will was out to some party nearly every night, and right away he began to sell some of his amusing little drawings and to make money. The drawings were used in advertisements and he was well paid.

He even began to send some money home. You see, after Hal came back here, he used to go quite often out to the Hutchenson place to see Will’s father and mother. He would walk or drive out there in the afternoon or on summer evenings and sit with them. The talk was always of Will.

Hal said it was touching how much the father and mother depended on their one son, how much they talked about him and dreamed of his future. They had never been people who went about much with the town folks or even with their neighbors. They were of the sort who work all the time, from early morning till late in the evening; and on moonlight nights, Hal said, and after the little old wife had got the supper, they often went out into the fields and worked again.

You see, by this time old Hatch was nearing seventy and his wife would have been ten years younger. Hal said that whenever he went out to the farm they quit work and came to sit with him. They might be in one of the fields, working together, but when they saw him in the road they came running. They had got a letter from Will. He wrote every week.

The little old mother would come running, following the father. “We got another letter, Mr. Weyman,” Hatch would cry. And then his wife, quite breathless, would say the same thing: “Mr. Weyman, we got a letter.”

The letter would be brought out at once and read aloud. Hal said the letters were always delicious. Will larded them with little sketches. There were humorous drawings of people he had seen or been with, rivers of automobiles on Michigan Avenue in Chicago, a policeman at a street crossing, young stenographers hurrying into office buildings. Neither of the old people had ever been to a city and they were curious and eager. They wanted the drawings explained, and Hal said they were like two children wanting to know every little detail Hal could remember about their son’s life in the big city. He was always at them to come there on a visit, and they would spend hours talking of that.

“Of course,” Hatch said, “we couldn’t go. How could we?” he said.

He had been on that one little farm since he was a boy. When he was a young fellow his father was an invalid, and so Hatch had to run things. A farm, if you run it right, is very exacting. You have to fight weeds all the time. There are the farm animals to take care of.

“Who would milk our cows?” Hatch said.

The idea of anyone but him or his wife touching one of the Hutchenson cows seemed to hurt him. While he was alive he didn’t want anyone else plowing one of his fields, tending his corn, looking after things about the barn. He felt that way about his farm. It was a thing you couldn’t explain, Hal said. He seemed to understand the two old people. . . .

* * *

It was a spring night, past midnight, when Hal came to my house and told me the news. In our town we have a night telegraph operator at the railroad station and Hal had got a wire. It was really addressed to Hatch Hutchenson, but the operator brought it to Hal. Will Hutchenson was dead, had been killed. It turned out later that he was on a party with some other young fellows and there might have been some drinking. Anyway, the car was wrecked and Will Hutchenson was killed. The operator wanted Hal to go out and take the message to Hatch and his wife, and Hal wanted me to go along.

I offered to take my car but Hal said no. “Let’s walk out,” he said. He wanted to put off the moment, I could see that. So we did walk. It was early spring and I remember every moment of the silent walk we took, the little leaves just coming on the trees, the little streams we crossed, how the moonlight made the water seem alive. We loitered and loitered, not talking, hating to go on.

* * *

Then we got out there and Hal went to the front door of the farmhouse, while I stayed in the road. I heard a dog bark, away off somewhere. I heard a child crying in some distant house. I think that Hal, after he got to the front door of the house, must have stood there for ten minutes, hating to knock.

Then he did knock, and the sound his fist made on the door seemed terrible. It seemed like guns going off. Old Hatch came to the door and I heard Hal tell him. I know what happened. Hal had been trying, all the way out from town, to think up words to tell the old couple in some gentle way; but when it came to the scratch he couldn’t. He blurted everything right out, right into old Hatch’s face.

That was all. Old Hatch didn’t say a word. The door was opened, he stood there in the moonlight, wearing a funny long white nightshirt. Hal told him, and the door went shut again with a bang and Hal was left standing there.

He stood for a time, and then came back out into the road to me. “Well,” he said, and “Well,” I said. We stood in the road looking and listening. There wasn’t a sound from the house.

And then — it might have been ten minutes or it might have been a half-hour — we stood silently listening and watching, not knowing what to do; we couldn’t go away. . . . “I guess they are trying to get so they can believe it,” Hal whispered to me. I got his notion all right. The two old people must have thought of their son Will always only in terms of life, never of death.

We stood watching and listening, and then, suddenly, after a long time, Hal touched me on the arm. “Look,” he whispered.

There were two white-clad figures going from the house to the barn. It turned out, you see, that old Hatch had been plowing that day. He had finished plowing and harrowing a field near the barn.

The two figures went into the barn and presently came out. They went into the field, and Hal and I crept across the farmyard to the barn, and got to where we could see what was going on without being seen.

It was an incredible thing. The old man had got a hand corn-planter out of the barn and his wife had got a bag of seed corn, and there, in the moonlight, that night, after they got that news, they were planting corn.

It was a thing to curl your hair — it was so ghostly. They were both in their night clothes. They would do a row across the field, coming quite close to us as we stood in the shadow of the barn, and then, at the end of each row, they would kneel side by side by the fence and stay silent for a time. The whole thing went on in silence.

* * *

It was the first time in my life I ever understood something, and I am far from sure now that I can put down what I understood and felt that night . . . I mean something about the connection between certain people and the earth — a kind of silent cry, down into the earth, of those two old people, putting corn down into the earth. It was as though they were putting death down into the ground that life might grow again, something like that.

They must have been asking something of the earth, too. But what’s the use? What they were up to in connection with the life in their field and the lost life in their son is something you can’t very well make clear in words. All I know is that Hal and l stood the sight as long as we could, and then we crept away and went back to town.

But Hatch Hutchenson and his wife must have got what they were after that night, because Hal told me that when he went out in the morning to see them and to make the arrangements for bringing their dead son home, they were both curiously quiet and, Hal thought, in command of themselves. Hal said he thought they had got something. “They have their farm and they have still got Will’s letters to read,” Hal said.


FEUD
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JOHN LAMPSON AND Dave Rivers had been friends when they were boys and young men, but they got into a fight, and then later John Lampson died. Dave was ashamed because, after the fight he had with John, he didn’t go to him and try to make it up. A long time afterwards, and just because he was ashamed, he took it out on John’s son. There were really two fights between John and Dave. When they were both young men they went out of the hill country of eastern Tennessee to work together in the West Virginia coal mines.

They both had the same thing in mind. They didn’t want to be coal miners. What they wanted was to make enough money in the mines to come back into the hills and buy farms. A good many hillmen do that. When they are young they go off to the mines or to a factory town. They work hard and save money, and then they come back. A hillman is a hillman. He doesn’t want to live his life away from the hills.

You may know how miners work. Two men work together in a little room far down under the ground. It is dangerous work, and a man must have faith in his partner. Any little slip, a moment of carelessness on the part of one man, and both he and his partner may be killed.

So there are these friendships that spring up between miners. “Here I am, working with you, day after day. I am going around with your life held in the hollow of my hand.” Such an experience makes two men feel close. Dave and John, both powerful men and both unmarried, had such a friendship.

And then John and Dave fought. They fought over a woman met in a West Virginia town, and I don’t know much of that side of their story. They fought once underground and once on the main street of a mining town. As it happened, neither man got the woman. She married another miner and left the town in which they were working.

They fought twice, and Dave Rivers won both fights, and then they quit working together, but both stayed on in the same town.

I think later that when both men got home to the hills and each man got his own little farm in the same neighborhood and had married — it happened that they married second cousins — I think that both men wanted to make it up but that neither man would make the first move. “He began it,” Dave Rivers said to himself. “Well, he licked me,” John Lampson said. The result was a growing resentment. The two wives kept at them and both men were stubborn. . . .

* * *

But this story is not concerned primarily with two men. It concerns John Lampson’s son, Jim Lampson, and Dave Rivers’ daughter, Elvira.

In the hill country girls often get married at sixteen, and at that age young men push out into the world. Jim Lampson is a sensitive, rather slender man and he began paying court to Dave’s daughter, Elvira.

It happens that I know about the courtship, for two reasons. I am fond of taking long walks alone in the hills, and one night I saw the two walking together hand in hand on a mountain road. And then young Jim sometimes talks to me. He is ambitious. He wants an education, and sometimes comes to me to borrow books. It was young Jim who told me what had happened between himself and Dave Rivers. His voice shook when he told me the story.

Jim is in love with Elvira and he got bold. It was Sunday, and he went to Dave Rivers’ house, and there was Dave all dressed up and sitting on the porch.

“What do you want?” Dave asked gruffly, addressing young Jim.

Jim said that Dave didn’t even let him come into the yard. He stood at the gate. It has been only a year since Jim’s father died. A wild colt he was trying to break bolted with him.

Young Jim stood in the road and told Dave Rivers that he wanted to come into the house and call on his daughter Elvira, and Elvira, a slim, lovely mountain girl, was standing in the house doorway back of her father. She stood listening. Dave got suddenly furious. He was, I am pretty sure now, really furious that he hadn’t made it up with Jim’s father before his old coal-mining partner got killed. He was furious at himself, and he took it out on young Jim.

He began to rave and swear at Jim. Then he ran into the house and got his gun. He waved it about and kept on cursing: “You get out of here! You are the son of that skunk. You get out of here!”

It was all very absurd. I am sure that Dave Rivers’ gun wasn’t loaded.

But when he talked to me young Jim was furious. Jim isn’t one of the noisy sort. That day, after standing for a moment in the road and listening to Dave Rivers curse him and his father, Jim went white and, turning, walked trembling away.

This happened late of a Sunday afternoon in the fall, and it also happened that on that same evening I went for a walk. It might have been ten at night, and there was a moon. I went along up hill and down. It was a fine night. I was listening to the night sounds, getting the night smell. Dave Rivers’ house is just at the foot of a sharp hill and there is a wood above the house along the road. The edge of the wood is not more than a hundred yards from the house. Dave was sitting in the open doorway.

I moved into the wood by the fence and stood thinking of what Jim Lampson had told me that afternoon. “I’ll go down and talk to him,” I thought. I do not know Dave Rivers as I do young Jim, but Dave had said things about Jim’s father I know he couldn’t mean, and I had said so to young Jim. I had tried to quiet Jim.

“I’ll go talk to Dave Rivers tomorrow,” I had said to Jim; but, “I had better do it right now,” I told myself as I stood that night above the house. I hesitated. There was a lamp burning in the room at Dave Rivers’ back. The man was doing what I had been doing, enjoying the night. Was he thinking of what he had done to young Jim’s father and of what he had on that day done to young Jim?

I stood hesitant. There is a man’s natural inclination not to interfere in other men’s quarrels. “I’m going to do it,” I said to myself, and then it was too late. It may be that I heard a little sound or that some instinct told me to turn my head.

In the road, twenty feet away, was young Jim, who had come silently up, and he had a gun in his hands and it was aimed at Dave Rivers. Dave was a fair target, down there in the light from the lamp.

It was a thing to give you the shivers down to your toes. Why I didn’t shout or run to young Jim I don’t know. I stood frozen and silent. Of what does a man think at such moments? Did I see all that was about to happen — Dave Rivers shot by young Jim — my own position, a witness — Jim, a boy I liked — myself running afterwards to report it all to the sheriff? And then later the trial in the courtroom in town — my words sending young Jim to his death on the gallows.

But, thank heaven, it did not happen. Young Jim stood like that, his hand on the trigger of his gun, myself hidden from sight in the shadow of a tree, Dave Rivers sitting down there, smoking his pipe and unaware of it all; and then young Jim lowered his gun. After standing for a moment he turned and walked away. . . .

* * *

And so that happened, and you can see how I felt. “I’ll go down to Dave Rivers and talk to him now,” I told myself.

“No, I won’t do that. I’ll go back up the road to young Jim.”

Jim lives with his mother on a farm three miles back in the hills. He is his mother’s only child, but Dave Rivers has the daughter Elvira and two younger sons.

And so I stood in the road, hesitating again, and, as is usual with me, again I did nothing. “Tomorrow,” I said to myself. I went on home, but I did not sleep, and on the next day I went to Dave’s house.

I went to the house in the late afternoon of a fall day, and there was Dave at work in the barnyard back of the house.

It was the time for the fall pig-killing, and Dave was at it alone.

It had turned cold during the night and there was the promise of snow in the air. There was a creek near the barn, and along it red sumac grew. Dave’s wife, his daughter Elvira, and the two younger children were standing and watching. Dave looked up and grunted at me.

There was a fire still blazing under a kettle but Dave had the hog in the scalding barrel filled with the boiling water. I remember the hill beyond where Dave stood, the fall colors of the trees, the bare black trunks of trees beginning to show through, the two children dancing about. And Elvira, and her slim girlishness.

“It will snow before the day is over,” I thought.

How was I to begin on Dave? What would he think of my trying to interfere in one of his quarrels? Dave is a gruff one. He isn’t easy to handle.

“Hello,” he said, looking up and growling at me. He had the hog by the legs and was turning it about in the barrel of hot water. A hog, when ready for killing, is heavy. . . .

And then . . . it happened again.

Young Jim came from among the sumac bushes with his gun in his hand. He had come up along the creek, beyond the barn, and he walked directly to Dave. His face was white. He had made up his mind to kill Dave openly there in the daytime.

He went directly to Dave, and Dave stood for a moment, staring at him. I saw Elvira put her two hands over her eyes, and a little cry came from her lips. The wife ran toward Dave. Jim brought the gun to his shoulder.

“Now! Now!” I said to myself. It was a kind of inner cry. I did not speak. The hands of Death were gripping my throat.

But Death didn’t get Dave. I saw his big shoulders heave and, with a quick movement of his arms, he had the hog out of the barrel, but in doing so he fell. He and the hog were in a sprawling heap on the ground.

So there he was. In falling he had upset the barrel of boiling water, and it came flooding over his body. He was on the ground, writhing in pain.

All of this had happened more quickly than thought. The wife had been running toward her husband. She was still running. I saw Elvira take her hands from her eyes. Young Jim had thrown his gun to one side and had got his knife out of his pocket. I still stood helpless.

“No, no,” I said to myself. For just a moment I thought, “He is going to kill the man with the knife,” but in the next moment I saw my mistake.

Jim was on his knees beside Dave and was working furiously. He was cutting Dave’s clothes away, and Dave, who had been rolling on the ground and crying with pain, was now very quiet. I saw his eyes as they were watching the boy.

And so Dave let the boy handle him like a child, and when we had got him into the house I rode Dave’s horse off to town for a doctor. I yelled with delight. I was beating the horse over the flanks with my hat. I had seen the look in Dave’s eyes as he lay on the ground, letting young Jim cut his clothing away, and I knew that the feud, that had begun between Dave and Jim’s father and that Jim had taken up in his turn, was over at last.


HARRY BREAKS THROUGH
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WHEN THE DEPRESSION came to America in 1929, Harry was ready for it. He might be pounding the pavements in Chicago, trying to get hooked on, as an advertising writer, but he didn’t do much mourning. His son Jim kept slipping him twenties and seemed to have the gift of knowing when his father was down to his last dollar. Harry didn’t have to ask his son. He had two sons and three daughters, and once he said to Frank Blandin — he liked Frank but was doubtful about him— “You haven’t had your change of life yet, have you, Frank?” he said. Frank liked Harry and admired him but didn’t understand. Harry tried to explain. It was his notion that there was something peculiar about American life and American men. Harry worked for another advertising agency but used to come to Frank’s office to sit talking — this in the boom days in advertising, before the great depression. When he came, he was usually half spiffed. He was a fat, curiously awkward man, always knocking against the side of the door frame as he came in. When he went to sit in a chair, you were afraid he might miss it and fall to the floor.

Harry was a great reader. He explained to Frank. “What else is there to do on the evenings when I am at home?” He was a married man and lived in a very respectable suburb. Early in life he had married a woman several years older than himself who was a devout Methodist. He had always stayed, outwardly, well hooked into the upper middle class and supported a pew for his family in a suburban church. Such a man had to spend at least three or four evenings a week at home. “What else is there to do but read, if you don’t want to go to the movies or listen in on the radio?” His life as an advertising writer had rather spoiled the radio for him. “I can see what we are coming to,” he said. “Pretty soon they’ll have all the novelists, all the poets, actors, etc., — to say nothing of the United States Senators — putting on evening talks, sponsored by somebody’s face cream or an automobile tire company, and we guys will have to write their speeches and the introductory spiels for them. ‘Senator Cowhide was a poor boy and has risen to his present great position in American life by his own efforts. Now he is chairman of the important Cucumber Committee of the United States Senate. The Senator is an extremely modest man. He says the opportunities of American life, not any special merit in himself, should be given credit for his rise to fame. He comes to you tonight through the courtesy of Soilless Wash Cloths. B-U-N-K talking from Chicago — the voice of the Future on the Air.’”

Harry said to Frank, “Frank, you ought to read more of these books that explain American life.” He said there are a lot of good ones coming out. “It seems,” he continued, “that we Americans have been, from the beginning, a nation of dreamers. We got that way, according to these guys, because this was such a swell, big, rich continent when it first got opened up. So we all got the dream that we were all going to be rich. Ain’t that swell, Frank? The rich you and I have known are such great guys. They’re all so happy, too, eh? So we got this dream and it’s busted, but we can’t get over it and that makes us all children. Do you know what we’ve got, Frank? We’ve got a cultural lag.”

“The hell we have,” said Frank.

“Yes we have, and a lot of other things too. I’ve been reading them all up in these books — you know, nights at home. What the hell is a man to talk about to his wife, if she’s a Methodist and everything?

“Yes, we go around like children, expecting we can all be happy or rich or gorgeously wicked, like some movie king or queen, or something, and when we get older we stay the same and so the country gets filled up with old boys — not with men. You see, Frank? . . .

“We got to have a change of life, see? I’ve had mine.”

Frank didn’t understand. He was a long time getting Harry’s slant. Sometimes the man would come in and get off something about his wife. Her name was Sue and Frank Blandin had never seen her. “Sue’s down with a bad cold,” Harry would say. “I’m fifty and she’s fifty-seven. She’s been a good Methodist now for fifty years and is sure of Heaven. Ain’t it nice, Frank? It won’t be long for the old girl now.”

Harry told Frank that all of his children were respectable and good upstanding members of society except his one son Jim. Jim had studied law, and when he got into practice had managed to catch on as attorney for one of the Chicago gangs. It had feathered his nest, and as he hadn’t married — all the rest of Harry’s children had — the nest was the same one Harry lived in. “Ma,” said Harry, “ain’t onto Jim, but I am, and Jim knows I am, and it makes it more comfortable for us both at home.”

There had been a time, Frank gathered from Harry’s talk, when the man had been all cut up about his son Jim. There were always shootings and killings going on between the various gangs in Chicago, and Jim was always in court and his name was always getting into the papers, — not that he ever did anything illegal — Jim was slick, they couldn’t pin anything on him — justice is justice — even the blackest criminal has a right to be heard.

Just the same, his name was always being hooked up with such people. Jim could always square it with his mother. She said she knew her son would never do anything wrong, or against Christianity, but Harry . . . At that time he was still prosperous. Once, he asked his son to quit it, and later he told Frank about that. “Come on. Quit it, Jim. Start to build up a real practice — say among business men. I can let you have any money you need. You got the brains, Jim. Why, you could be another Charles Evans Hughes.” But Jim had only given his father the laugh. “Don’t get into the deep water, Dad,” he said, “you might sink.”

So Harry — he was forty-seven when it happened — passed through what he called his change of life. He decided to commit suicide. Later he told Frank about that. He didn’t tell everything. A part of it he just hinted at. There was a stenographer, a tall red-haired woman, Frank gathered. “O Love! O Romance!” he said. “She couldn’t see it and was my secretary, and I didn’t know whether to fire her or go jump in the lake.” So he went to walk, he said, all afternoon in the rain, over on the West Side — on Halstead Street — he said, and was silly and cried.

It was in the early fall and the night was rainy. He had bought a big revolver and went home to his suburb and had dinner with his wife. His son Jim wasn’t at home.

Then after dinner he slipped out, the revolver, all loaded, in his raincoat pocket.

He said his suburb, where he had a big frame house — one of the best on one of the best streets — was pretty far out and you could get out into open prairie. He did. He said he floundered about, going across some cornfields in the mud, slipping and falling now and then. Frank understood about that. He thought Harry about the most awkward fat man he had ever seen.

He had to climb over some barbed wire fences. He was trying to make for a creek, on the banks of which he was in the habit of walking alone, sometimes on Sunday afternoons, when he had got fed up on being at home alone, just with the wife, and that night he had got the notion into his head that if he walked in the paved roads, someone driving past in a car would suddenly stop, jump out of the car, take the loaded revolver away from him and perhaps even overpower him and take him back home or to jail.

There would be an absurd article in the newspapers— “Harry Wells, a prominent Chicago advertising man, attempts suicide,” — something like that.

So he floundered around in the mud, in the fields, always near paved roads, with cars going up and down, and got at last to the creek. It didn’t take long. The place to which he had got was near a big cement bridge, where a highway crossed the creek, and the bridge was only some fifty yards away from the spot where he came down to the creek. There was a sloping grassy bank there, all wet now. He sat down on the bank in the rain.

His scheme, he told Frank Blandin, was to shoot himself in the head, at a moment when there were no cars in sight, and then, he figured, his body being round as it was, would roll down the slick, grassy bank into the creek, swollen now by the fall rains. The body would be found on the next day somewhere down stream, and there would be the bullet hole in the head. “Another gang murder. Harry Wells, the father of James K. Wells, well known as an attorney for the Smearcase Gang, meets a sudden and violent death.” It would set Jim to thinking and perhaps put his feet back onto the straight and narrow path.

“It wasn’t that raw,” Harry said, telling about it; “no evangelical stuff, but you get the idea.

“And I was wrong, too. Jim would only have shrugged his shoulders. He would have thought I had been reading novels or going to the movies and had got softened up.” You gathered, hearing Harry talk, that he was rather strong, at bottom, for his son Jim.

As for that night, on the creek bank in the rain, near the bridge, he got all set and felt in his raincoat pocket for the revolver and it was gone. He had dropped it somewhere, perhaps in struggling through or over a barbed wire fence.

So he sat and thought. He said he always did have a horror of cold water, and besides, that stuff about a gang killing would be all off if there were no evidence of violence.

He decided to go on home, and perhaps try again some other night; but he couldn’t. He was sitting on the wet sloping bank and now he began to feel himself slipping. Fortunately, there were two small trees near by, trees with trunks about the size of fish poles, and as his raincoat was slick and he was every moment slipping more and more, he dropped flat on his back and threw out his hands. Luckily, his right hand got hold of the trunk of one of the little trees, and presently his left hand found the other.

And there he was. The rain was pouring down — icy cold rain too, he said. Even if he had called out, the people driving by in cars might not have heard; but he didn’t call. He tried hauling himself up the bank, and then tried getting to his feet as he was but he couldn’t do it.

“So I did some more thinking,” he said. He decided to turn over on his belly, and after a struggle, managed it, but even then he wasn’t clear. Every time he tried to creep up the bank, to get on his hands and knees and thus rise, his feet slipped or got tangled up in the tails of his raincoat. “I’d get part way up, you know — to my hands and knees, or maybe part way erect even — and then — thump! down I’d come, hitting on my belly. You see what it’s like — my belly, I mean. Every time, it knocked the wind out of me.”

He said it happened to him a dozen times, and then, lying there like that — trying to get his breath back — the rain pouring down on him — respectable, solid people, very likely from his own suburb, scooting by him so nice and comfortable in their closed cars, going maybe to a restaurant for dinner or into town to the theatre, belonging maybe to the same church he and his wife did, so near him and yet so far away — 

He was pretty sure that presently, his fat, not overstrong hands — that had written so much advertising copy, “helping,” he said in telling about it, “thus to build up modern civilization,” — he was pretty sure that presently his hands would slip and down the bank into the creek he would go, like a fat pig into the scalding barrel. He said he couldn’t swim a stroke.

He began to laugh. “It was my change of life,” he told Frank Blandin. “There’s where it happened, there on that creek bank, in the rain that night.” He said he did finally manage to get up the bank when his strength was about gone, and that then he marched straight down the broad highway home — mud and all, not giving a damn.

He said his wife had a headache and had gone to her room upstairs and that he got on some dry clothes and went into the hallway to the door of her room and shouted through the door telling her he had got a long distance call and had to get into town and take a night train to Detroit.

“But what are you laughing about, Harry?” she asked, but he didn’t answer. He got a train into town and went to a hotel and sent for some whiskey. “When you get your change of life fast like that, you got to have you a bracer,” he said. So he got one from a bell boy. He had put into his bag one of the books about American civilization, and what is wrong with it and why, and so he lay in the bed and had a good time drinking and reading and laughing.

And after the depression came, he was still all right. He lost his job but there was Jim. Jim had an instinct for knowing when his Dad was close up to the wind, and slipped him a twenty, or maybe two or three. “For civilization, eh, Dad?” Jim would say, and he’d laugh and Harry would laugh.

Harry kept trying, after the depression came, to get a job, but not too hard. Every day he went into town and walked around, and if there was an advertising men’s dinner, or something of that sort, there he was. He said that being among advertising men and hearing them talk and make speeches had got to be one of the great joys of his life.

Or if he was on the street and some man, more down and out than he was, stopped him, saying “What about a piece of change, Mister?” he stopped and looked at the man and shook his head and laughed. “Not from me,” he said. “I’m not giving out the kind of change you need. What you need,” he said to the panhandlers on the Chicago streets, “is not the kind of change you’re talking about, but a change of life.”

And then he had himself another laugh. He thought the laughs were coming to him, he having been a serious advertising man as long as he had.


A MOONLIGHT WALK 
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THE DOCTOR TOLD the story. He got very quiet, very serious in speaking of it. I knew him well, knew his wife and his daughter. He said that I must know of course that in his practice he came into intimate contact with a good many women. We had been speaking of the relations of men and women. He had been living through an experience that must come to a great many men.

In the first place I should say, in speaking of the doctor, that he is a rather large, very strong and very handsome man. He had always lived in the country where I knew him. He was a doctor and his father had been a doctor in that country before him. I spent only one summer there but we became great friends. I went with him in his car to visit his patients, living here and there over a wide countryside, valleys, hills and plains. We were both fond of fishing and there were good trout streams in that country.

And then besides there was something else we had in common. The doctor was a great reader and, as with all true book lovers, there were certain books, certain tales, he read over and over.

“Do you know,” he said laughing, “I one time thought seriously of trying to become a writer. I couldn’t make it, found that when I took pen in hand I became dumb and self-conscious. I knew that Chekhov the Russian was a doctor.” He looked at me smiling. He had steady grey eyes and a big head on which grew thick curly hair, now turning a little grey.

“You see, we doctors find out a good many things.” That I, of course, knew. What writer does not envy these country doctors the opportunity they have to enter houses, hear stories, stand with people in times of trouble? Oh the stories buried away in the houses, in lonely farm houses, in the houses of town people, the rich, the well-to-do, the poor, tales of love, of sacrifice and of envy, hatred too. There is, however, this consolation: the problem is never to find and know a little the people whose stories are interesting. There are too many stories. The great difficulty is to tell them.

“When I got my pen in hand I became dumb.” How foolish. After I had left the country the doctor used to write me long letters. He still does it sometimes, but not often enough. The letters are wonderful little stories of the doctor’s moods on certain days as he drives about in the country, descriptions of days, of fall days and spring days . . . how full of true feeling the man is . . . what a deep and true culture he has . . . little tales of people, his patients. He has forgotten he is writing. The letters are like his talk.

But I must say something of the doctor’s wife and of his daughter. The daughter was a cripple, like President Roosevelt a victim of infantile paralysis, moving about with great difficulty. She would have been, but for this misfortune, a very beautiful woman. She died some four years after the summer when her father and I were so much together. And there was the wife. Her name was, I remember, Martha.

I did not know well either the wife or the daughter. Sometimes there are such friendships formed between two men. “Now you look here . . . I have a certain life inside my own house. I have, let me say, a certain loyalty to that life but it is not the whole of my life. It isn’t that I don’t want to share that intimate life with you but . . . I am sure you will understand . . . we have chanced upon each other . . . you are in one field of work and I in another.”

There is a life that goes on between men too . . . something almost like love can be born and grow steadily . . . what an absurd word that “love” . . . it does not at all describe what I mean.

Common experience, feelings a man sometimes has, his own kind of male flights of fancy as it were . . . we men you see . . . I wonder if it is peculiarly true of Americans? I often think so. We men here, I often think, depend too much upon women. It is due to our intense hunger, half shy, for each other.

I wonder if two men, in the whole history of man, were ever much together that they did not begin to speak presently of their experiences with women. I dare say that the same thing goes on between women and women. Not that the doctor ever spoke much of his wife. She was rather small and dark, a woman very beautiful in her own way . . . the way I should say of a good deal of suffering.

In the first place, the doctor, that man, so very male, virile, was naturally quick and even affectionate in all his relations with people and particularly with women. He was a man needing more than one outlet for his feelings. He needed dozens. If he had let himself go in that direction he could have had his office always full of women patients of the neurotic sort. There are that sort, plenty of them, on farms and in country towns as well as in the cities. He could not stand them. “I won’t have it, will not be that sort of doctor.” They were the only sort of people he ever treated rudely. “Now you get out of here and don’t come back. There is nothing wrong with you that I can cure.”

I knew from little tales he told of what a struggle it had been. Some of the women were very persistent, were determined not to be put off. It happened that his practice was in a hill country to which in the summer a good many city people came. There would be wives without husbands, the husbands coming from a distant city for the weekend or for a short vacation in the hot months . . . women with money, with husbands who had money. There was one such woman with a husband who was an insurance man in a city some two hundred miles away. I think he was president of the company, a small rather mouse-like man but with eyes that were like the eyes of a ferret, sharp, quick-moving little eyes, missing nothing. The woman, his wife, had money, plenty of it from him, and she had inherited money.

She wanted the doctor to come to the city. “You could be a great success. You could get rich.” When he would not see her in his office she wrote him letters and every day sent flowers for his office, to the office of a country doctor. “I don’t mind selling her out to you,” he said. “There are women and women.” There were roses ordered for him from the city. They came in big boxes and he used to throw them out of his office window and into an alleyway. “The whole town, including my wife, knew of it. You can’t conceal anything of this sort in a small town. At any rate my wife has a head. She knew well enough I was not to be caught by one of that sort.”

He showed me a letter she had written him. It may sound fantastic but she actually offered, in the letter, to place at his disposal a hundred thousand dollars. She said she did not feel disloyal to her husband in making the offer. It was her own money. She said she was sure he had in him the making of a great doctor. Her husband need know nothing at all of the transaction. She did not ask him to give himself to her, to be her lover. There was but one string to the offer, intended to give him the great opportunity, to move to the city, set up offices in a fashionable quarter, become a doctor to rich women. He was to take her as a patient, see her daily.

“The hell,” he said. “I am in no way a student and never have been. By much practice I have become a fairly good country doctor. It is what I am.”

“There is but one other thing I ask. If you are not to be my lover, you must promise that you will not become the lover of some other woman.” He was, I gathered, to keep himself, as she said, pure.

The doctor had very little money. His daughter was the only living child of his marriage. There had been two sons born but they had both died in the outbreak of infantile paralysis that had crippled the daughter.

The daughter, then a young woman of seventeen, had to spend most of her life in a wheel chair. It was possible that, with plenty of money to send her off to some famous physician, perhaps to Europe . . . the woman in her letter suggested something of the sort . . . she might be cured.

“Oho!” The doctor was one of the men who throw money about, cannot save it, cannot accumulate. He was very careless about sending bills. His wife had undertaken that job but there were many calls he did not report to her. He forgot them, often purposely.

“My husband need know nothing of all this.”

“Is that so? What, that little ferret-eyed man? Why, he has never missed a money bet in his life.”

The doctor took the letter to his wife who read it and smiled. I have already said that his wife was in her own way beautiful. Her beauty was certainly not very obvious. She had been through too much, had been too badly hurt in the loss of her sons. She had grown thin and, in repose, there was a seeming hardness about her mouth and about her eyes that were of a curious greenish grey. The great beauty of the doctor’s wife only came to life when she smiled. There was then a curious, a quite wonderful transformation. “By this woman, hard or soft, hurt or unhurt, I will stand until I die.

“It is not always, however, so easy,” said the doctor. He spoke of something. We had gone for an afternoon fishing and were sitting and resting on a flat rock, under a small tree by a mountain brook. We had brought some beer packed in ice in a hamper. “It is not a story you may care to use.” I have already said that the doctor is a great reader. “Nowadays, it seems there is not much interest in human relations. Human relations are out of style. You must write now of the capitalists and of the proletariat. You must give things an economic slant. Hurrah for economics! Economics forever!”

I have spoken of his wife’s smile. The doctor seldom smiled. He laughed heartily, with a great roar of laughter that could frighten the trout for a mile along a stream. His big body and his big head shook. He enjoyed his own laughter.

“And so it shall be an old fashioned story of love, eh, what?”

Another woman had come to him. It had all happened some two or three years before the summer when I knew him and when I spent so much time in his company. There was a well-to-do family, he said, that came into that country for the summer and they had an only child, a daughter, crippled as was his own daughter. They were not, he said, extremely rich but they had money enough or at first he thought they had. He said that the father, the head of that family, was some sort of manufacturer. “I never saw him but twice and then we did not have much talk, although I think we liked each other. He let me know that he was very busy and I saw that he was a little worried. It was because things at his factory were not going so well.

“There was the man’s wife and daughter and a servant and they had brought for the daughter a nurse. She was a very strong woman, a Pole. They engaged me to come on my regular rounds to their house. They had taken a house in the country, some three miles out of town. There were certain instructions from their city doctor. There was the wish to have within call a doctor, to be at hand in case of an emergency.

“And so I went there.” I have already spoken of sitting with the doctor at the end of an afternoon’s fishing. Moments and hours with such people as the doctor are always afterward remembered. There is something . . . shall I call it inner laughter . . . to speak in the terms of fighters, “They can take it.” They have something . . . it may be knowledge, or better yet maturity . . . surely a rare enough quality, that last, that maturity. You get the feeling from all sorts of people.

There is a little farmer who has worked for years. For no fault of his own . . . as everyone knows, nature can be very whimsical and cruel . . . long droughts coming, corn withering, hail in the young crops, or sudden pests of insects coming suddenly, destroying all. And so everything goes. You imagine such a one, struggling on into late middle life, trying, let us say, to get money to educate his children, to give them a chance he did not have, a man not afraid of work, an upstanding straight-going man.

And so all is gone. Let us think of him thus, say on a fall day. His little place, fields he has learned to love, as all real workers love the materials in which they work, to be sold over his head. You imagine him, the sun shining. He takes a walk alone over the fields. His old wife, who has also worked as he has, with rough hands and careworn face . . . she is in the house, has been trying to brace him up. “Never mind, John. We’ll start over again. We’ll make it yet.” The children with solemn faces. The wife would really like to go alone into a room and cry. “We’ll make it yet, eh.”

“The hell we will. Not us.”

He says nothing of the sort. He walks across his fields, goes into a wood. He stands for a while there, perhaps at the edge of the wood, looking over the fields.

And then the laughter, down inside him . . . laughter not bitter. “It has happened to others. I am not alone in this. All over the world men are getting it in the neck as I am now . . . men are being forced into wars in which they do not believe . . . there is a Jew, an upright man, cultured, a man of fine feeling, suddenly insulted in a hotel or in the street . . . the bitter necessity of standing and taking it . . . a Negro scholar spat upon by some ignorant white.

“Well, men, here we are. Life is like this.

“But I do not go back on life. I have learned to laugh, not loudly, boisterously, bitterly, because it happens that I, by some strange chance, have been picked upon by fate. I laugh quietly.

“Why?

“Why, because I laugh.”

There must be thousands of men and women . . . they may be the finest flowers of humanity . . . who will understand the above. It is the secret of America’s veneration for Abraham Lincoln. He was that sort of man.

“And so.

“So I went to that house.” It was my friend, the country doctor, telling his tale. “There was the woman, the mother of the crippled girl, a very gentle-looking woman, in some odd way like my wife. I have told you that I had a talk with the girl’s father, the manufacturer.

“There was the crippled girl herself, destined perhaps to spend her life in bed, or going laboriously about in a wheel chair. Surely she had done nothing, this girl, that God, or nature, call it what you will, should have done this to her. Would it not be wonderful to have some of these cock-sure people explain the mystery of such things in the world? There is a job for your thinker, eh what?”

And then there was the woman, the Polish woman. The doctor, with a queer smile, began to speak of something that often happens suddenly to men and women. He was a man at that time forty-seven years old and the Polish woman . . . he never told me her name . . . might have been thirty. I have already said that the doctor was physically very strong, have tried to give the suggestion of a fine animal. There are men like that who are sometimes subject to very direct and powerful sex calls. The calls descend on them as storms descend on peaceful fields. It happened to him with the Polish woman the moment he saw her and as it turned out it also happened to her.

He said that she was in the room with the crippled girl when he went in. She was sitting in a chair near the bed. She arose and they faced each other. It all happened, I gather, at once. “I am the doctor.”

“Yes,” she said. There was something slightly foreign in her pronunciation of even the one simple English word, a slight shade of something he thought colored the word, made it extraordinarily nice. For a moment he just stood, looking at her as she did at him. She was a rather large woman, strong in the shoulders, big breasted, in every way, he said, physically full and rich. She had, he said, something very full and strong about her head. He spoke particularly of the upper part of her face, the way the eyes were set in the head, the broad white forehead, the shape of the head. “It is odd,” he said, “now that she is gone, that I do not remember the lower part of her face.” He began to speak of woman’s beauty. “All this nonsense you writers write, concerning beauty in women,” he said. “You know yourself that the extraordinary beauty of my own wife is not in the color of her eyes, the shape of her mouth . . . this rosebud mouth business, Cupid’s bow, eyes of blue, or, damn it man, of red or pink or lavender for that matter.” I remember thinking, as the man talked, that he might have made a fine sculptor. He was emphasizing form, what he felt in the Polish woman as great beauty of line. “In my wife beauty comes at rare intervals but then how glorious it is. It comes, as I think you may have noted, with her rare and significant smile.”

He was standing in that room, with the little crippled girl and the Polish woman.

“For a time, I do not know how long, I couldn’t move, could not take my eyes from her.

“My God, how crazy it now seems,” the doctor said.

“There she was. Voices I had never heard before were calling in me and, as I later found out, in her also. The strangeness of it. ‘Why there you are, at last, at last, there you are.’

“You have to keep it all in mind,” said the doctor, “my love of my wife, what my wife and I had been through, our suffering together over the loss of our two sons, our one child, our daughter, a cripple as you know.

“And then our daily life together for years. My wife had done something very fine for me. You know how I am. But for her I might have starved. I could not remember to send bills, was always getting into debt, spending too freely. She had taken my affairs in hand. She attended to everything for me.

“And there I was, you see, suddenly stricken like that . . . by love, ha! What does any sensible man know of this love?

“Why, it was pure lust in me and nothing else. I did not know that woman, had never seen her until that moment, did not know her name. As it was with me so it turned out it was with her. In some way I knew that. Afterwards she told me, and I believed her, that, as the Bible likes to put it, she had never known man.

“I stood there, you understand, looking at her and she at me.” He spoke of all this happening, as he presently realized, when with an effort he got himself in hand, in the presence of the little crippled girl in her bed. “It was almost as though I had, in that moment, in the child’s presence, actually taken the woman. It seemed to me that she was something I had all of my life been wanting with a kind of terrible force, you understand, with my entire being.”

The doctor’s mind went off at a tangent. The reader is not to think that he told me all this in a high excited voice. Quite the contrary. His voice was very low and quiet and I remember the scene before us as we sat on the flat rock above the mountain stream . . . we had driven a hundred miles to get to that stream . . . the soft hills in the distance beyond the stream, which just there went dashing down over the rocks, the deepening light over distant hills and distant forests. Later we got some very nice trout out of a pool below the rapids above which we sat.

It may have been the stream that sent him off into a side tale of a fishing trip taken alone, on a moonlight night, in a very wild mountain stream, on the night after he had buried his second son, the strangeness of that night, himself wading in a rushing stream, feeling his way sometimes in the half darkness, touches of moonlight on occasional pools, the casts made into such pools, often dark forests coming down to the stream’s edge, the cast and, now and then, the strike, himself standing in the swift running water.

Himself fighting, all that night, not to be overcome by the loss of the second and last of his sons, the utter strangeness of what seemed to him that night a perfectly primitive world. “As though,” he said, “I had stepped off into a world never before known to man, untouched by any man.”

And then the strike, perhaps of a fine big trout . . . the sudden sharp feeling of life out there at the end of a slender cord running between it and him . . . the fight for life out there and, at the other end of the cord, in him.

The fight to save himself from despair.

Was it the same thing between him and the Polish woman? He said he did manage at last to free himself from the immediate thing. The city doctor had written him a letter. “I am told you have yourself a daughter, a sufferer from infantile paralysis.” My friend had thought of the city doctor. “He must have been a man of sense.”

“We know so very little,” the city doctor had said. “There is perhaps nothing we can do. I do not quite know why it is but the foolish people seem to like to have one of us about, within call.” My friend, the country doctor, made on that day of his first visit a passing examination of the child and went on his way.

“So she is the nurse they have brought here,” he thought that time when he first saw her. He said he had a terrible week, a time of intense jealousy. “Would you believe it, it did not seem possible to me that any man could resist that woman,” he said. He suspected the child’s father. “That man, that manufacturer . . . he is her lover. It cannot be otherwise.” The doctor laughed. “As for my wife, she was, for the time, utterly out of my life.

“Why, I do not mean to say I did not respect her. What a word, eh, that respect. I even told myself that I loved her. For the rest of the week I was in a muddle, could not remember what patients needed my services. I kept missing calls, and of course my wife, who, as I have told you, attends to all the details of my life, was disturbed.

“And, at that, she may well have been deeply aware. I do not think that people ever successfully lie to each other.”

It was during that week he saw and talked briefly to the manufacturer from the city, the father of the crippled child, going there, to that house, he said, hoping again to see the woman. He did not see her and as for the man . . . “I had been having such silly suspicions . . . I wonder yet whether or not, at the time, I knew how silly they were.

“The manufacturer was a man in terrible trouble. Afterwards I learned that at just that time his affairs were going to pieces. He stood to lose all he had gained by a lifetime of work. He was thinking of his wife and of his crippled daughter. He might have to begin life again, perhaps as a workman, with a workman’s pay. His daughter would perhaps, all her life, be needing the care of physicians.”

I gathered that the city man had tried to take the country doctor into his confidence. They had gone into the yard of the country house and had stood together, the doctor’s heart beating heavily. “I am near her. She is there in the house. If I were a real man I would go to her at once, tell her how I feel. In some way I know that this terrible hunger in me is in her also.” The man, the manufacturer, was trying to tell him.

“Yes, yes, of course, it is all right.”

There were certain words said. The man in trouble was trying to explain to him.

“Doctor, I will be very grateful if you can feel that you can come here, that we can depend upon you. I am a stranger to you. It may be you will get no pay for your trouble.”

“Aha! What, in God’s name, could keep me away?”

He did not say the words. “It is all right. I understand. It is all right.”

The doctor waited a few days and then he went again. He said he was asleep in his own house, or rather was lying in his bed. Of a sudden he determined upon something. He arose. To leave the house he had to pass through his wife’s room. “It is,” he said, “a great mistake for a man and wife to give up sleeping together. There is something in the perfectly natural and healthy fact of being nightly so close physically to the other, your sworn companion in life. It should not be given up.” The doctor and his wife had, however, I gathered, given it up. He went through her room and she was awake. “It is you, Harry?” she asked.

Yes, it was he.

“And you are going out? I have not heard any call. I have been wide awake.”

It was a white moonlit night, just such a night as the one when he went in his desperation over the loss of his second son to wade in the mountain stream.

It was a moonlit night and the moonlight was streaming into his wife’s room and fell upon her face. It was one of the times when she was, for some perverse reason, most beautiful to him.

“And I had got out of bed to go to that woman, had thought out a plan.”

He would go to that house, would arouse and speak to the mistress of the house. “There has been an accident. I need a nurse for the night. There is no one available.”

He would get the Polish woman into his car.

“I was sure . . . I don’t know why . . . that she felt as I did. As I had been lying so profoundly disturbed in my bed, so she in her bed had been lying.”

She was almost a stranger to him. “She wants me. I know she does.”

He had got into his wife’s room. “Well, you see, when at night I had to go out, to answer a call, it was my custom to go to her, to kiss her before I left. It was a simple enough thing. I could not do it.

“I know that the Polish woman is waiting for me, that she also aches, that she hungers for me. I will take her into my car. We will turn into a wood, and there, in the moonlight . . .

“A man cannot help what he is. When I have been with her this one time it may be that things will get clear.”

He was hurrying thus through his wife’s room.

“No, my dear, I have had no call.

“There is a feeling has come to me,” he said. “It is that girl, the crippled one, crippled as is our Katie.” Katie was the name of his daughter. “I have told you of her. It is, my dear, as though a voice has been calling me.

“And what a lie, what a terrible lie, and to that woman, my own wife.

“All right. I accepted that. There was a voice calling to me. It was the voice of that strange woman, the woman I scarcely knew, who had never spoken but the one word to me.”

The doctor was hurrying through his wife’s room. There was a stairway that led directly down out of the room. His crippled daughter slept in another room on the same floor and a servant, a colored woman who had been in the household for years, slept in the daughter’s room on a cot. The doctor had got through his wife’s room and was on the stairs when his wife spoke to him.

“But Harry!” she said. “You have forgotten something. You have not kissed me.”

“Why, of course,” he said. His feet were on the stairs but he came back up into her room. She was lying there, wide awake. “I am going to that woman. I do not know what will happen. I must, I must. She will surrender.

“It may all end in some sort of a scandal. I do not know but I cannot help doing what I am about to do. There are times when a man is in the grip of forces stronger than himself.

“What is this thing about women, about men? Why does all of this thing, this force, so powerful, so little understood, why with the male does it all become suddenly directed upon one woman and not upon another? Why is it sometimes true also of the female?

“There is this force, so powerful. I have suddenly, at forty-seven, a man established in life, fallen into its grip. I am powerless.

“There is this woman, my wife, in bed here, in this room. The moonlight is falling upon her upturned face. How beautiful she is. I do not want her, do not want to kiss her. She is looking up expectantly at me.” The doctor was by his wife’s bed. He leaned over her.

“I am going to this woman. I am going. I am going.”

He was leaning over his wife, about to kiss her, but suddenly turned away.

“Martha,” he said, “I cannot explain. This is a strange night for me. I will perhaps explain it all later. I cannot kiss you now.”

“Wait. Wait.”

He was hurrying away from her down the stairs. He got into his car. He went to that house. He got the woman, the Polish woman. “When I explained to her she was quite willing.” He thought afterwards that she had been on the whole rather fine, telling him quite plainly that as he had felt when he saw her so she had felt.

She was definite enough. “I am not a weak woman. Although I am thirty I am still a virgin. However I am in no way virginal.”

She had been, the doctor said, half a mystic, saying that she had always known that the man who would answer some powerful call in her would some day come. “He has come. It is you.”

They went, I gathered, to walk. She told him that since she had first seen him she had made some inquiries. She had found out about the loss of his two sons, about his crippled daughter, about his wife. “I do not want you to be unfaithful to her.”

All this, the doctor explained, said to him by the woman, as, having left his car by the roadside, they walked in country roads. It was a very beautiful night and they had got into a road lined with trees. There were splashes of moonlight falling down through the leaves in the road before them as they walked. For an hour, two hours, they walked, not, as it turned out, ever touching each other. Sometimes they stopped and stood for long silent times. He said that several times he put out his hand to touch her but each time he drew it back.

“Why?”

It was the doctor himself who asked the question. He tried to explain. “There she was. She was mine to possess.” He said that he thought she was to him the most beautiful woman he had ever known or ever would know.

“But that is not true,” he said. “It is both true and untrue.

“It may be that if I had touched her, even with my finger ends, there would have been quite a different story to tell. She was beautiful, with her own beauty, so appealing, oh so very appealing to me, but there was also, at home, lying as I knew awake in her bed, my own wife.”

He said that in the end, after he had been with the Polish woman for perhaps an hour, she understood. He thought she must have been extremely intelligent. They had stopped in the road and she turned to him and again, as in the room with the cripple, there was a long silence. “You are not going to take me,” she said.

“I am a woman of thirty and have never been taken by a man. I had never wanted to be until I saw you.

“It may be that now I never shall be.”

The doctor said he did not answer. What was to be said? “I couldn’t,” he explained. He thought that it was the great moment of his life. He used the word I have also used in speaking of him. “I think, a little, I have been, since that moment, a mature man.”

The doctor had stopped talking but I could not resist questioning him.

“And you ended by not touching her?” I asked.

“Yes. I took her back to her place and when I next went there to see the crippled girl she was gone and another woman had taken her place.

“I think that man, that manufacturer, did not fail after all.”

There was another time of silence. “After all,” I thought, “this man has, from his own impulse, told me this tale. I have not asked for it. There is a question I think now that I may dare ask.” I ventured. “And your wife?” There was that laugh that I so liked. It is my theory that it can come only from the men and women who have got their maturity.

“I returned to her. I gave her the kiss I had denied earlier that night.”

I was of course not satisfied. “But,” I said. Again the laugh. “If I had not wanted to tell you I should not have begun this tale,” he said. We got up from the flat stone on which we had been sitting and prepared for the great moment of trout fishing, as every trout fisherman knows, the quivering time, so short a time between the last of the day and the beginning of the night. The doctor preceded me down across a flat sloping rock to the pool where we each got two fine trout. “I was in love with her as I had never really been with the Polish woman and in the same way. In a way until after that time I never had been.

“And there was all the rest, our life together, what we had gone through together.”

The doctor stopped talking but did not look at me. He was selecting a fly. “You know my wife’s name is Martha.

“When I returned to her that night and when I had kissed her, she for a moment held my face in her hands. She said something. “We have been through it again, haven’t we?” she said. She took her hands away and turned her face from me. “I have been thinking for the last week or two that we had lost each other,” she said. “I do not know why,” she added and then she laughed. “It was the nicest laugh I ever heard from her lips. It seemed to come from so far down inside. I guess all men and women who have got something know that it might be easily lost,” the doctor said as he finished his tale. He had hooked a trout and was absorbed in playing his fish.


TWO LOVERS

[image: img58.jpg]

JOHN WESCOTT, THE father of Rudolph and Fred Wescott, was a small man with a little mustache. Life had always been difficult for him, but the difficulties he had to face had developed in him a kind of shrewdness. He got along. He went, stuttering painfully, with a little insinuating smile, through life. There was in him a kind of basic humbleness and sweetness that made other men like him. The other men in his office and the Chicago business men who were his acquaintances often smiled, thinking of the little stuttering man, but in the end he often had his own way with them. He had come up in the world financially without the help of a formal education and after his success came and until a sudden attack of appendicitis took him off . . . this in the somewhat distracted year after his wife’s sudden death . . . he had always the feeling that he had missed something very important. He wasn’t a man who would have spoken of the good life. He wouldn’t have put it that way.

“I’ll tell you what, education is the thing,” he would have said.

It may be that he had got this feeling about education from association with his wife Clara. Being as he was, small and certainly never a distinguished looking man, it had always been a source of wonder to him that a talented woman like his wife had married him at all. He thought his wife beautiful. He always thought so. She had been to college. She had a master’s degree. She had traveled in Europe. She could speak and read, it is true with some difficulty, both French and German. She read books he never would have thought of tackling. He spoke about it sometimes to his business associates.

“What books she reads,” he said. “Occasionally I pick one of them up. I can’t for the life of me make out what the man is talking about.”

The fact that his wife had been willing and even perhaps anxious to marry him, was always to John Wescott a source of wonder. There was an evening, after his wife’s death, when he spoke of it all to a friend. It was the first time he had ever done such a thing. The truth was that John Wescott was, all his life and in spite of the fact that the business he was in made it necessary for him to be constantly meeting and talking to people, much like the younger of his two sons. He was always a shy man.

He had however found out something. Although John Wescott never became what would be called a hard drinking man he had become, in secret, a tippler. He kept a bottle in a locked drawer in his desk at his office. He did not drink regularly, but took what he thought of as an occasional bracer. He did it because he had found out that, when he had to talk to some one, a real estate prospect, sometimes a man much higher up in the business and financial world than himself, some man he instinctively looked up to, he lost his nerve.

He made a discovery. He had found out that, in such a situation, or if it were a real important man he had to meet, a drink set him up. On rare occasions he took two. His shyness went away and there was even an improvement in his speech.

And there had been occasions, even before his wife’s death and always in the summer . . . this after he had begun to be somewhat prosperous on his own, no longer so dependent upon the favor of his father-in-law . . . when his wife with the two sons, then both small, mere children, had gone away to a certain summer resort, there were occasions when John even became a bit spiffed.

He did it always with the same man, his one intimate friend. The man was a rather large, fat man with a round and babylike face, who was at the head of an advertising agency.

The two had become friends through the medium of a real estate deal. John had sold, to his friend, whose name was A. P. Grubb, a lot on which to build a house, in a fashionable suburb of the city, and while the two men were negotiating something had happened. The man Grubb was known to all his associates as “A. P.” John Wescott never knew any other name for him. It was one of the occasions when John, realizing that he had to meet and talk with a man who was the president of a rather large and prosperous business, had taken two drinks. He went to A. P.’s office. There was some talk of the deal about to be made, John speaking with a good deal of difficulty, and A. P. reached across his desk and poked the real estate man on the chest with a fat finger. A. P. was always that way. He was a warm friendly fellow.

“Look here, Wescott,” he said. “I am about ready to close this deal. I have talked it over with the little woman but, you see, I can’t think straight unless I have a couple of drinks under my belt.”

The two men went from A. P.’s office in one of the Chicago skyscrapers, to a neighboring bar, where they had drinks. They each took two, A. P. setting them up and then John Wescott insisted that they have another. It was a time when John, with four straight drinks taken within an hour, had to make a struggle to keep his head but he did manage. The deal was closed and A. P. never knew that John was a little over the line. It was a rule of John’s that when he had to see a prospect and had taken one, or two, to brace himself, to go and get a bag of salted peanuts. He had heard another man speak of it. The man had said that a bag of peanuts was the best thing he had found to sweeten his breath after he had taken a drink.

John Wescott and A. P. Grubb became close friends. A. P. was the only man to whom John ever spoke in any intimate way of his wife. On a certain occasion, on a summer night, the two men being together, A. P.’s wife having gone to the country, they were sitting together in a bar. They had taken several and, as often happens with men on such occasions, there was talk of women and of a man’s relations with women.

A. P. did most of the talking. There was always in A. P. and in spite of John’s fondness for him, something that a little shocked the real estate man. He was a little shocked but at the same time got a rather pleasant thrill out of his friend’s boldness. After his marriage, to his employer’s daughter, John had never even thought of anything that could be called an approach to intimacy with another woman, but with A. P. it was different.

On the summer evening the two men, having dined together, were sitting together in the back room of a saloon in South Dearborn Street in Chicago. It was a rather small and even perhaps a tough little place. They had been walking together on Michigan Boulevard and had crossed to Dearborn. A. P. was talking and was absorbed. He had unconsciously been looking for a bar and seeing the one, on South Dearborn Street, had suggested that they drop in.

They had passed into a little room at the back and as they sat, preparing to order a drink, two women came along a little hallway past the open door. There was a burlesque show playing on South State Street and the two women were from the show. They had dropped in between acts to get a drink.

One of them put her head in at the open door.

“Hello, boys,” she said to the two middle-aged men sitting at a little table.

Nothing more happened. One of the women looked at A. P. and laughed. A. P. had a perfectly bald head. The woman who had laughed spoke of it as a radish. She took a step into the room where the two men sat and put out a hand to A. P.

“Do you mind if I touch the radish?” she said. She started to approach A. P. who sat smiling at her, but the other woman grabbed her arm. “Oh, come on, Mag,” she said.

The incident may have been the cause of the drift taken by the conversation between the two men.

“A couple of hot babies, eh,” said A. P. “I’ll tell you how it is with me about women.” It was A. P. talking. “With me it is like this. . . . He hesitated and smiled. He sometimes felt a little awkward in the presence of John Wescott.

“I wonder how far you can go with this bird,” he thought.

“At any rate,” he thought, “he’ll never be an advertiser.” There was little danger that the man Wescott would ever become a client of his advertising agency. There was no need being too cautious.

“I wouldn’t want you to think,” A. P. said, “that I am a woman chaser.” John Wescott assured him that such a thought had never entered his head. “Why, what an idea,” he said.

A. P. spoke of his wife, now gone away to the country.

“I wouldn’t ever do the little woman any dirt, not really. I’ll tell you what, Wescott, I have always been faithful to her, that is to say . . . well you know.” He winked.

He was, however, mistaken. John Wescott didn’t know.

“I mean,” A. P. added. He hesitated. “To tell you the truth, Wescott, there have been times, three or four times, since I have been married. . . .

Again he hesitated.

“Oh, you know how it is. I dare say it has been the same with you. It has always happened when I have been a little high.”

John Wescott didn’t know what to say. For just a moment he half wished that he had himself been a more adventurous man. He kept nodding his head.

“This is what I mean,” A. P. said. He leaned forward and lowered his voice. They could hear men’s voices at the bar outside the little room and a woman laughed. John Wescott felt that in being with A. P. in such a place, he was getting a peep into real life.

“I mean . . . to tell the truth . . . this is just between us two . . . I guess, in the real estate game, you fellows don’t have the temptations we advertising men have.”

He didn’t at the moment continue the explanation of what he had meant. He began speaking of John Wescott’s business, of the buying and selling of real estate, of houses and lots.

“You are in this real estate game. You sell some fellow a lot on which to build a house, like you did to me. He is going to build himself a house, a home. He is a bird who is going to build himself a nest.”

A. P. was often like that. He was inclined to slip off into something like poetry.

“You see the man is thinking of that, of the little woman, of his children. He is thinking of a happy home life, sitting by the fire on winter nights, eh . . . the little wife there beside him. She is knitting. The children are playing on the floor.”

John Wescott was thinking of what a wonderful advertising man A. P. must be.

“What marvelous copy he must write,” he thought.

His own firm, called Caldwell and Wescott, occasionally ran advertisements in the Chicago daily newspapers. Caldwell had been his wife’s father but now Caldwell was dead and he was himself in control of the firm. He had taken in a young assistant, having made up his mind that neither of his two sons would become a real estate man.

He didn’t really care about that, did not want them to be real estate men. He thought, he hoped sometime, that they might both become notable men in some other field, as scholars perhaps, or even as artists. It was something he felt his wife had wanted and that he also had come to want. He sat with his friend thinking.

“Here is A. P.” he thought. “He and I have become friends. We are chums, buddies. Now that my wife is dead and his wife has gone to the country with his children, we occasionally go about together like this.”

He was half wondering if he dare ask A. P. to do him a favor. It would be a rather delicate matter to bring up.

“Look here, A. P. . . . what you have just said . . . it would make wonderful advertising copy for my firm . . . would you mind writing it out for me? I could use it, you see, in an ad.”

He decided he couldn’t do it. It would be, he thought, too much like asking a doctor, who happened to be your friend . . . “Say Doc, what about it . . . look me over, eh?”

He couldn’t. He didn’t run many advertisements in the newspapers and they were usually small ones. He could not hope to become one of A. P.’s clients. It wouldn’t be worth A. P.’s time.

“I’ll tell you what, A. P. is a big man. He’s smart. He can make words fairly sing.”

John Wescott had often said something like that to his wife. As he was having this thought A. P. was still talking. He was still on the subject of house building, of nest building. He had got a little drunk with words.

“You take a fellow like that now . . . hell, of what is he thinking? He is thinking of what I just said. You Wescott, have sold him a lot, on which he is going to build a house, a little home, or you have sold him a house already built.

“So he is thinking of where, and how, he will have to change the house. You know how it is, Wescott, a new coat of paint, new wallpaper in the living room, eh. He may have to put in a new bathroom. There is one, but he wants two. He likes to sit in the morning having his morning cigarette and reading his morning paper. At my house every morning I demand a cup of coffee. I take it in there. I read the paper. I light a cigarette. I sip my coffee. The cup of coffee is perched on the edge of the bath tub. Mine has a flat edge.

“You do not take the saucer in there. You spill a little coffee in the saucer and what have you? When you take a sip, after a puff of your cigarette, it drips down on you. The coffee sets you up for the day. I have the maid get up early at my house and bring it to me. Sometimes my wife calls to me.

“‘Well, A. P., are you going to stay all day? It is much better to have two bathrooms.”

A. P. paused.

“And so,” he said, “such a man comes to you, a man who is going to build a home. His mind is full of things, such as I have described. But with me now. . . . The two were interrupted by the two burlesque women who had come back along the hallway from the bar. One of the women again put her head in at the door of the room. To John Wescott there was something a little odd, and even thrilling, that two men, such as himself and A. P. had got into that sort of bar in that part of the town. It was a kind of adventure that, when his wife was alive, he wouldn’t have dared tell her about. There had never been many things he could tell his wife. He had got into a little habit. He imagined a kind of warm intimacy existing between himself and his wife that never had been a reality. As he seldom conversed with her he imagined conversations. He was doing it as he sat in the room with A. P.

“I must tell you about it, my dear,” he imagined himself saying, not to his wife, now dead, but to an imagined wife, he had himself now created.

“You see we were in there, my dear, having a drink, A. P. and myself, and this woman kept putting her head in at the door. She was all painted. To tell you the truth, my dear, she looked to me like a regular huzzy.”

“Huzzy” was a word that John Wescott would never have thought of using in a conversation with his wife Clara. It was, however, he imagined, the sort of thing A. P. might have been able to do. A. P. was the kind of man you couldn’t upset.

“Hello, baby,” he now said to the woman who had put her head in at the door. A. P. was like that, quick on the trigger. The woman laughed and went on her way.

A. P. continued his talk.

“Now, with me,” he said, “when it comes to one of my clients. . . .”

He hesitated. He lit a cigar. He seemed lost in thought. There was a look of something like sadness on his face.

“Often,” he said, “I begin thinking, I began life as a poor boy . . . I was a farm boy and then I was a clerk in a small store in a small town.

“I came away from there. I came here to the city.”

A. P. began relating to John Wescott his early experiences in the city. He had, he said, traveled a rough road. He was a big man, now grown fat and soft, but John Wescott could see that he had once been strong. He had been a common laborer, a soldier, a traveling salesman. He began writing advertisements for a firm he was with, doing it at first for fun, but right away it developed that he had a talent.

“It was a thing,” he said, “he never even suspected in himself.” Sometimes he regretted that he had not become a writer. In the advertising business he had gone straight up but, sometimes, when he was a little tired, or when one of his clients, now that he was at the head of a big advertising agency, became what he might call a little ugly or disagreeable, he often wished . . . he broke off again.

“I might have become a writer or a newspaper reporter, or, better yet, I might have stayed at home. I might have been just a farmer . . . you know, Wescott, tilling my own field, milking my own cows, hoeing my own corn, watching the wind, on a June morning, as it played in my ripe wheat.

“You have seen the wind, on a June morning playing in the ripe wheat, haven’t you, Wescott?”

John Wescott said he had.

“A free man,” said A. P. Again he began to throw words about and John Wescott was filled with admiration.

“So you see,” he said, “I am on my own land. It is not a big farm. It is a small one.

“There is a creek running through my farm,” he said. “At night I lie in my bed. I can hear the purling of the creek. I am tired, from honest labor in my own fields, and I am lying with my wife. She is a sturdy country girl, the daughter of a neighbor. I am a man who makes two blades of grass grow where but one grew before.

“So, you see, Wescott, I am lying there. I am an honest man. I am upright. I reach out my hand and touch the body of my wife. I have the right, as you will understand, Wescott, to think of myself as one of God’s true men, one of God’s real men. There is my wife, lying now quietly asleep beside me in the bed and she is mine as the earth is mine.”

It was evident that A. P. was deeply touched by his own words. He became silent and sat fingering his drink. He and John Wescott were having an “old fashioned.” John Wescott was so touched that he felt like crying.

“It is so beautiful to hear him talk,” he thought.

He had often tried to say something of the kind to his wife when she was alive. He began speaking to her in his half-frightened, stuttering way.

“I was out again with A. P.”

He did not tell his wife of the drinking the two men did.

“When I go out with him there is always something said that I remember. He talks so beautifully.”

He thought sometimes that A. P.’s talk gave him at least a hint of what he wanted for his two sons, that they be, at least in ability to express themselves, like A. P., not like himself. It was A. P. who had given him an inkling of what his wife had meant when she spoke of culture, and sometimes, when he was speaking of his friend to his wife, she questioned him.

“Well, what is it he says? You say he has these wonderful ideas, that he says these wonderful things. What are they?”

It had been a kind of tragedy in John Wescott’s life that he had been unable to tell her.

“It is because I am so dumb. It is because I have no ability in words, no education, that I cannot make her understand how marvelous he sometimes is.”

It was the source of never-ending wonder that A. P. kept on wanting to have him as friend. In the little room at the back of the saloon A. P. got up from the table and put his head out at the door. He called to the bartender.

“Hey,” he called, “two more of the same.”

When the two drinks had come he began talking again. He spoke now of the clients of his advertising agency. They were for the most part, he explained, manufacturers.

Or there might be a patent medicine man. He came from some city, perhaps in the middle west.

“Let’s say Freeport, Illinois,” he said.

Such a fellow came into his office. A. P. began to expand again.

“It is in the early morning. These fellows always get up early. Perhaps he has come in on the night train.”

John Wescott felt a little guilty. He was himself a man, likely to get out of bed at six o’clock in the morning. When his wife was alive she stayed in her bed until ten. He got out of bed and walked about the garden surrounding his house. He sprinkled his lawn. He had always had a secret notion that people who could sleep until ten or eleven o’clock were sophisticated people. A. P. was explaining the relationship he had with his clients.

“So there the fellow is,” he said. “He is in the office early, sometimes even before the stenographers have come. Later he talks things over with the boys and then, of course, he wants to see and talk to the head of the house. There are advertisements that have been gone over and o.k.’d. When all is done, I say to him . . . it is necessary, you see . . . what about dinner with me?

“And well enough I know what it means,” said A. P. He sighed softly.

He went on with his explanation.

“We go out,” he said. “Let us say that the man is from Columbus, Ohio. He is, we’ll say, more or less, you understand, a big man out there.”

“I understand,” said John Wescott.

He wasn’t at all sure that he did understand as yet, just what A. P. was driving at.

“At home he is what he is. He goes regularly to church. He is a man with a wife and children. It may be that he sings in the choir in his church. Let us say that he manufactures and sells a cure for rheumatism. It is an ointment that you rub on. It is going all right.

“At home, you see, day after day it is the same.

“You see, Wescott, I know how he feels. In his office he has a lot of stenographers, young things you understand, some pretty good-lookers. We will say that his wife is getting a little fat.” A. P. was fingering his drink. He was in the act of creating an imaginary figure. He was pleased with himself.

“You understand, Wescott, that a man like that, no matter what thoughts may sometimes be in his mind, has to be careful. He is well-known in Columbus. He is a good business man and a good business man does not get gay with the help in his office.

“And now you see he is in Chicago. He is unknown here. He is dining with me. We go to a place where there are girls, to a cabaret. We have a few drinks and, with our dinner, a bottle of wine.

“He is feeling safe. He is excited. I know what he wants. Let’s say that the girls, in the cabaret, when they sing, come down and walk among the tables. I’ll tell you what, Wescott . . . you take one of that kind . . . she knows her biz.

“She can pick them out. You understand, she doesn’t get gay with me. ‘Hello, Columbus,’ she says to him. To tell the truth I have sent a note by a waiter. She sings to him. It may be that she leans over close. Her breath is on his cheek. ‘Ain’t it rotten I have to work,’ she says to him. Very likely she whispers something like that in his ear, giving him the impression, you see, that her heart, in a way of speaking, has been pierced by the arrow of love, that she would like to chuck her job and go with him. I’ll tell you what by this time” (A. P. winked at John Wescott).

“Boy, I’ll say he is pretty hot.”

The expression on A. P.’s face had changed. A shadow seemed to pass over his face.

“So,” he said, “I take him to a show, a musical show.”

A. P. leaned forward and lowered his voice.

“You can’t come right out with a fellow like that,” he explained. “What you say to him is that you know a couple of girls.

“But first, after the show you go and have a few more drinks. You make him feel, you understand, that whatever happens, it is o.k. with you.

“You have told him about the girls so you go and call one of them up. You tell him ‘they are something special.’ So you give him the guff. They have an apartment out south, not so far from the University. You tell him that they are university students.”

A. P. sighed.

“Well, there you are, Wescott. Of course, by this time, I am myself a little high. I want to make him feel it is all right. I’ll tell you, Wescott, there is something, however, I have never done.”

There was a look of sadness and resignation in the presence of fate, on A. P.’s face.

“Anyway, Wescott, no matter how far I may have gone with one of them, you understand, when I am a little drunk, I have never kissed one of them on the lips,” he said.

* * *

A. P. had finished his tale. To John Wescott it was a revelation. For the moment he was rather ashamed of the comparative purity of his own life. He felt he ought to say something, tell some story of his own adventure. He began to tell A. P. about his relations with his own wife.

“I have never,” he said hesitatingly, “that is to say, you understand, with any one but my wife.”

He hung his head. He did not look at A. P.

“It may be that I haven’t the nerve.”

He plunged rather desperately into the story of how his own marriage had come about.

“You see, A. P., there I was.”

He told how he had begun working in the real estate office of his father-in-law and how his employer’s daughter sometimes came in. He did not look at A. P. as he told his tale. It was, he felt, after all, something a little not so nice, to speak thus, to another man, of the woman he had married. He explained how when she came into the office, and he was alone in there, he got up out of his chair and they shook hands. And then, one evening . . . he said that it had been a thing, at the moment very difficult for him to believe . . . it had seemed to him that, for just a moment, her hand had clung to his.

John Wescott hesitated in telling his story. He began to stammer. There was a drink set on the table before him and he swallowed it nervously.

There was a certain evening in the fall of the year. He had been working a little late in the office and it was growing dark. He had got up from his desk and was about to go home to his room when she came in.

“She said she was looking for her father but he had been gone for two hours.”

“We went together down the elevator and into the street.”

He explained to A. P. that he had wanted to ask her to have dinner with him at some restaurant but he didn’t dare. “I can’t express myself like you can, A. P., I have always wished that I could.” He had walked along with her that evening, this in the Chicago Loop, and they got over into Michigan Boulevard. There were all sorts of people walking along in the street, some of them well-dressed men and women, very evidently strolling about in the warm summer evening, and others were hurrying to the Illinois Central suburban train. To get to her home the woman he was with also had to take the Illinois Central but, he told A. P., when he was so frightened that he could barely speak, she had got suddenly almost bold. There was a little park over beyond the railroad tracks, to be reached by an overhead bridge and she had proposed that they go there and stand by the lake.

They did go. He tried to tell A. P. about it all.

“It was better out there,” he said. Pretty soon darkness came. As he talked he grew more like A. P. Words came to him more freely. He said that the waves were beating against some piling. “I don’t know why it was, but just looking at the waves, made me feel a little bolder,” he explained.

“I had never in my life kissed any woman but my mother,” he said. It was an explanation forced out of him. He told A. P. that he had been reared in a family where they never did kiss very much. “I never saw my father kiss my mother,” he said.

He spoke a little of his father and mother, telling A. P. that his mother had died when he was little more than a kid and that he had been raised by an uncle, a man who kept a small retail grocery store on a street over on the west side of Chicago.

“I was out there in the dark with her,” he explained, to A. P. “I never did know how it all happened. Suddenly I found myself holding her hand.

“And then we kissed and I asked her to be my wife.” His voice dropped to a half whisper.

“You wouldn’t marry me,” I found myself saying to her, and when she said she would, I was overcome.

“I just couldn’t speak. I couldn’t believe it.”

He said that, after a time . . . he didn’t know how long he stayed out there with her that evening . . . they came out of the little park and were again in the street. They were once more on Michigan Boulevard and he told A. P. that the streets were full of cars. People were going to the theatre, he thought.

“Of course,” he said, “there were, at that time, carriages too.”

He had got his eye fixed on a certain car. He told A. P. that it was standing near the curb and that it was, he thought that night, the grandest, the most beautiful car he had ever seen.

“It was so shiny and nice, and, oh the upholstery,” he said.

He said there was a man sitting in the car. He was trying to tell A. P. of how he had felt.

“I don’t know how to tell you how I felt. I haven’t your gift of words. I have always been so dumb. It was as though, as if that man . . . as if he had suddenly got out of the car and walked over to me . . . is if he had said, ‘Do you want this car? You can have it. Take it away.’

“As if . . . just like that . . . he had given it to me. I felt like that about her saying she would be my wife.”

John Wescott stopped talking and there was an embarrassing silence between the two men. It was A. P. who finally broke it. He got up from his chair and went and put his head out at the door. He called to the bartender.

“Hey,” he called. “Come on, a little service here. Give us two more of the same.”


WHITE SPOT
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I AM QUITE sure that some of the women I had during this period never became real to me. I do not remember the names. They exist for me as a kind of fragrance as Ruth, Prudence, Genevieve, Holly, etc., etc. There was the very brutal looking very sensual woman seen one night in a low dive in Chicago. I would have been with certain business men on a spree. The business men were better when drunk. The shrewdness was gone. They became sometimes terrible, sometimes rather sweet children.

For example there was Albert, short, fat, baby faced. He was the president of a certain manufacturing concern for which I wrote advertisements. We got drunk together.

He had a wife who was rather literary and already I had published a few stories. Albert had bragged to her about me and once he took me to his house, in an Illinois town, to dine.

She would have talked only of books, as such women do talk. They can never by any chance be right about anything in the world of the arts. Better if they would keep still. They never do.

Albert being much pleased. “The little wife. You see, Sherwood, in our house also we have a highbrow.” He was proud of her, wanted to be loyal. As woman, in bed with her man, she wouldn’t have been much.

Albert knowing that and wanting in the flesh. He had got himself a little warm thing, bought her fur coats, sent her money. He could never go to her except when he had been drinking.

He explained to me, when we were drunk together. “I am faithful to my wife, Sherwood.” He had his code. “To be sure I sleep with my Mable but I have been faithful. I never kissed her on the lips.” His reserving that as his own rock on which to stand. I thought it as good as most rocks upon which men stand.

* * *

But I was speaking of women, certain women, who touched me vitally in the flesh, left something with me, it all very strange sometimes. I have just thought of that rather big, thick lipped woman seen in a cheap restaurant, half dive in South State Street. There was a little burlesque show a few doors up the street.

Business men, perhaps clients of the firm for which I worked, explaining to me. The president of our company would have been deacon in some suburban church. “Take these men out and entertain them. You do not need to make an itemized account of expenses.

“I would not want company money spent for anything evil.”

Oh thou fraud.

I would have been blowing money. The burlesque women came down along a dirty alleyway from the stage door of the cheap show and into the restaurant, half dive. They may have got a percentage on the cost of the drinks bought for them.

And there was that big one, with the thick lips, sitting and staring at me. “I want you,” and myself wanting her.

Now! Now!

The evil smell of the terrible little place, street women’s pimps sitting about, the business men with me. One of them made a remark. “God, look at that one.” She had one eye gone, torn out perhaps in a fight with some other woman over some man, and there was the scar from a cut on her low forehead.

Above the cut her shining blue-black hair, very thick, very beautiful. I wanted my hands in it.

She knew. She felt as I felt but I was ashamed. I didn’t want the business men with me to know.

What?

That I was a brute. That I was also gentle, modest, that I possessed also a subtle mind.

The women would have been going and coming in at a back door of the place, as the act they did, a kind of weird almost naked dance before yokels, was due to be repeated. I went out into the alleyway and waited and she came.

There were no preliminaries. Now or never. There were some boxes piled up and we got in behind them. What evil smells back in there. I got my two hands buried deep in her beautiful hair.

* * *

And afterwards, her saying when I asked her the question, “Do you want money?” “A little,” she said. Her voice was soft. There were drunken men going up and down. There was the loud rasping sound from a phonograph, playing over and over some dance tune in the burlesque place.

Can a man retain something? I had no feeling of anything unclean. She laughed softly. “Give me something, fifty cents. I don’t like the foolish feeling of giving it away.”

“O.K.”

Myself hurrying back to the business men, not wanting them to suspect.

“You were a long time.”

“Yes.” I would have made up some quick lie.

That other one, met on a train, when the train was delayed because something went wrong with the engine. Is there a sense in which the natural man loves all women? The train stopping by a wood and that woman and I giving into the mood to gather flowers.

Again. “Now. Now. You will be gone. We may never meet again.”

And then our coming back to the train. She going to sit with an older woman, perhaps her mother, taking her the flowers we had got.

* * *

It was Sally, the quiet one, who saw the white spot. It was in a room in a hotel in Chicago, one of that sort. You go in without luggage. You register. “Mr. and Mrs. John James, Buffalo, New York.” I remember a friend, who was a women’s man, telling me that he always used my name.

We were lying in there in the dark at night, in that rabbit warren of a place. For all I knew the place was full of other such couples. We were in the half sleep that follows, lying in black darkness, a moment ago so close, now so far apart.

Sound of trains rattling along a nearby elevated railroad. This may have been on an election night. There was the sound of men cheering and a band played.

We are human, a male and a female. How lonely we are.

It may be that we only come close in art.

No. Wait.

There is something grown evil in men’s minds about contacts.

How we want, want, want. How little we dare take.

It is very silent, here in the darkness. The sounds of the city, of life going on, city life, out there in the street.

A woman cry of animal gratification from a neighboring room.

We exist in infinite dirt, in infinite cleanliness.

Waters of life wash us.

The mind and fancy reaching out.

Now, for an hour, two, three hours, the puzzling lust of the flesh is gone. The mind, the fancy, is free.

It may have been that fancy, the always busy imagination of the artist man she wanted.

She began to talk softly of the white spot. “It floats in the darkness,” she said softly and I think I did understand, almost at once, her need.

After the flesh the spirit. Minds, fancy, draw close now.

It was a wavering white spot, like a tiny snow white cloud in the darkness of a close little room in a Chicago bad house.

“You not wanting what our civilization has made of us.

“It is you men, males, always making the world ugly.

“You have made the dirt. It is you. It is you.”

“Yes. I understand.”

“But do you see the white spot?”

“Yes. It floats there, under the ceiling. Now it descends and floats along the floor.

“It is the thing lost. It eludes us.

“It belongs to us. It is our whiteness.”

A moment of real closeness, with that strange thing to the male, a woman.

* * *

I had a thought I remember. It was a game played with my brother Earl when I was a lad and he not much more than a babe. We slept together for a time and I invented a game. With our minds we stripped the walls of a room in a little yellow house quite away. We swept the ceiling of our room and the floors away. Our bed floated in space. Perhaps I had picked up a line from some poem. “We are between worlds. Earth is far far beneath us. We float over earth.”

All this on a hot August night but we could feel the coolness of outer space. I explained the game to the woman in the room and we played it, following on our floating bed the white drifting spot her fancy had found in that space.

How strange afterwards, going down into the street. It might have been midnight but the street was still crowded with people.

“And so we did float. We did see and follow the white spot and we are here. You make your living writing advertisements and I have a job in an office where they sell patent medicine.

“I am a woman of twenty-eight and unmarried. I live with my sister who is married.”

The cheap little hotel room for such couples as we were had its office on the second floor. There was a little desk with a hotel register. What rows of Jones, Smiths, and, yes, Andersons. That friend of mine might have been in that place. He might have put my real name down there.

I would have gone down the stairs first, looked up and down the street. “O.K.” The pair of us dodging out. “You’d better take a taxi home. Let me pay.”

“But can you? It is such a long way out. It will cost so much.”

“Yes. Here.”

Who was it invented money? There it lies, the dirty green bill in her hand. The taxi man looking, perhaps listening.

“But, but, does anything of beauty cling to me? Is it to be remembered?”

“Yes. You are very beautiful. Good night.” A lie. There was no beauty. The night, the street, the city was the night, the street, the city.


NOBODY LAUGHED
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IT WASN’T, MORE than others of its size, a dull town. Buzz McCleary got drunk regularly once a month and got arrested, and for two summers there was a semi-professional baseball team. Sol Grey managed the promoting of the ball team. He went about town to the druggist, the banker, the local Standard Oil manager and others, and got them to put up money. Some of the players were hired outright. They were college boys having a little fun during their vacation time, getting board and cigarette money, playing under assumed names, not to hurt their amateur standing. Then there were two fellows from the coal mining country a hundred miles to the north in a neighboring state. The handle factory gave these men jobs. Bugs Calloway was one of these. He was a home run hitter and afterwards got into one of the big leagues. That made the town pretty proud. “It puts us on the map,” Sol Grey said.

However, the baseball team couldn’t carry on. It had been in a small league and the league went to pieces. Things got dull after that. In such an emergency the town had to give attention to Hallie and Pinhead Perry.

The Perrys had been in Greenhope since the town was very small. Greenhope was a town of the upper South, and there had been Perrys there ever since long before the Civil War. There were rich Perrys, well-to-do Perrys, a Perry who was a preacher, and one who had been a brigadier general in the Northern army in the Civil War. That didn’t go so well with the other well-to-do Perrys. They liked to keep reminding people that the Perrys were of the old South. “The Perrys are one of the oldest and best families of the old South,” they said. They kept pretty quiet about Brigadier General Perry who went over to the damned Yanks.

As for Pinhead Perry, he, to be sure, belonged to the no-account branch of the Perrys. The tree of even the best Southern family must have some such branches. Look at the Pinametters. But let’s not drag in names.

Pinhead Perry was poor. He was born poor, and he was simpleminded. He was undersized. A girl named Mag Hunter got into trouble with a Perry named Robert, also of the no-account Perrys, and Mag’s father went over to Robert’s father’s house one night with a shotgun. After Robert married Mag he lit out. No one knew where he went, but everyone said he went over into a neighboring state, into the coal mining country. He was a big man with a big nose and hard fists. “What the hell’d I want a wife for? Why keep a cow when milk’s so cheap?” he said before he went away.

They called his son Pinhead, began calling him that when he was a little thing. His mother worked in the kitchen of several well-to-do families in Greenhope but it was a little hard for her to get a job, what with Negro help so cheap and her having Pinhead. Pinhead was a little off in the head from the first, but not so much.

His father was a big man but the only thing big about Pinhead was his nose. It was gigantic. It was a mountain of a nose. It was very red. It looked very strange, even grotesque, sticking on Pinhead. He was such a little scrawny thing, sitting often for a half day at a time on the kitchen step at the back of the house of some well-to-do citizen. He was a very quiet child and his mother, in spite of the rather hard life she had, always dressed him neatly. Other kitchen help, the white kitchen help, what there was of it in Greenhope, wouldn’t have much to do with Mag Perry, and all the other Perrys were indignant at the very idea of her calling herself a Perry. It was confusing, they said. The other white kitchen help whispered. “She was only married to Bob Perry a month when the kid was born,” they said. They avoided Mag.

There was a philosopher in the town, a sharp-tongued lawyer who hadn’t much practice. He explained. “The sex morals of America have to be upheld by the working classes,” he said. “The financial morals are in the hands of the middle-class.

“That keeps them busy,” he said.

* * *

Pinhead Perry grew up and his mother Mag died and Pinhead got married. He married one of the Albright girls . . . her name was Hallie . . . from out by Albright’s Creek. She was the youngest one of eight children and was a cripple. She was a little pale thing and had a twisted foot. “It oughten to be allowed,” people said. They said such bad blood ought not to be allowed to breed. They said, “Look at them Albrights.” The Albrights were always getting into jail. They were horse traders and chicken thieves. They were moon-liquor makers.

But just the same the Albrights were a proud and a defiant lot. Old Will Albright, the father, had land of his own. And he had money. If it came to paying a fine to get one of his boys out of jail, he could do it. He was the kind of man who, although he had less than a hundred acres of land . . . most of it hillside land and not much good, and a big family, mostly boys . . . always getting drunk, always fighting, always getting into jail for chicken stealing or liquor making, in spite, as they said in Greenhope, of hell and high water . . . in spite of everything as, you see, he had money. He didn’t put it in a bank. He carried it. “Old Will’s always got a roll,” people in town said. “It’s big enough to choke a cow,” they said. The town people were impressed. It gave Will Albright a kind of distinction. That family also had big noses and old Will had a big walrus mustache.

They were rather a dirty and a disorderly lot, the Albrights, and they were sometimes sullen and defiant, but just the same, like the Perrys and other big families of that country, they had family pride. They stuck together. Suppose you had a few drinks in town on a Saturday night, and you felt a little quarrelsome and not averse to a fight yourself, and you met one of the Albright boys, say down in the lower end of town, down by the Greek restaurant, and he got gay and gave you a little of his lip, and you said to him, “Come on, you big stiff, let’s see what you’ve got.”

And you got ready to sock him.

Better not to do that. God only knows how many other Albrights you’d have on your hands. They’d be like Stonewall Jackson at the battle of Chancellorsville. They came down on you suddenly, seemingly out of nowhere, out of the woods, as it were.

“Now, you take one of that crew. You can’t trust ’em. One of them’ll stick a knife into you. That’s what he’ll do.”

* * *

And think of it, little, quiet Pinhead Perry, marrying into that crew. He had grown up. But that’s no way to put it. He was still small and rather sick looking. God knows how he had lived since his mother died.

He had become a beggar. That was it. He’d stand before one of the grocery stores when people were coming out with packages in their hands. “Hello!” He called all the other Perrys “cousin” and that was bad. “Hello, Cousin John,” or “Cousin Mary,” or Kate or Harry. He smiled in that rather nice little way he had. His mouth looked very tiny under his big nose and his teeth had got black. He was crazy about bananas. “Hello, Cousin Kate. Give me a dime please. I got to get me some bananas.”

And there were men, the smart-alecks of the town, taking up with him too, men who should have known better, encouraging him.

That lawyer . . . his father was a Yank from Ohio . . . the philosophic one, always making wisecracks about decent people . . . getting Pinhead to sweep out his office . . . he let him sleep up there . . . and Burt McHugh, the plumber, and Ed Cabe, who ran the poolroom down by the tracks.

“Pinhead, I think you’d better go up and see your Cousin Tom. He was asking for you. I think he’ll give you a quarter.” Cousin Tom Perry was cashier of the biggest bank in town. One of those fellows, damn smart-alecks, had seen Judge Buchanan . . . the Perrys and the Buchanans were the two big families of the county . . . they’d seen Judge Buchanan go into the bank. He was a director. There was going to be a directors’ meeting. There were other men going in. You could depend on Pinhead walking right into the directors’ room where they had the big mahogany table and the mahogany chairs. The Buchanans sure liked to take down the Perrys.

“You go in there, Pinhead. Cousin Tom has been asking for you. He wants to give you a quarter.”

“Lordy,” said Burt McHugh, the plumber, “Cousin Tom give him a quarter, eh? Why, he’d as soon give him an automobile.”

* * *

Pinhead took up with the Albrights. They liked him. He’d go out there and stay for weeks. The Albright place was three miles out of town. On a Saturday night, and sometimes all day on Sundays, there’d be a party out there.

There’d be moon whiskey, plenty of that, and sometimes some of the men from town, even sometimes men who should have known better, men like Ed Cabe and that smarty lawyer, or even maybe Willy Buchanan, the judge’s youngest son, the one who drank so hard and they said had a cancer.

And all kinds of rough people.

There were two older Albright girls, unmarried, Sally and Katherine, and it was said they were “putting out.”

Drinking and sometimes dancing and singing and general hell-raising and maybe a fight or two.

“What the hell?” old Will Albright said . . . his wife was dead and Sally and Katherine did the housework . . . “What the hell? It’s my farm. It’s my house. A man’s king in his own house, ain’t he?”

Pinhead grew fond of the little crippled Albright girl, little twisted-footed Hallie, and he’d sit out there in that house, dancing and all that kind of a jamboree going on . . . in a corner of the big untidy bare room at the front of the house, two of the Albright boys playing guitars and singing rough songs at the tops of their voices.

If the Albright boys were sullen and looking for a fight when they came to town, they weren’t so much like that at home. They’d be singing some song like “Hand Me Down My Bottle of Moon” and that one about the warden and the prisoners in the prison, you know, on a Christmas morning, the warden trying to be Santa Claus to the boys and what the old hard-boiled prisoner said to him, the two older Albright girls dancing maybe with a couple of the men from town — old Will Albright . . . he was sure boss in his own family . . . sitting over near the fireplace, chewing tobacco and keeping time with his feet. He’d spit clean and sharp right through his walrus mustache and never leave a trace. That lawyer said he could keep perfect time with his feet and his jaws. “Look at it,” he said, “there ain’t another man in the state can spit like old Will.”

Pinhead sitting quietly over in a corner with his Hallie. They both smiled softly. Pinhead didn’t drink. He wouldn’t. “You let him alone,” Will Albright said to his boys. Pinhead and Hallie got married one Saturday night and there was a big party, everyone howling drunk. Two of the guests wrecked a car trying to get back to town and one of them, Henry Haem . . . a nice young fellow, a clerk in Williamson’s drygoods store . . . you wouldn’t think he’d want to associate with such people . . . he got his arm broke. Will Albright gave Pinhead and Hallie ten acres of land . . . good enough land . . . not too good . . . down by the creek at the foot of a hill and he and the boys built them a house. It wasn’t much of a house but you could live in it if you were hardy enough.

Neither Pinhead nor Hallie was so very hardy.

* * *

They lived. They had children. People said there had been ten of the children. Pinhead and Hallie were getting pretty old. It was after the Albrights were all gone. Pinhead was nearly seventy and Hallie was even older. Women in town said, “How could she ever have had all of those children?

“I’d like to know,” they said.

The children were nearly all gone. Some had died. An officer had descended on the family and four of the children had been carried off to a state institution.

There were left only Pinhead and Hallie and one daughter. They had managed to cling to her and the little strip of land given them by Will Albright, but the house, a mere shed in the beginning, was now in ruins. Every day the three people struck out for town where now, the philosophic lawyer being dead, a new one had taken his place. There will always be at least one such smarty in every town. This one was a tall, slender young man who had inherited money and was fond of race horses.

He was also passionately fond of practical jokes.

The plumber, Burt McHugh, was also gone, but there were new men, Ed Hollman the sheriff, Frank Collins, another young lawyer, Joe Walker, who owned the hotel, and Bob Cairn, who ran the weekly newspaper in Greenhope.

These were the men who with Sol Grey and others had helped organize the baseball team. They went to every game. When the team disbanded they were heartbroken.

And there was Pinhead coming into town followed by Hallie and the one daughter. Mabel was her name. Mabel was tall and gaunt and cross-eyed. She was habitually silent and had an odd habit. Let some man or woman stop on the sidewalk and look steadily at her for a moment and she would begin to cry. When she did it, Pinhead and Hallie both ran to her. She was so tall that they had to stand on tiptoes and reach up, but they both began patting her thin cheeks and her gaunt shoulders. “There, there,” they said. It didn’t turn out so badly. When someone had made Mabel cry, it usually ended by Pinhead collecting a nickel or a dime. He went up to the guilty one and smiled softly. “Give her a little something and she’ll quit,” he said. “She wants a banana.”

He had kept to his plea for bananas. It was the best way to get money. He, Hallie and Mabel always walked into town single-file, Pinhead walking in front . . . although he was old now, he was still very alive . . . then came Hallie . . . her hair hanging down in strings about her pinched face . . . and then Mabel, very tall and in the summer barelegged. Summer or winter she wore the same dress.

It had been black. It had been given her by a widow. There was a little black hat that perched oddly on her head. The dress had been black but it had been patched with cloth of many colors. The colors blended. There was a good deal of discussion of the dress in town. No two people agreed as to its color. Everything depended on the angle at which she approached you.

These people came into town every day to beg. They begged food at the back doors of houses. The town had grown and many new people had come in. Formerly the Perrys came into town along a dirt road, passing town people who, when there had been a shower and the road was not too dusty, were out for a drive in buggies and phaetons, but now the road was paved and they, the Perrys, passed automobiles. It was too bad for the other Perrys. The family was still prosperous and had increased in numbers and standing. None of the other Perrys took their afternoon drives out of town by that road.

* * *

It was the lack of a baseball team. It was because of a dull summer. It was Sol Grey, the man who had the notion of organizing the baseball team, who got the big idea.

He told the others. He told the two young lawyers and Ed Hollman the sheriff. He told Joe Walker the hotel man and Bob Cairn who was editor of the newspaper. He explained. He said that he was standing in front of a store.

“I was in front of Herd’s grocery,” he said. He had just been standing there when the three Perrys had come along. He thought that Pinhead had intended to ask him for a nickel or a dime. Anyway Pinhead had stopped before Sol and then Hallie and Mabel had stopped. Sol thought he must have been thinking of something else. Perhaps he was trying to think of some new way to break the monotony of life in Greenhope that summer. He found himself staring hard and long, not at Mabel but at Hallie Perry.

He did it unconsciously like that and didn’t know how long he had kept it up, but suddenly there had come a queer change over Pinhead.

“Why, you all know Pinhead,” Sol said. The men were all gathered that day before Doc Foreman’s drugstore. Sol kept bending over and slapping his knees with his hands as he told of what had happened. He had been staring at Hallie that way, not thinking of what he was doing, and Pinhead had got suddenly and furiously jealous.

Pinhead had no doubt intended to ask Sol for a nickel or a dime to buy bananas. Up to that moment no one in town had ever seen Pinhead angry.

“Well, did he get sore,” Sol Grey cried. He shook with laughter. Pinhead had begun to berate him. “You let my woman alone!

“What do you mean staring at my woman?

“I won’t have any man fooling with my woman.”

It was pretty rich. Pinhead had got the idea into his head that Sol . . . he was a lumber and coal dealer . . . a man who took pride in his clothes . . . a married man . . . the crazy loon had thought Sol was trying to make up to Pinhead’s wife.

It was something gaudy. It was something to talk and to laugh about. It was something to work on. Sol said that Pinhead had offered to fight him. “My God,” cried Joe Walker. Pinhead Perry was past seventy by that time and there was Hallie with her lame foot and her goiter — 

And all three of the Perrys so hopelessly dirty.

“My God! Oh my Lord! He thinks she’s beautiful,” Joe Walker cried.

“Swell,” said Bob Cairn. The newspaper man, who was always looking for ideas, had one at once.

It sure had innumerable funny angles and all the men went to work. They began stopping Pinhead on the street. He would be coming along followed by the two women, but the man who had stopped the little procession would draw Pinhead aside. “It’s like this,” he’d say. He’d declare he hated to bring the matter up but he thought he should. “A man’s a man,” he’d say. “He can’t have other men fooling around with his woman.” It was so much fun to see the serious, baffled, hurt look in Pinhead’s eyes.

There would be dark hints cast out.

The man who had taken Pinhead aside spoke of an evening, a night in fact, of the past. He said he had been out at night and had come into town past Pinhead’s house. There was no road out that way and Pinhead and his two women, when they made their daily trip into town, had to follow a cow path along Albright Creek to get into the main road, but the man did not bother to take that into account.

“I was going along the road past your house.”

There had been various men of the town seen creeping away from the house at night.

No doubt Pinhead was asleep. Certain very respectable men of the town were named. There was Hal Pawsey. He kept the jewelry store in Greenhope and was a very shy modest man. Pinhead rushed into his store and began to shout. There was a woman, the wife of the Baptist minister, in the store at that time. She was seeing about getting her watch fixed. Hallie and Mabel were outside on the sidewalk and they were both crying. Pinhead began beating with his fists on the glass showcase in the store. He broke the case. He used such language that he frightened the Baptist minister’s wife so that she ran out of the store.

That was one incident of the summer but there were many others. The hotel man, the newspaper man, the lawyer, Sol Grey, and several others kept busily at work.

They got Pinhead to tackle a stranger in town, a traveling man, coming out of a store with bags in his hand, and Pinhead got arrested and had to serve a term in jail. It was the first time he’d ever been in jail.

Then when he was let out, they began again. It was swell. It was great fun. There was a story going around town that Pinhead had begun to beat his wife and that she took it stoically. Someone had seen him doing it on the road into town. They said she just stood and took it and didn’t cry much.

The men kept it going. It was a dull summer. One evening, when the moon was shining and the corn was getting knee-high, several of the men went in a car out to Pinhead’s house. They left the car in the road and crept through bushes until they got quite near to the house. One of them had given Pinhead some money and had advised him to spend it to buy a bag of flour. The men in the bushes could see into the open door of the shack. “My God,” said Joe Walker. “Look!” he said. “He’s got her tied to a chair.

“Ain’t that rich?” he said.

Pinhead had Hallie sitting in the one chair of the one-roomed house . . . the roof was almost gone and when it rained the water poured in . . . and he was tying her to the chair with a piece of rope. Someone of the men had told Pinhead that another man of the town had planned to visit the house that night.

The men from town lay in the bushes watching. The tall daughter Mabel was on the porch outside and she was crying. Pinhead, having got his wife tied to the chair, began to scatter flour on the floor of the room and on the porch outside. He backed away from Hallie, scattering the flour, and she was crying. When he had got to the door and as he was backing across the narrow rickety front porch, he scattered the flour thickly. The idea was that if any one of Hallie’s lovers came, he’d leave his footprints in the flour.

He came out into a little yard at the front and got under a bush. He sat on the ground under the bush. In the moonlight the men from town could see him quite plainly. They said afterwards that he also began to cry. For some reason, even to the men of Greenhope, who were trying as best they could to get through a dull summer, the scene from the bushes before Pinhead’s house that night wasn’t funny. When they had crept out from under the bushes and had got back to their car and into town, one of them went to the drugstore and told the story, but nobody laughed.


A LANDED PROPRIETOR
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WHEN I WAS a very young boy, one of several sons in a very poor family in an American middle western town, I was, for a time, the town newsboy and among my customers in the town, to whom I delivered daily the newspaper from our nearest big city, was a certain little old woman.

She, as I was later to find out, was also very poor. She must however have had a small income from some source unknown to us but her life in her house was a very lonely one. It was a narrow penny counting life. She was there, living alone in a little frame house, on a street of small houses, and beside her house was a vacant lot in which grew several gnarled old apple trees. Her own house was always very clean, very neatly kept but, during the winter months, she sat all day in her kitchen. She did it to save fuel. She heated only the one room in her house.

Such old women are often very wonderful. They grow old patiently, with quiet serenity, often a strange beauty in their wrinkled old faces. They attain a beauty that seldom comes to old men. Such an old woman may carry about a worn out body, may walk with difficulty, her body may be wracked with pain but a beautiful aliveness still shines out of her old eyes and it may be because women are less defeated by modern life. I have often thought that. They have been creators. Children have been born out of their bodies. There may be in them a feeling of accomplishment we men seldom get.

“See, I have done it. Now I am old and tired but there are these others, men and women, the seeds of whom I have carried in my body. They have gone away from me now but they are alive, somewhere in the world. Here I am. I have not just lived, I have given out life.”

* * *

The particular old woman of whom I speak used to call me often into her house. On cold or rainy days she stood at her kitchen door waiting for my coming. She took an evening paper and at night, sometimes, the train from the city was late. She put a lamp in her kitchen window. She called to me.

“Come in, boy. Dry yourself a little. Warm yourself by my fire.” She had baked a pie or had made cookies and she gave me some. She was quite small and, as I stood by her kitchen stove, she came and put a thin old arm about my shoulders. “It is good to be young, to have your life before you,” she said. She smiled at me and lights danced in her old eyes. “I am sure you will be a fine man. I feel it. I am sure of it,” she added and I drank in her words. When I left her house on winter nights I found myself running joyously along through the dark night streets of our little town and when I put my hand into my coat pocket I found that, while her arm was about my shoulder, she had slipped several more cookies into my pocket.

She died and she had put my name into her will. How proud I was. She had left her house and its furnishings to a son, a mechanic living in some distant city, but the vacant lot, beside her house, in which grew the gnarled old apple trees, she had left to me.

It was a gesture. It was because my daily visits to her house had broken her loneliness. It was because, after she was gone, she wanted me to remember and think of her. It was, to me, a matter of magnificent importance. There was this will, to be probated in our court. I had got the word “probated” from a lawyer of the town to whom I also delivered a daily newspaper. My name would be read out. I would be called upon to sign a paper. I walked about the streets with my chest thrown out.

And there was something else. I had become a land owner, a landed proprietor. I took some of my boy friends to see my lot. There was a particular boy, the son of a grocer. “You see, Herman, your father may own a store but what do you own?” It was fall and there were a few small gnarled apples on the old apple trees and scattered about among tall weeds. I grew generous. “Help yourself, Herman. Put some in your pocket. It’s all right with me.” I filled my own pockets and took my apples home, demanding that mother make me a pie, and, when it was made, I stood over it, handing out small wedges to my brothers and sisters. This was not a family affair. It was my pie, made from the apples of my own trees that grew on my own land. How gloriously generous I had become. To be thus generous with my own property was a new and sweet feeling to me.

I took my brothers with me to see my lot but they were scornful. “Ah, it is nothing,” one of them said. “Such old, no-good trees.

“And look, at the back there, where it goes down to the creek. It is all wet back there. It is a swamp.”

It was something I could not stand. One of my brothers and I fought. We stood under one of my apple trees and I pummelled him while a still younger brother, little more than a babe, stood on the sidewalk before my lot and cried.

It was better with my sister who was two years older than myself and, I thought, a very sensible person. She had understanding. She praised my lot. “What fine trees,” she said. “Look, the ground must be very rich. How tall the weeds have grown.”

In our family we had always been moving. We went from one small frame house in the town to another. There were six of us and no two of us had been born in the same house. Perhaps we moved whenever the rent became too much overdue. I can’t be sure of that.

But now I had got this piece of land and, presently, I would build a house on it, such a magnificent house. What a joy it would be to our mother. My sister and I spent hours, walking up and down through tall weeds, making our plans. “You just wait, sister. You’ll see. I shall grow rich.” In a town some fifty miles away oil had recently been struck. “Who knows? There may be oil down here, under this very spot on which I stand.”

In a stationery store of the town I had bought a magazine devoted to house plans and I took it home. To avoid my brothers, who continued scornful (“It is just pure jealousy,” I told my sister), my sister and I went upstairs into a bedroom of our house. We sat on the edge of the bed.

What plans we made. Our house continued to grow and grow. Every day we added more rooms. My sister, from time to time, began to feel, I thought, too much a co-owner and I had to rebuke her a little. It was all right for her to make suggestions but all decisions were to be left to me. I made that quite clear to her.

And then it happened. The dream faded. It blew up.

It was the same small town lawyer who had given me the word “probate” who blew it up.

“You look here, kid,” he one day said to me, “about that lot that old woman left you.

“I’ve been looking it up,” he said. He explained to me that the unpaid taxes on my lot amounted to about four times what it was worth.

“I guess you don’t want to prove up on it,” he said but I could not answer him. I ran away. He had his office upstairs over a shoe store in our town and I ran quickly down the stairs and through an alleyway back of stores and along residence streets until I got out into the country.

It was in the spring, on a morning in the spring, when the lawyer gave me the dreadful news and I had my morning papers to distribute but, on that morning, I did not finish delivering the papers. At the edge of town I threw them angrily into a creek. I ran into a wood.

But who can understand the sadness of a boy? I was there in that wood, not far from our town. For a time I cried and then I grew angry. So there was a thing called “taxes.” You had a vacant lot given you, a fine lot, I thought, with grand trees growing on it. You had it and then you had it not. Some mysterious force you didn’t understand reached down and took it away from you. You had to pay these taxes. But where would you get the money for that?

I began to blame the town in which I lived. I would leave it, I decided. If I went home there would be my brothers and when they found out that the lot that had been mine wasn’t really mine they would laugh at me.

I stayed in the wood all that day, did not go to school. I made plans. When night came I would go into town and get on a train. There was a local freight that passed through town in the early evening and I would crawl into a box car and, after a time, when the town realized that I was gone for good it would be sorry. I think that, at the time all this happened to me, I must have been reading Huckleberry Finn. For some obscure reason I decided I would go to Cairo, Illinois. I would be a bootblack on the streets there. Then I would become a steamboat captain, grow rich, return to my Ohio town a rich man, pay up the taxes on my lot, build on it a magnificent house.

I was very resolute, very determined but, in the late after-noon, it began to rain and I decided that, after all, I would put off fleeing from the town for a day or two. There were things I had to attend to. I had bought a bicycle and was paying for it on the installment plan and it was almost paid for. I would have to sell that, make myself a bootblacking outfit.

When night came I crept into town. I had begun a little to get my courage back. I went to the railroad station and there were my evening papers, in their bundle, lying against the closed door of the express office.

I had to think up an explanation of why some of my customers had not got their morning paper. That occupied my mind and also I had to think up things to say to my brothers. I ran along in the rain, distributing my papers, and when I had got into a dark residence street began talking aloud. I was making up speeches for my brothers.

“Ah, go on. Shut up. Anyway no one ever put your name in a will,” I would say.

When I had got my papers delivered I could not resist going for a visit to my lot. I went and the street in which my lot stood was dark. The little frame house in which my old woman had lived was dark. Her son, the mechanic, had taken the furniture away. I stood for a time in the tall weeds, wet now by the rain, and was inclined to cry again and then, although I was frightened by the thought of the empty house, I went to the rear, to the kitchen door where, when she was alive, there had always been, on such rainy nights, a light in the window for me.

I did not stay there long. I ran away. For a time as I ran in a small town residence street in the rain I cried again and then I stopped crying. I remembered what I had planned to say to my brothers. It may be that just having said the words aloud had brought a dim realization of something that, as I grew older, would become more and more important to me. There was, after all, the fact that I had been mentioned in my old woman’s will. Even after she had gone she had made the gesture of love and friendship to me.


THE PERSISTENT LIAR
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FRED SAID THAT he was fairly caught and for a moment did not know what to do.

“I came into the bedroom that night in my dressing gown and there was my wife standing by the little table and there, before her on the table, was the note from Mabel.

“I had put it down there an hour before, when I came in. How careless of me. I thought my wife had gone to the movies. Ann, our colored maid, said she had gone out.

“I had dined downtown. I had got Mabel’s note at the office. We had quarreled and she wanted to make it up. It was one of those things a man does. I had reached the age of forty.

“You know, of course, that my wife Carrie and I have no children. You have been at our house.

“Did I ever tell you how we happened to marry? You see, we had spent a night together in a tree.

“Now do not laugh. It’s a fact.

“That was when I was living in the town of Keokuk. I had a job there and had met the woman who became my wife.

“So on Sundays we used to stroll about. We were walking on a Sunday afternoon in a little grove. My wife Carrie had always been very strait-laced. She had always been very religious, very strict about any sort of moral stepping aside. Would you believe it, on the Sunday of which I am now speaking and when I had been courting her for months, I’d never even kissed her.

“I had tried three or four times but without success. She struggled, she fought me.

“‘No, No,’ she cried. ‘I won’t. I won’t. I don’t think it nice.’”

“As you may guess it was all terribly annoying to me. You know how I am. I am a man who must have women. Women are the very breath of my nostrils, that is to say, in a way of speaking. If I can’t get one I go after another.

“For example just at that time, when I was going with my wife, she was pretty thin, really she was.

“You see she had been ill. There had been a good deal of sickness. She is now, in secret, very sad that she has had no children.

“But I must tell you of the Sunday afternoon, in the grove of trees, near Keokuk. We were strolling along a path and there was a great tree. Some boys had built a little house in the tree.

“It was not quite built. They were building it. They had brought a ladder out there and it was leaning against the tree.

“They had got boxes and boards. You know how boys are. Once I myself, when I was a boy, helped build such a house in a tree.

“We were playing that we were robbers, something like that.

“Anyway there I was, with the woman who became my wife, and we were standing by the tree.

“‘Let’s go up,’” I said.

“I began daring her to go up the ladder.

“It was one of the times when I had been trying to kiss her and suddenly I grew angry.

“‘I have found out what you are,’ I said. ‘You are a cold woman. You are pigheaded. Here I have been loving you for weeks, dreaming of you at night. My heart has fairly been torn out of my bosom,’ I said.

“I kept calling her names and presently she was also angry.

“She was always a thin woman. Her pale thin lips grew paler and suddenly, I don’t know why, I hadn’t really meant it when I suggested she climb up the ladder to the box in the tree, but up she went.

“She went up like a squirrel and there she was.

“She was up there in that little house. It was like a big store box without a top. She was sitting in it and crying.

“And what was I to do? Of course I went up to her. I was a heavy man then as I am now and I have always been awkward.

“Anyway, up I went and when I had reached the top of the ladder and was trying to crawl into the box, down the ladder went.

“I’ll tell you what, I almost fell. I had a struggle but I made it. I was in the box with her. There was just room for the two of us.

“When this happened it was late afternoon and then, after a time, it began to rain.

“There was water everywhere. You see she kept on crying. The tears were running down her cheeks and the rain was running over our bodies.

“We began to shout. We called until we were hoarse but no one answered and, after a time, darkness came.

“And what a night. She, you see, was thinly clad. She shivered. She cried. Oh how slowly the hours went by but, at any rate, she had to let me hug her. If I hadn’t hugged her she would have been frozen.

“We were in the tree all night. We couldn’t get down but, in the morning, let’s say at seven . . . I can’t be sure of that . . . it may have been eight o’clock when a man came through the grove.

“He was a working man of some sort. I remember that he carried a dinner pail. He may have been going to work in some factory in the town or on a nearby farm. How do I know?

“Anyway he got us down and I gave him a dollar. Carrie spoke of it later.

“‘Why did you give him a dollar?’ she asked. This was after we married. She thought that twenty-five cents would have been enough.

“We had to walk through the streets to her house. Did I tell you that she was thinly clad? She was very wet and her dress was clinging to her body. Every sharp curve of her thin body could be seen by all the people we passed.

“‘Oh Fred,’ she said, ‘and what will I tell my mother.’ She had grown quite affectionate, you see.

“As you can guess we had got quite well acquainted during the night.

“‘Oh tell her we are going to be married,’ I said.

* * *

“So, we did marry and there we were. I had come to Chicago, had become quite a prosperous man.

“As for the other woman, that is to say Mabel, the one who wrote me the note, well, as I have suggested, it was one of those things.

“A man, you see, is near a woman every day and all day long. She is nice. She is quite pretty. She is his secretary.

“He intends nothing much. Well, he goes along. He is dictating letters and suddenly he stops and has a conversation with her.

“They are sitting quite close. He tells her about himself and she, in her turn, speaks of herself and, as you can see, a kind of intimacy begins to grow up.

“With some men, with perfectly honorable men. . . .

“But I do not pretend that I am that. I am not honorable. I am a man of impulse, a sensitive man. I am ashamed but I go ahead.

“I was in my house and there was a note from that Mabel. Had I told her that I loved her? Yes, I am afraid I had.

“I had been swept away. I was a ship without a rudder. To tell the truth, I had told her I loved her. I had even held her once, for a moment, in my arms.

“And then I had seen, clearly enough, how impossible it was.

“‘We can’t go on,’ I had said to her. After all, I was married to Carrie.

“‘You had better get another place,’ I had said. I had promised to pay her wages while she was looking for another place and she had got angry.

“She had tramped out of my office, that was it. Whether or not the others in the office knew of what was going on I can’t say.

“And then, after a week, or perhaps two weeks had passed, she had written me the note.

“‘I still love you,’ it said.

“She had wanted me to meet her again. As it turned out, later when I did meet and talk with her for a moment, she had changed her mind about taking wages from me while she was looking for another place.

“I had put the note on the table in our bedroom. It was very careless of me. I had thought that Carrie had gone to the movies. Someone called me and I had gone downstairs.

“I had returned to our bedroom and had undressed for the night. I was in my bathrobe.

“And then Ann, our servant, called me again. It was something about the sink in the kitchen, it had got stopped up and she wanted me to fix it. It is a sink that is always getting out of order.

“So I did. I put some lye in. I fixed it and then I went back upstairs to our bedroom and there was Carrie, my wife. She was reading the note from Mabel. What a moment!

“‘Good God,’ I thought.

“‘The fat is in the fire,’ I thought.

“As it happens Mabel is a little fat but that has nothing to do with what I was thinking.

“I just stood by the door of the room and there, facing the little table on which lay the note from Mabel was my wife Carrie. She did not look at me. She turned her face away and then she walked across the room and stood by the window.

* * *

“I tried something on her. ‘If a man lies and keeps on lying presently people will believe,’ I have always thought. It is a theory of mine. ‘Persistence does it,’ I have always said to myself. ‘This is my chance. I’ll try out my theory,’ I thought.

“I walked across the room, picking up the note as I passed the little table. I went into the bathroom and closed the door. I tore the note into bits and then I pulled the chain.

“There I was, you see, now there wasn’t any note. I came out of the bathroom and there was a storm of tears. Oh, what tears were shed. It went on all night. It went on for several nights and then there was a long period of silence.

“She had decided not to speak to me.

“‘All right,’ I said to myself. I had, you see, this theory. I was trying something out. Often enough I had said to myself, ‘Persistence does it,’ I had said.

“‘No matter how absurd the lie, tell it over and over and, in the end people will believe.’ That was, you see, my faith.

“I was, you understand, trying it out on my wife, Carrie.

“‘No, there wasn’t any note.’ I had seen no note. I knew no one named Mabel.

“I said it quietly, firmly, over and over. During the time when she wouldn’t speak to me I waited patiently. I said it when she was well and when she was ill.

“She tried something on me. She was ill and announced that she was about to die.

“‘Tell the truth. I will forgive you. I am about to die,’ she said. But it didn’t phase me. It had become, to me a kind of scientific experiment. I had, I may say, the attitude of a scientist.

“It took a year, nearly two years, but in the end I won.

“I saw doubt come into her eyes. I had, you understand, by this time, almost convinced myself.

“For long periods I really did convince myself and, of course, I convinced her.

“She broke down. She surrendered. I am quite sure that now, after several years of persistent lying to her, that she believes. She thinks there was some sort of hallucination. I have spoken from time to time of this, have told her of experiences of my own.

“And now, when I come to speak of all this, I am myself in a very strange state. I may be lying to you. I may just be amusing myself.

“At any rate, as I have always said to myself it is persistence that does it. There is nothing in the world so powerful as persistence.”
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The Anderson home in Elyria, Ohio, where the family lived from 1902 to 1914


Plays, Winesburg and Others

[image: img62.jpg]

CONTENTS

AN EXPLANATION

NOTE

A DEDICATION

WINESBURG, OHIO

NOTES ON PRODUCTION

THE CAST

SCENE I

SCENE II

SCENE III

SCENE IV

SCENE V

SCENE VI

SCENE VII

SCENE VIII

SCENE IX

THE TRIUMPH OF THE EGG

CHARACTERS

NOTE

THE TRIUMPH OF THE EGG

MOTHER

CHARACTERS

MOTHER

THEY MARRIED LATER

CAST OF CHARACTERS

THEY MARRIED LATER

 


AN EXPLANATION
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THE SHORT PLAY, “The Triumph of the Egg,” is included in this book by the courtesy of The Dramatic Publishing Company, 59 E. Van Buren Street, Chicago, which company also controls the amateur rights. The play was made from the short story “Triumph of the Egg,” from the book by that title. Practically all of the work of making a play from the story was done by Mr. Raymond O’Neil. The play was produced in New York, at the old Provincetown Theatre, under the direction of Mr. Kenneth McGowan.

As for the play “Winesburg,” the author tried, with several collaborators, to make a play of the Winesburg tales but without much success. There were several versions made that all rather sharply violated the spirit of the book. Finally all of these efforts had to be thrown aside and an entirely new play made by the author. In this work he was however assisted, rather tremendously, by Jasper Deeter, Roger Sergei, and others. The play was produced at the Hedgerow Theatre, Moylan-Rose Valley, Pennsylvania, and has been in the repertoire there for three years. In the play the author has not tried to follow the exact pattern of the stories in the book but has tried rather to retain only the spirit of the stories. The right to use the title Winesburg for the play has been graciously given the author by The Viking Press. The agent for the play “Winesburg” is Mr. Harold Freeman, c/o Brandt and Brandt, 101 Park Avenue, New York, and the amateur rights to all of the plays, excepting only “The Triumph of the Egg,” are in the hands of Dramatists Play Service, 6 East 39th St., New York.

Of the short plays only “The Triumph of the Egg” and “Mother” have been produced. The play “Mother” was produced by the players of Johns Hopkins University under the direction of Mr. N. B. Fagin.


NOTE
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TO THOSE READERS of my play who may also have read the book of tales, called Winesburg, Ohio, I think a brief explanation should be made. In the play I have not tried to follow exactly the theme of the tales. Many of the characters of the book do not appear in the play while others are brought into a new prominence. In the play I have merely tried to capture again the spirit of the tales, to make the play fit the spirit of the tales as regards time and place.

And let me add that I am particularly grateful to the Viking Press for the permission they have given to use some of the materials of the book of tales in my play.


A DEDICATION
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IT WAS THE author’s intention to dedicate this book of plays to Mr. Jasper Deeter but, in thinking it over, he decided to reprint instead an article on Mr. Deeter and the Hedgerow Theatre, written for Esquire. Let the article, reprinted on the following pages, serve as a dedication.

JASPER DEETER

ALTHOUGH Jasper Deeter, known to his intimates as “Jap,” is but forty-two, he has been pretty much right down the whole story of what has happened to the theatre since the coming of the pictures, was deep in the very significant Provincetown movement and saw the Little Theatre flare, grow, and become what it has become. He was born over among the Pennsylvania Dutch, at Mechanicsburg, in 1894. Having certain convictions regarding the theatre, Deeter has stuck.

He has stuck to the idea of building and maintaining an experimental repertoire theatre, making it go, keeping it alive. He has done it under what would seem to most men impossible conditions, without rich patrons, with the theatre tucked away on a side road some twenty miles out of the city of Philadelphia, hard to find, housed in an old stone mill, with patrons put to the task of finding the theatre, and knowing it is a theatre in a tangle of tree-lined country roads.

They come. They do find Jasper Deeter’s Hedgerow Theatre, every year, in increasing numbers. For some fourteen years the Hedgerow has been going on, actors in some way living, with every year new plays, often by new writers, being given a hearing, with old plays by old masters kept alive. There have been nearly a hundred and fifty plays produced at Hedgerow since the day when Jasper Deeter, with Ann Harding and some three or four other determined ones, went theatre hunting. They must have taken the old mill because it was already half a theatre. There was a room that might seat two hundred people. There was a great cellar that could be used as storeroom for properties, a workroom, a place for little holes that could be made into dressing rooms.

It is in the blood of some men and in many women, this desire, this hunger to act, to have a theatre. Jasper Deeter’s mother, Sarah Deeter, must have had it. She was a singer, a soprano, married to a millworker, a slender comely woman, intellectually alive, a music-lover, booklover, life lover, living her life out among the Pennsylvania Dutch, in the Hex country. She is nearing seventy now but she could come pretty near running a theatre herself, keeping actors up to it, making it go. This son of hers, living as he does largely on cigarettes and black coffee, likely any night after the play to begin a rehearsal that will last until daylight, working often with thirty or forty actors for twenty hours at a stretch, never apparently weary of it, ready anytime, day or night, to work hour after hour with some actor, leading, pushing, explaining, caring apparently little for the fame and applause that are so much a part of the dreams of most men of the theatre, not in the least interested in going off to Hollywood and getting a stone mansion on Beverly Hills. Nevertheless, he has managed to find in his theatre what must seem to him the good life.

Jasper Deeter came to his Hedgerow Theatre experiment already a more or less established theatre man. He had begun as so many such young men do begin, as a schoolboy, by joining a dramatic club. He went off from that, trying his hand for a short time as newspaper reporter and newspaper copy reader in Harrisburg and Philadelphia, but it didn’t interest. He threw that job up and went off to Chautauqua, New York, where S. H. Clark, the father of another well-known figure of the theatre, Mr. Barrett H. Clark, was running a school of expression. It runs in families, this theatre hunger. It may be that Jap’s mother once sang at Chautauqua. He learned to be a short order cook and waiter. The knowledge came in handy later, when he got to New York, living in little rooms. He worked first with the Coburns, down in the Greenwich Village Theatre. — 

They were doing “The Better ‘Ole” and his salary was $18.50 per. He got $15 per when he went over to the Provincetown, that is to say, he got it when he worked and when there was $15. He was probably class-conscious, a proletarian among young actors. There is a story that when “The Better ‘Ole” went uptown and began to make money, Jap, in some minor rôle, began to ad-lib. He made cracks about underpaid actors. The man has always been more interested in actors and in acting than in audiences. Even today, and after the long struggle gone through to keep going, to feed and clothe his actors over at Hedgerow, he rarely knows whether there are twenty people in the audience or whether the house is full. This sounds like an impossible statement regarding a theatre man. It is a true one.

Some one handed Jap a copy of Susan Glaspell’s play, “Bernice,” and told him about the Provincetown, of Glaspell and Cook and O’Neill and Robert Edmond Jones. It is believable that although at the time the Provincetown was already making a stir in the world of the theatre he had never heard of it. The man seldom looks at a newspaper. He has never learned to run a car. Once, after the Provincetown began to get uptown-conscious, began to take its shows uptown, its directors, scene makers, actors beginning to get offers from uptown producers, O’Neill’s later success already in sight, he did take a job at what must have seemed to him a tremendous salary. He was in Capek’s “The World We Live In” and got $225 per. Oh, Glory! He took a room at the Brevort. There is a fable that he bought himself a new suit but it is no doubt apocryphal. The idea of hiring taxis frightened him and he could never find subway entrances, so he bought himself a pair of roller skates. He skated to and from his job.

At the Provincetown, Jasper Deeter got his chance as did many another. O’Neill, Jones, James Light, Charles Gilpin, Susan Glaspell, Cleon Throckmorton, Ann Harding, Mary Morris, Mary Blair, Margaret Wycherly, Ida Rauh, Edna St. Vincent Millay. Clare Eames, and Catherine Cornell came down and played. For a time writers, scene painters, directors, and actors worked and in a sense at least lived together. Their minds ran together. The actors, scene painters, directors and writers were as yet unknown. Most of them were poor. A day’s work was done on a hamburger sandwich and a cup of coffee. Experimental plays by O’Neill, Glaspell, Dell, Jack Reed, Dreiser, E. E. Cummings, Kreymborg, Edmund Wilson, Mike Gold, David Pinski, Laurance Langner, Max Bodenheim, Wilbur Daniel Steele, and many others were produced.

It was a curiously alive time, not only in the theatre but in painting, in writing, and in poetry. It was in some way connected with, came out of the same curious Robin’s Egg Renaissance that started in painting with the famous Armory Show in New York, in poetry with Sandburg, Masters, Lindsay and William Carlos Williams, and in writing with Dreiser, Lewis and their fellows, largely of the Middle West.

It was down Jasper Deeter’s alley. It was his meat. In a book on the Provincetown by Helen Deutsch and Stella Hanau he is described as “ecstatic and irascible.” As player he made his first hit in Lewis Beach’s “Brothers” and he was in Edna Ferber’s “The Eldest,” Irwin Granich’s “Money,” Kreymborg’s “Vote the New Moon,” Cloyd Head’s “Grotesques” and O’Neill’s “Exorcism”; and he was the grubby little Englishman, Smithers, in O’Neill’s “Emperor Jones,” the Provincetown’s first big smash hit, the whole town talking of it, long lines of people before a little box office in Macdougal Street.

Success! Success!

There was a run of the show uptown and a long road trip. All the Little Theatres still depend on the play to buck up box offices. It changed things for the Provincetown and for O’Neill and the others. It may be that the Provincetown had done its job. It had brought obscure and talented men and women into prominence. There must have been a stir inside the organization itself. If Deeter was really, during the life of the Provincetown, the “ecstatic and irascible,” he must have scolded and stormed. The man has at times a bitter ironic tongue. See him at a rehearsal at Hedgerow. There may be some young actor who is on his way to stealing a show. He has forgotten there are others on the stage, has become a point-maker. “Cut it out,” says Deeter. “There isn’t any New York producer in this theatre watching your work.” It isn’t that Deeter wants to hold his young actors from the experience of the New York stage. I found nothing stuffy at Hedgerow. He constantly declares to his players that life doesn’t center in his particular theatre experiment. His interest, he says, is in developing talent. It isn’t his concern how or where the talent, once developed, is used. He isn’t a Messiah and if he is a tyrant the actors do not seem to know it.

After his experience as successful actor uptown Deeter went back to the Provincetown. He produced the Pulitzer Prize play, Paul Green’s “In Abraham’s Bosom,” and there was another big stir in the town. Negroes, so often born actors, were for the first time really brought into our theatre.

There must, after success came, always have been two roads for the Provincetown people, men and women, to take. There was the big road, Hollywood, money, your own publicity man, fame, your picture in the papers. It is pretty generally accepted as the natural road. “Go get the money. Then come back and do some good work at your leisure.” Deeter must have had fat offers. “What ‘ell!” he would have said. “What’s that got to do with it? How do you make sense out of that?”

The whole question must have come up constantly at Hedgerow. The theatre is a co-operative venture. It has been kept going through these years, the theatre rather slowly and painfully bought and paid for, and some few conveniences of life got. There are no salaries paid, although I believe each actor does now get a small sum each week for spending money — if it is needed. Some of the players come from rich or well-to-do families or have small incomes. What the others get Deeter gets. The others are always at him to buy himself a new suit of clothes but he won’t. The players, those who are really in, live together in a big frame house on a hill above the theatre. New ones have to serve for a time on the edge. They find rooms in the neighborhood. They get nothing. Applicants must prove themselves able to be of value in some capacity outside acting. Stage experience doesn’t count much. It may stand in the way of the applicant. Back of the house there is a garden and an old red barn, now used as a theatre workshop. Some chicken coops in the back yard have been converted into tiny cabins in which actors sleep. There may be some thirty to thirty-five actors living in the house and yard and there are several cats, a half dozen sheep in the apple orchard near the house, and a Great Dane, given to the company by Libby Holman, who recently spent a summer working at Hedgerow.

During the first few years of the Hedgerow venture the theatre was often dark. There were only a few players, the company being strengthened when necessary by people from near-by towns, and audiences were thin. It went broke. But for the automobile no such theatre could exist and, even thirteen years ago, there were not so many possible patrons owning cars. The members of the company went off temporarily to get jobs. Deeter himself once went off to take a job telling stories to children in a Philadelphia school; he was for a time at the Brookwood Labor College at Katonah, New York; he taught for several short periods in Pennsylvania colleges; and he commuted back and forth to Hoboken to direct plays for Christopher Morley’s fanfaronading theatre experiment. The players went out and came back. Audiences began to grow a little. The company was held together.

Most of the players at Hedgerow are young. There are sons and daughters of the rich and sons and daughters of laborers. Deeter has apparently found out a certain secret, that there is a deep and real passion for the theatre in many people, that it goes pretty far.

It is obviously his belief that in acting there can be found a way of life too, that if men and women can find work they love doing they do not too much mind discomforts. At Hedgerow the actors wash and iron their own clothes, they do the necessary theatre printing in a little room in the theatre house, they design and build the sets for the plays, they are of many nationalities, they do the scene-shifting and clean the theatre, take turns in the box office, drive the theatre bus to the station to bring patrons to the plays. The young woman of Pennsylvania Dutch ancestry who last night played a leading rôle in a play by Shaw, Chekov or Lynn Riggs may this morning be planting sweet corn or setting out cabbages in the garden. Another actor is helping her. They are working on a scene as they set the cabbages. “It is not true,” she cries, getting up from her knees and looking at him with hard eyes. “I have not misled you. I have not deceived you.” You are a little disconcerted. “Am I intruding on a private love scene here?” It is quite all right. She has not read the lines with enough feeling. She goes back to the cabbage setting, saying them over as she crawls along the row.

There is a young woman whose turn it is to attend to the housekeeping. She is going off to market in the company truck. There are in the company young printers, electricians, automobile mechanics, young painters. All have learned to cook. Beside the members of the company who live in the theatre house, do nothing but theatre, there are others who come in. There is a real estate man from a near-by town, a man who works in his father’s junk yard, a truck driver, an automobile salesman. There are daughters of rich men from Philadelphia, aspiring actors who own their cars, who get home from rehearsals often at daylight. You may see one of these, a rather delicate-looking girl, sitting in the sun back of the theatre on a summer afternoon. She is cleaning and shining men’s shoes and is quite gay about it. There are twenty-seven pairs of them near her on the grass.

The place called “Hedgerow” is peculiarly interesting to an American just now. What is there young men and women will not do to find work that may give them feeling of use? The idea, apparently dominant in Jasper Deeter’s mind, seldom insisted upon, always in many ways being put forth, that the life of the theatre, even under hard conditions and on a small scale, is enough, doesn’t always take. Apparently in any group of people, given the initial passion for acting that would make any one of them want to come to Hedgerow, there will be specially talented ones. Nowadays New York producers watch the place and the movie companies send their agents.

And then there is such a thing as love and marriage. Young women get married and have children. They can’t very well have them in a theatre.

It isn’t always special talent that is wanted. There is such a thing as a good body, good legs. A young man does well in juvenile rôles. He has charm. Or there is another young man who is very handsome and who will photograph well. He may make a good movie lover. Often the young come quite convinced they understand Deeter’s purpose. They will work hard and if they succeed in becoming real actors they will stick. They haven’t been tempted.

Is there a definite purpose? If there is, the audiences are unaware of it. Deeter himself seems absorbed in simply doing shows well. If there is a central idea, passionately clung to, it may have come out of Jasper Deeter’s experience with the Provincetown. That was an organization devoted to the makers and doers of plays. Writers, actors, directors, and scene, makers worked together. Success came and it fell to pieces. A few emerged as big figures in the New York theatre. The rest were lost.

And then there was something else. Deeter, as actor, did very beautifully the part of the grubby little Englishman in “Emperor Jones.” He might have gone on getting other such parts. There is a rather tragic thing happens to many of the players in our modern theatre. Player after player might be used as example. There is, to take one example, the fine actor Mary Morris. She is a hard worker, a student. Her work in the part of Abbie Putnam in O’Neill’s “Desire Under the Elms,” attracted wide attention. She was the leading woman in “Double Door.” It is likely that for the rest of her life as a player Miss Morris will find it extremely difficult to get work except in such parts. The New York newspapers recently carried a publicity story about the young player who bounces the ball off the shack in “Tobacco Road.” He has bounced the ball so and so many hundreds of thousands of times. It isn’t the happiest thought in the world.

The thought Jasper Deeter seems to cling to is of more and more challenge in his work for the player. It is apparent that Deeter thinks it is to be found only in repertoire and in the experimental theatre. It takes a long time to make a real actor. A young painter may work in a loft or a writer in a railroad station but an actor must have fellows. He must have a theatre.

And there is another idea. Jasper Deeter is not just a theatre man. He is a born teacher and he believes it is possible, if often difficult, to run a theatre for actors and writers as well as for audiences, that it is possible, through a theatre, to give more dignity to the lives of actors.

“You can’t do it and be a big shot, not now,” he would say. It is not impossible that his own experience with the Provincetown and later as both actor and director in the so-called “big” world of the theatre has taught him something. Men who achieve excellence in any field in America are always in danger of becoming the thing called a “celebrity.” It is a pretty bitter handicap for any one wanting to go on trying to do good work. It may be that Deeter, in starting his own theatre venture in a rather out-of-the-way place, being always chary of accepting patronage, always putting others through certain hardships, making them earn the right to work, that in all of this he hasn’t been entirely a fool. It is amazing how few men get any satisfaction out of what is called fame.

Deeter and the others have managed to keep their theatre going. It has remained on the whole pretty experimental. There is definitely about the place the feeling of men and women having a good time. In our commercial theatre there is, as every actor knows and except for a few big stars, always the danger of being, for long periods, out of work, the weary tramping from casting agency to casting agency. There is the cry for plays. “Why do we not get plays?” As though there were not many beautiful old plays often not seen in our theatre for years. In the world of books there is the bookshelf. In two minutes I can step there. I can again become lost in the pages of my Moore, my Borrow, my Turgenev.

Not much dignity in the way of life of many, many actors. The fact hurts Deeter. At any rate, at the Hedgerow, the actor can always work. He has always a mature man of the theatre at hand, eager to help, ready at any time, day or night, to work with him, talk with him and, for Deeter, the rare pleasure any born teacher must get in seeing some youngster, after many awkward attempts, get into it, come through, get at last really into some rôle, the rôle felt down through the very body of the actor.

The effect of that upon all of the other actors upon the stage.

There have been, in the fourteen years, something like four hundred actors ground through the Hedgerow mill. Applications from hopefuls pour in, too many of them. Few can be accepted. More and more writers send scripts. Audiences do slowly grow. Many actors go out. They are on the New York stage. They are in Hollywood.

Others stick. They do not care for any theatre other than what they have got. They go on working there year after, taking what hardships come, apparently glad to be where they are.

To be always working. To be where there is always work to be done.

Go to Hedgerow on a summer day. It is perhaps two in the afternoon and the actors are just getting out of bed. There may have been a rehearsal lasting until four in the morning and another will start at three. The actors, men and women, are going into the kitchen of the theatre house to prepare each his own breakfast. There is a group gathered about a long table in the dining room and they are shelling peas for the evening meal. Deeter is among them. He is unshorn, unshaven, carelessly dressed. Opposite him at the table and also helping in the pea shelling is a young woman actor, who in the show last night got all the applause. It was for her, from an audience point of view, a big night but, see, there is something wrong. She knows it. For a time she sits in silence and occasionally she looks at Deeter. She has surrendered to the always present temptation for the actor, the temptation to overplay, become a point maker, steal the show. “See how beautifully I am acting this rôle, how I stand out among all the other players on this stage.” How persistently, over and over, this sort of thing is done on our stage. Reputations are built on doing it. The actor at Hedgerow speaks and the room becomes silent. “Well,” she says and presently, “did I again?” she adds.

“Yes,” says Deeter, “you know you did.” Like all good teachers Jasper Deeter is never tyrannical. He is infinitely patient. “Wait,” he will say to a criticism of one of his actors. “He is still trying. He is working.” He explains now to the actor. “You did not want to do it. You did not want to spoil the work of all the others on the stage. I understand. Again you were too determined. You were afraid you would not get it done and so you got it all up in your head. You could not let go. The other players on the stage were thrown off. As I have told you many times and as you know well, playing is always a group matter. When you become like that, all mind, determined, conscious of technique, the others cannot exist in the play. The play and others get lost. Only you remain.”

“Yes,” says the actor. She is relieved. She knows that the other actors, sitting about, do not too much blame her for what she has done, because again tonight one of them may do the same thing and later, in the presence of Deeter, also be ashamed.

It goes on. In his patient, persistent way Jasper Deeter has been able to make his little repertoire theatre Hedgerow a way of living for his people. Jasper Deeter and the actors gathered about him in their theatre in the old mill over there near Media, Pennsylvania, do seem to enjoy themselves. You hear little among these young men and women of the defeat of the young, the lost generation. They keep going along. It is a significant enough fact in the story of the theatre just now.


WINESBURG, OHIO

A PLAY
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IN NINE SCENES


NOTES ON PRODUCTION
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AFTER A GOOD deal of experimenting we have found that “Winesburg, Ohio” seemed to gain a certain strength by great simplicity in stage settings. There is a tremendous advantage in having the scenes move forward rapidly, the shift being made in a few minutes while the theatre remains dark. This gives the play a rapid flow and also affords greater freedom of movement. The play is a play of character, the attempt being made to give each character full development.

By extreme simplification of the settings emphasis is all on the people.


THE CAST
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DOCTOR PARCIVAL

DOCTOR REEFY

LOUISE TRUNION

TOM WILLARD

GEORGE WILLARD

SETH RICHMOND

BELLE CARPENTER

ELIZABETH WILLARD

FRED

JOE WELLING

HELEN WHITE

BANKER WHITE

ED HANBY

SCENES

ACT ONE: Scene I — The Winesburg Cemetery Scene 2 — Doctor Reefy’s Office Scene 3 — Banker White’s House Scene 4 — A Village Street in front of Louise Trunion’s House Scene 5 — George Willard’s Room Scene 6 — Helen White’s House Scene 7 — Louise Trunion’s House Scene 8 — Mrs. Willard’s Room 

EPILOGUE

In Ed Hanby’s Saloon

 


SCENE I
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TIME: — EARLY afternoon, summer, 1900

There is an almost bare stage with a bluish-gray background to give the impression of space. There are a few gravestones, one of which is broad and square so that an actor standing on it will be head and shoulders above the crowd A great deal of the scene takes place offstage, left. The players on the stage are at a corner of the graveyard at the edge of the crowd attending a burial A town character, WINDPETER WINTERS, has been filled by a train and the town has turned out for the burial Before the curtain rises the song “Praise God from Whom All Blessings Flow” is being played on a phonograph record. With the rise of curtain the music stops Offstage left a preacher is saying a prayer. Sometimes his words are heard, sometimes lost 

MINISTER’S VOICE

Lamb of God, spread Thy wings over this departing spirit. Bathe him in Thy golden light.

Voice trails off There are two young boys and two girls in the group upstage center, and one of the young men suddenly snatches the hat from the head of one of the girls and puts it on his own head. He runs away from her and she follows, giggling. The other young man and woman are immensely amused. She catches the young man and struggles with him and gets back her hat. She looks at it ruefully as the hat is decorated with feathers and flowers and they have become disarranged 

YOUNG GIRL

Oh, you mean thing.
The noise they made interrupts the prayer and a man in the group turns and calls to them 

MAN

Say, you back there, what do you think this is, a funeral or a picnic?

DOCTOR PARCIVAL, accompanied by DOCTOR REEFY and followed by TOM WILLARD, comes out of the crowd, left, DOCTOR PARCIVAL goes to the bench, right front, and sits and DOCTOR REEFY sits beside him. All these. — men are middle-aged men, say fifty years old. 

DOCTOR PARCIVAL is somewhat fat and of medium height. He is a man with a face red from drinking and now he is a little lit up. He is dressed in a long-tail black coat, loud-striped, soiled trousers, and a soiled white vest DOCTOR REEFY is a rather stooped, fussy man with graying hair, dressed in a warn but clean suit of black, and TOM WILLARD has rigged himself out in a long black coat, TOM has a big black moustache 

MINISTER’S VOICE

Lamb of God, forgive this erring brother his transgressions in this vale of tears. Spread Thy wings, Lamb of God, carry him safely over the Golden River.

The giggling of the young people interrupts the PREACHER again, and the UNDERTAKER pops out of the crowd, puts his finger to his lips and motions them to he silent. He is a small, rather obsequious man 

UNDERTAKER

Sh! Keep quiet! Don’t you hear? He’s praying.

DOCTOR PARCIVAL and DOCTOR REEFY are sitting on the stone bench and TOM WILLARD stands just at REEFY’S shoulder. Young GEORGE WILLARD, SETH RICHMOND, and FRED have come out of the crowd and sit on the ground near PARCIVAL

PARCIVAL 

Talking a bottle from his pocket I brought you here. Doctor Reefy, hoping you would take a little nip with me.
Clears his throat A funeral is a dry business. Think of it, that preacher at the church trying to talk old Windpeter Winters into heaven. It is going to be hot where he will go and where I’ll go, too. It makes me want to refresh myself just thinking about it.

TOM WILLARD, seeing the bottle in PARCIVAL’S hand, leans forward eagerly 

REEFY 

With dignity No, I thank you, Doctor Parcival.

TOM 

Wanting to call attention to himself Ahem. How-de-do, Doctor? Lordy, this is the hottest day this summer. I walked clear out here from town. You don’t have to tell me how dry you are, Doctor Parcival. I know.

PARCIVAL 

Turning to TOM smiling Why, hello, Tom. You’ll join me? He’s still praying in there. No short prayer will ever get an old rapscallion like Windpeter Winters through the Golden Gate.

In the crowd at the back there are some women who now turn and see PARCIVAL holding the bottle in his hand and about to drink. They make motions, indicating that they are shocked and turn to whisper to one another and point. The three boys laugh and a woman runs over from the crowd and hits SETH RICHMOND with her fan. The three boys are all young fellows, seventeen or eighteen years old. GEORGE WILLARD is more carelessly dressed than the other two 

SETH

Gee, George, put every one’s name down, I dare you. Half the toughs and no-accounts in town are here.

FRED

A lot of nice people, too. What a mix-up. I saw big old Moll Hunter. Gee, did you see the ostrich feather she’s wearing? I bet you don’t dare to describe her outfit in the paper. Put her in as a society dame, I dare you.

TOM WILLARD is just reaching to take the drink from DOCTOR PARCIVAL when he hears the voices of the young men and turning quickly, sees GEORGE. He draws himself up 

TOM

No, thanks, Doctor Parcival. I am a man who can take it or let it alone.

PARCIVAL 

Turning from TOM and also seeing the three boys.
He smiles and turns back to TOM. With his free hand makes a sweeping motion Ah! I see, Tom. Tom, you misjudge your son. He’s a good boy. He won’t put it in the paper, will you, George? FRED and SETH are amused 

GEORGE

I guess it’s better in the belly than in the paper, Doctor.

FRED and SETH move off smiling at TOM’S evident discomfort, TOM straightens up and strokes his moustache 

TOM

I’m a man who can take it or let it alone.

Some young girls come out of the crowd, FRED and SETH are immediately interested. They punch each other and make motions, indicating their interest. They wave at the girls who wave back to them 

PARCIVAL 

Holding up the bottle There you are. Tom has said it. It’s like life, eh, take it or leave it alone.

SETH and FRED have gone into the crowd and GEORGE moves over to his father. From the grave the voice of the MINISTER is heard, PARCIVAL drinks from the bottle, wipes the opening with the palm of his hand, puts the cork back and returns the bottle to his pocket 

VOICE OF MINISTER

Lamb of God, open Thy soft enfolding arms. Take our erring brother home.

GEORGE has crossed to his father, and PARCIVAL and REEFY stop to look at GEORGE and TOM

GEORGE

Hello, Father, how’s mother today?

TOM

Oh, she’s all right, boy.
Takes on an air of importance Boy, I didn’t want you to be a newspaper man, but, now that you are one, be on the job, alive, alert, awake. Watch everything, boy. It’s the little things that count.

TOM has set himself to give the boy a lecture on his duty but at this moment JOE WELLING rushes in and addresses PARCIVAL and REEFY

GEORGE 

Hurriedly Yes. Yes. I understand, Dad.

JOE is a rather slender man, small, with a little moustache and is anywhere from thirty to thirty-five years old. He is a man very vividly alive. He has on a neat black suit and wears a loud red tie and a brown derby hat. He wears glasses and continually adjusts them to his nose nervously. Everything he does is done in little rushes. When he talks, he hesitates for a moment, seems at a loss for words and then suddenly the words rush out of him. He moves about in the same way, continually stopping, looking with great curiosity about and then rushing forward again. When he talks to any one, he is inclined to crowd — to get in close, almost pushing his listener aside 

JOE to PARCIVAL and REEFY

Men... I tell you what — it ain’t right — I mean this burying business... stickin’ dead people into the ground. They ought to be cremated. Why men, you ought to read the latest scientific papers. Cremation’s the thing now. It’s sanitary. It’s modern. It’s the latest thing. I tell you men, Winesburg ought to get up to snuff.
Turns to GEORGE

George, come here. Get out your notebook. Listen to this, George. Put it down. Cremation’s the thing now. Winesburg’s behind the times. Get it in the paper. Write it up. Cremation’s the thing. It’s nice. It’s healthy.
Runs from GEORGE to REEFY and PARCIVAL and then back to GEORGE

It’s a good idea. You burn the body up. You put the ashes in an urn. You put the urn on the mantel in the front room, in the parlor. You can show it to people. Don’t you see how nice it is? Why, this burying people’s behind the times, it’s barbarism.

PARCIVAL

Sure, Joe. Good idea. Only I wouldn’t want Windpeter’s ashes in no urn in my room. He’s too full of alcohol. He’d burn too well. It ‘ud remind me of how well I’ll burn. No, Joe. When my time comes, pickle me and let me lie in the pickle.

BELLE CARPENTER enters from right followed by ED HANBY and LOUISE TRUNION. ED is carrying a large wreath, BELLE is a strong-looking, handsome woman of about thirty, LOUISE TRUNION is a young girl of fifteen or sixteen, somewhat pretentiously and showily dressed, in a bright red dress made of cheap material. To top off her costume, she has on a rather absurd hat. It is a wide-brimmed, black straw, and is decorated with a large but soiled ostrich feather. She is a pert little thing, independent and ready to snub any one who tries to high-hat her. ED HANBY is a big man with a heavy black moustache and a big cigar in his mouth. He is of the prizefighter type and he enters carrying a huge wreath made of artificial flowers, a horseshoe with a bar across it on which the word PAL has been spelled in flowers. Seeing him, JOE WELLING rushes away from REEFY, GEORGE and PARCIVAL and to ED

JOE

Hello, Ed, hello, hello. Hello, Louise. Ed, what have you got here? Say, that’s fine, that’s beautiful.

He drops to his knees in front of the wreath which ED HANBY sets on the floor, standing and holding it up. For a moment ED looks proud of the praise JOE WELLING is bestowing on his wreath and then, looking about, sees GEORGE WILLARD. He looks quickly from GEORGE to LOUISE and then back to JOE

ED

To JOE 

Sure, Joe. You like her, eh, Joe?

JOE

Why, Ed, it’s fine, it’s grand.
He is on his knees running his fingers over the wreath Gee, at first I thought they were real. Where’d you get it, Ed? It cost you a pile, eh? You never got this in Winesburg. I bet you sent to Cleveland for this. Say, Ed, I tell you what, she’ll last.

To GEORGE

George, get this for the paper. Here’s something. Look. Here’s violets, here’s daisies, here’s roses. Write her up, George.
He jumps up and addresses ED

Ed, she’s fine. You got to touch them with your hands to see they ain’t real. What’d she cost you, Ed?

ED Proudly Well, she cost me enough, Joe, but what do I care! Windpeter was a good old scout. He was my friend. I wanted to do him right.

The attention of ED being on the wreath LOUISE starts to move away from him toward GEORGE but ED puts out his hand and grabs her by the arm 

ED To LOUISE

Say, Kid, what’s your rush? You wait for me, see.

LOUISE 

To ED, throwing — up her head Is that so? Let go of me. Say, who do you think you are?

PARCIVAL has again taken the bottle from his pocket and now speaks to JOE and ED

PARCIVAL 

To JOE

Join me, Joe. Doctor Reefy’s gone W C T U on me.
To ED

And you too, Ed. You know it’s good stuff. You sold it to me... or rather you gave me credit for it.

JOE and ED step over to PARCIVAL and, seeing their attention taken, LOUISE slips over to GEORGE and puts a note into his hand. She then goes into the crowd, flinging up her head, and disappears into the crowd as GEORGE, confused, looks after her first, then around at ED. He puts the note quickly into his pocket but seeing that he isn’t noticed takes it quickly out and reads it 

JOE to PARCIVAL

No. No. Doc, I can’t. My girl’s in there, Doc. She’d smell my breath, sure, Doc.

ED

No, I thank you. Not now, Doc.

VOICE OF UNDERTAKER

Offstage There. There. Down a little on your side, Jake. Hold her, back there, Harry. There. There. That’s better.

REEFY

They seem to be having trouble getting our friend Windpeter under the sod.

PARCIVAL stands holding the bottle in his hand, JOE WELLING rushes suddenly away. He runs from man to man in the crowd inside whispering to each ED “
I’ll bet they didn’t make it big enough for old Windpeter. Turning to PARCIVAL

Do you know what, Doc, when Jim Watson was buried last spring, they dug the grave the day before and a hen came and laid an egg in it.

PARCIVAL and REEFY laugh 

Did you hear about Bill Graves? He was drunk last night and was arrested. He’s in jail. Every time some one dies or gets killed, he gets scared and gets drunk. A horse killed Will Turner last fall. Now Bill’s afraid of horses. He’s afraid of buggies, thrashing machines and measles. Now he’ll be afraid of railroad trains.

ED looks around and for the first time notices that LOUISE is gone. He stands staring at GEORGE who is nervous and embarrassed, ED takes a step toward him, then turns back to PARCIVAL. During the following speech by PARCIVAL he keeps looking anxiously about for LOUISE. At this moment the UNDERTAKER pops out of the crowd and runs about with his fingers to his lips 

UNDERTAKER

How-de-do, Mrs. Musgrave, Mrs. Hurd, Mrs. Wilder, Mr. Funk. Hello, Fred, Jim, Steve.
He disappears again in the crowd PARCIVAL

Well, here’s to Bill Graves, and to you, Ed, and to me and Windpeter, now dead... four good faithful drunkards. Ed, don’t you ever go out of the saloon business. It would end me if you did, Ed, burn me up. It would break my heart. Ed, don’t you ever desert us, me and Bill Graves, two true believers.
He holds the bottle and pats ED on the shoulder Ed, you are the only royal dispenser of life’s true elixir. Remember this is Ohio, Ed. Don’t ever desert our little band of true believers here in Winesburg. We are true drunkards, dreamers, truthseekers. Ed, here’s to you and our lost brother Windpeter Winters.
 — He — drinks As — all this is — going on, BELLE CARPENTER comes out of the crowd and talks earnestly to DOCTOR REEFY

BELLE to REEFY

I want to speak — to you a — moment.
They talk, REEFY coming down right followed by BELLE

GEORGE, FRED, and SETH go upstage. GEORGE goes into the crowd and SETH climbs up to stand on a gravestone 

MINISTER’S VOICE

Earth to earth Ashes to ashes Dust to dust And the spirit to the Lord who gave it. SETH Excited Look, Fred. I’ve found a fine place. We can see everything. Come on.

FRED

Where’s George?

SETH

Oh, I don’t know. Let him go.

FRED

No, come on, let’s find him.
The two boys go into the crowd to find GEORGE, FRED eagerly, SETH reluctantly REEFY To BELLE who has been talking to him in a low voice. She is much agitated Why, Belle, I’m amazed, Belle. Belle I would if I could — But... you know, Belle, there’s the law. You, Belle... why I thought... I thought you were too shrewd, too wise to get caught like this.

BELLE Sharply Well, I am caught and if you or some other Doctor can’t or won’t help me then some man will have to pay.

REEFY

Of course. Of course. Who is it, Belle?

BELLE Not looking at him... agitated It’s... it’s... I don’t want to tell, not yet.

SETH comes out of the crowd and stands listening 

REEFY

The law. The law. Damn the law. Belle. I do want to help you. I’d want to help any woman in such a position. The law... so fussy about a thing like this and then, after a child is born, not caring a rap what becomes of it. Belle, be frank with me. Come on. Who is the man?

BELLE

It isn’t a man. It isn’t any one you’d think. It’s a young boy here in town.

REEFY

A boy... what boy?

BELLE She loops off into crowd There. There he is.

REEFY

Belle! Not one of those boys. Quick... tell me, Belle... which one?
They are interrupted by the entrance, front right, of BANKER WHITE and his daughter, HELEN. HELEN WHITE is a charming-looping girl of perhaps eighteen and her father is a rather handsome slender man with prematurely gray hair, and an air of assurance. He is a bit of a dandy and wears a white duck suit with a flower in the lapel, and carries a cane, BELLE turns and, seeing the banker, is immediately terribly upset. She steps quickly away toward the gate but REEFY puts out a hand and detains her. Offstage a choir begins to sing the song “Safe In the Arms of Jesus” and the song carries on through the scene on the stage immediately following. The choir sings three verses of the song BELLE Hurriedly I don’t want to see that man.
She indicates BANKER WHITE with a movement of her hand

REEFY

Tell me, Belle.

BELLE Starting away I’ll show you later. You watch. I’ll speak to him. It will be the one I speak to.
She goes away into the crowd

HELEN

What is it, Father?

BANKER WHITE Turns to DOCTOR REEFY

Why, nothing, dear. Hello, Doctor Reefy.

DOCTOR REEFY arises and BANKER WHITE sits beside PARCIVAL

REEFY

Good afternoon, Mr. White. Good afternoon, Helen. I am surprised to see you here, Mr. White.
Turns to HELEN and Helen, too. How nice. What a surprise.

BANKER WHITE Smiling, seated We were out for a walk. You know these Sunday afternoons in Winesburg, Doctor. Even a funeral breaks the monotony...
To REEFY

About this Windpeter Winters. Do you know the details about his death? Were you called in, Doctor?

DOCTOR REEFY Indicating PARCIVAL

Here’s Doctor Parcival. He was an eyewitness, I believe. Turning to PARCIVAL

Parcival, tell Mr. White about the death of our friend, Wind-peter Winters.

PARCIVAL Bracing himself, seated Windpeter Winters. He’s dead. God rest his soul. An honorable death, sirs, at the hands of a railroad locomotive.

The boys again come out of the crowd and stand listening. HELEN stands a little back, deeply interested 

WHITE

Just how did it happen?

PARCIVAL

He stands on the track... so... down near the railroad station. Doctor Reefy here is under the illusion that I saw it, but I didn’t. Alas, that pleasure was denied me. Did you know, gentlemen, that this Windpeter once made me get off the sidewalk?

WHITE Amused Surely not you, Doctor Parcival.

PARCIVAL

Yes, me. It was in Main Street, only last week. “Get out of my way,” he cries. “I’m Windpeter Winters, soldier of the republic.” Did you know, sir, that he was a soldier?

REEFY

I believe I have heard so.

WHITE looks around anxiously at HELEN who is absorbed listening

PARCIVAL

You notice there is no military funeral although a few old veteran hard drinkers like myself have turned out. So he commanded me to get off the sidewalk and I submitted, but a railroad train doesn’t submit.

WHITE

Was it an accident, Doctor?

PARCIVAL

Accident? No. He stands in the middle of the railroad track shaking his fist. “Get out of my way,” he cried. The train whistles. It screeches. The people shout. “Go to hell. I’m Windpeter Winters, God damn you.” Thump. Sausage meat, gentlemen.
He waves his arms Sausage meat, now on its way up to the Golden Gates.
He grows solemn Dignity of Death, eh, gentlemen? Well, it’s not so dignified when you are hit by a railroad engine. I don’t believe they ever got more than two-thirds of him.

WHITE is shocked and looks around anxiously at HELEN

GEORGE

I like that. I like it. I’d rather die quick like that than just go on, just always being nothing, like some people do.

PARCIVAL

Well, well. Good for you, George. Look at him, gentlemen, our representative of the press. Our own James Gordon Bennett. Save it, George, save it, make a front-page story of it.

GEORGE is embarrassed. There is the sound of dirt being shovelled into Windpeter s grave Sirs, if you are to see them shovel Windpeter into oblivion you had better go in.
The crowd except WHITE and HELEN go off toward the burial led by PARCIVAL and REEFY. The three boys are at the tail end of the procession 

WHITE

You had better go home now, Helen.

HELEN

But Father... please... let me stay.

WHITE

No, Helen. Go home now. Your mother will be expecting you. This is no place for you.

HELEN

Oh, Father, please.

WHITE

No, Helen. You must go now.

WHITE leaves to join the others. HELEN who starts offstage right glances back and, seeing that her father is not looking, she stands looking longingly at the crowd 

FRED

Oh, look who’s here.

SETH

Hello, Miss Helen. Don’t go. We’re coming.

GEORGE

Hello, Helen.
The three boys come down to HELEN

FRED

Gee, Helen, you ought to see who’s here.

SETH Boldly Say, Helen, you look swell in that dress. Come on, stay. I’ll take you home. I got a horse and buggy out here. Come on. Your dad won’t know.

HELEN Hesitating — turns to GEORGE who stands a little to one side, rather embarrassed, looking at her admiringly Oh, darn it, George, I don’t want to go. I never get a chance to see things. George, I bet you saw that man killed. Did you? It must have been terrible, but George...
Excited Oh, it was kind of splendid, too, wasn’t it, George? Did you see it?

GEORGE

Sure, Helen, I saw it. SETH Derisively Gee, d’you hear what that old soak Parcival called George — James Gordon Bennett, eh, Winesburg’s James Gordon Bennett. Wow, that’s a hot one.

HELEN Giving SETH a dirty look I don’t care, George. I liked what you said. Oh, I think it was splendid, that man shaking his fist at a railroad train, daring it defying it like that. George, you come to the house soon and tell me about it, will you?

FRED

Oh, Helen, let me come?

GEORGE

Sure I will, Helen.

SETH

Oh, George was just getting off some big talk.

HELEN 

Angrily It was not. It wasn’t big talk. I felt just as George did. I have to go now. Father will see me if I stay. He told me to go. They’re singing. It’ll be over in a minute.

HELEN goes offstage, front, and FRED goes off into the crowd left, SETH is still hanging around, BELLE enters followed by REEFY. She crosses and exits, right front, speaking to GEORGE as she goes 

BELLE

Why, hello, George Willard, you here? Busy as usual. You are always so’ busy, aren’t you, George?

At the end of BELLE’S speech and with her exit people begin to come in from the funeral and REEFY goes over to GEORGE. In the crowd are several men and women. The singing is still going on 

VOICES

Why, how-de-do, Senator, how-de-do. How-de-do.

SENATOR Big, imposing-looking man in long-tailed senatorial coat How-de-do, Mrs. Finley, Mrs. Turner, Miss Gray. Hello, Jim. Here, Jim, take one of my cards. Don’t forget me in November, Jim.

WOMAN’S VOICE

Windpeter Winters, huh! He’s had one of the biggest funerals ever was in Winesburg, and look who he was — always drunk, always fighting.

ANOTHER WOMAN

I wanted to be at the church to see what they’d say but we had company to dinner and they stayed and stayed. Was he natural?

ANOTHER WOMAN

As natural as life. The train didn’t hit him in the face. It hit him in the middle.

ANOTHER WOMAN

I wanted to see a man I was pretty sure was going to hell.

ANOTHER WOMAN

I don’t think we should judge, do you?

The women Exit, right front A MAN Pointing at BANKER 

WHITE

Look at that get-up.

ANOTHER MAN

What’s he got on? What’s he wearing?

ANOTHER MAN

Gee, I never saw a suit of clothes like that. Looks as though he’d come out here in his underwear.

The SENATOR is standing and shading hands as though a reception were going on 

A MAN’S VOICE

Eh, Senator, why don’t you make a speech? Good chance. You got a crowd.
The crowd gradually passes off and in the meantime GEORGE and DOCTOR REEFY are talking, DOCTOR REEFY has put his arm around GEORGE’S shoulder GEORGE As the crowd thins out, protesting But Doctor Reefy, it can’t be true. It can’t be true.

The crowd is all going off, right front, DOCTOR PARCIVAL and JOE WELLING and TOM WILLARD come across stage from the left, JOE WELLING is running as though looking for some one. DOCTOR PARCIVAL has a whisky bottle in his hand 

PARCIVAL

Do have a drink with me, Joe, and you, Tom.

JOE WELLING shades his head and TOM WILLARD looks uncertainly about to where GEORGE is standing with REEFY 

JOE

I’m looking for my girl, Sarah King — ain’t seen her go out, have you, Doc?

TOM to PARCIVAL

No, thanks. I’m a man who can take it or let it alone.

DOCTOR REEFY

To GEORGE

Don’t worry, George. I’ll stand by you. In some way we’ll make it all right.

DOCTOR REEFY leaves GEORGE and goes to PARCIVAL, TOM, and JOE

JOE

I got to go. I got to find my girl.
He rushes off right TOM Rubbing his throat with his hand and again looking back and seeing that 

GEORGE 

Is not looking Well, I have a cold. I might. Yes, I’ll take a little nip.

PARCIVAL Ignoring TOM, addressing REEFY. The song is ending Listen to that. Windpeter Winters safe in the arms of Jesus.
Poor Windpeter. Gentlemen — I drink to him, to Windpeter Winters now safe in the arms of Jesus. Oh, softly gentle Jesus in Thy arms. Gentlemen.
He offers the bottle around but all the men except TOM shake their heads, TOM presses forward but PARCIVAL pays no attention to him I’m told that Windpeter Winters was an orphan, and so was I. This was my only mother. At thy breasts, dear mother.
He drinks again and holds the bottle before him, touching the neck of the bottle with his hand with elaborate gentleness Sweet nipple of my mother’s breast. Milk of manhood, eh?
He looks at DOCTOR REEFY, and laughs as he does so As for this Windpeter Winters, he’s dead. God rest his soul. He is buried now, dead at the hands of a railroad locomotive. Sausage meat, just sausage meat, safe in the arms of Jesus.
The MEN all exit right front, TOM and DOCTOR REEFY each taking hold of an arm of DOCTOR PARCIVAL. SETH RICHMOND appears from left center 

SETH

Come on, George, what do you say? Let’s go. GEORGE Nervously No. No. I can’t go. I have got to get some more names. I’m not through yet.

SETH

Oh, all right.
He starts off right but GEORGE calls to him 

GEORGE

Say, Seth, look here.” Come here. Say, Seth, I want to ask you something. There’s a friend of mine — not me — some one else — I can’t tell you who — he’s got a woman in a fix, maybe. What can he do? Do you know? Can you tell me, Seth?

SETH 

Stops and comes back to GEORGE. He is pleased Oh, I see. I see. So, George... so, a friend of yours has got a woman into trouble, eh? Some mysterious stranger, eh? Of course it’s not you. Maybe it’s James Gordon Bennett. Say, look here, George, suppose I told you I know who your friend is and who the lady is, too?

GEORGE 

Frightened What do you mean, Seth?

SETH

Say, George, don’t think I’m so green. What about Belle Carpenter? What about you and her, eh?

GEORGE 

Angrily What do you mean, Seth? Say, are you a friend of mine, or aren’t you?

SETH 

Starting — to walk away Friend? Sure. Only, say, George, don’t think you can put anything over on me.
Near exit right front. Stops to look back at GEORGE and laugh 

You thought I didn’t know, eh? Well, the whole town’ll know pretty soon.

GEORGE

You go to hell.

SETH goes out laughing and GEORGE is left standing on the stage alone. He stands perplexed and frightened. Suddenly he takes from his pocket the note given him by LOUISE TRUNION and, with an angry movement throws it on the ground. He starts off stage right front, but stops 

GEORGE

Jesus. Oh, Jesus. I wish I was where old Windpeter is.

As the curtain is descending, he suddenly looks down and sees the note on the ground and running to it picks it up and puts it in his pocket As a quick shift is being made between scene I and 2, voices are heard offstage 

WOMAN’S VOICE

Get out of bed, you lazy old fool. 

MAN’S VOICE

Now, Ella, you let me alone. Ella, you keep your eyes on them cinnamon buns. You watch them. They’ll burn.

WOMAN’S VOICE

Yeah, want me to do all your work and mine, too.

MAN’S VOICE 

Cheerfully Darling! I seen a cat. It was a big gray one.

WOMAN’S VOICE

Yes, you big lazy bum. You sit around all day watching for cats. Want me to do your work. I’ll fix you.

The voices die away and the curtain rises


SCENE II
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THE SCENE IS in DOCTOR REEFY’S office. It is the same background. In the center of the stage there is a small couch and at the right front an old-fashioned office chair in which DOCTOR REEFY is seated, BELLE CARPENTER is seated on the couch. At the left front there is a small table on which sits a pitcher of water AT RISE: — DOCTOR REEFY is sitting in the swivel chair, BELLE CARPENTER sits on the couch. There are noises coming through the open windows from the alleyway. A team of horses hitched to a wagon passes — the wagon rattling over cobblestones.

VOICE

Whoah!
The sound stops

BELLE 

Bitterly Why not?... Nobody wants me.... I’m going to have a child that nobody will want.... I can kill myself and the child at the same time.... It’s very simple.

VOICE

Outside Giddap!
 

The wagon rumbles away

REEFY

Yes, Belle, it would be easy... it’s a way out. I think every one is tempted along that road, sometimes. There are always two roads — the road of life and the road of death....


The DOCTOR has BELLE’S attention and she turns to listen VOICE Outside, singing in the alleyway, REEFY stops to listen... smiles This is the hand, That shook the hand, of John L. Sullivan.

REEFY

You know, Belle — the road of death.... I myself have often thought of taking it. Oh, the peace and quiet of it. Nothingness — an end to everything. But, Belle. Oh, you women.... There’s new life in you now, Belle. It has happened! It is a fact. I daresay you have already felt the stirrings of the new life. A woman — to feel that — no matter who the father is. The new life in you — in your own body. The beginning of a strange secret communication between you and the unborn new life. Belle, — I guess you’ll have to face it.... You know, Belle, as I told you, it would be better for you to be quite frank with me. An operation is out of the question. You’ll have to go through with it. No doctor can help you now but, Belle, — I hope I’m not just a doctor.

BELLE arises from the couch and walks up and down 

BELLE

I’ll try some other doctor, then. There’s this new man, Doctor Parcival.

REEFY Smiling Little you know Parcival. He’d be the last man to go to. He’d only begin claiming that he was its father. But Belle, you don’t need a doctor now, you need friends.
There is a moment of silence and then voices again from the alleyway 

FIRST VOICE

Hello, Jim — you damn slashing tip from Nana....

SECOND VOICE

Hello, you Corkonian bog-trotter.

FIRST VOICE

How’s your ass, Jim — Better hitch up your ass and go down to the bog and dig turf — your fire’s out.

BELLE stands and listens and REEFY suddenly speaks sharply and a bit sternly 

REEFY

Belle, this talk about the boy, this young boy, George Willard. I’m going to be frank with you, Belle — I don’t believe that story. This boy and you may have — well, you know... but, Belle, he hasn’t been the only one. He’s not the real one. I’m not judging you, Belle. You know that. You know me. I was your mother’s doctor when you were born. You know I’m no moralist... now I want you to tell me the truth.

BELLE Standing No, the boy wasn’t the only one. He isn’t the father.

REEFY

There, there, that’s better. That clears things, Belle. You see, I haven’t felt right about that story, nor have you. With this other new life in you, you couldn’t crush the life in young Willard. I guess I know. You wanted marriage, any marriage now. Older women do marry young boys and — Well, you have felt desperate, haven’t you, Belle?

BELLE sits on couch As for the real father, can’t something be done? Is he married, Belle?

BELLE

All right, I’ll tell you.

REEFY

Don’t, if you don’t want to, Belle.

BELLE

I do want to. I feel better, talking to some one. You’re right. I need friends, or at least a friend, and I can’t talk to the man who should be standing by me now. It’s Mr. White, Doctor Reefy.

DOCTOR REEFY gets up, crosses the stage nervously and returns to sit at the left of BELLE on the couch 

REEFY

Not Banker White? Of course. Of course. I was stupid. Why, I noticed something, today, at Windpeter Winter’s burial. I should have guessed. How did it happen, Belle?

BELLE

After all, it was my own fault. He didn’t tell me any lies. I knew him... he couldn’t lie to me. I knew what chances I was taking.

A little softness comes into her voice Sometimes he — something in him — he was like a foolish little boy with me. He was like a young boy in love for the first time. And now he wants to give me money. It’s all he can do. But how can I blame him? — What else can he do?

REEFY

Do you want to talk about it, Belle? Do you want to tell me about it?

BELLE 

Rapidly It was in Cleveland. I’m a milliner, you know. I go there to see the new styles and I met him there on the street. You know how people in a small town are when they meet in the city. — If we’d met at home, he might not have looked at me.
She laughs a little bitterly I guess men always know whether a woman will or not. He sent me tickets to the theatre... he said he was too busy and couldn’t go with me. He was afraid there might be some one from Winesburg who would see us together. And then... what a fool I was!... We drove about in the evening in a carriage... we went to a hotel... I didn’t resist much... he was so nice.... Fool! Fool! He’s such a respectable man here in town. He has a wife and a daughter. They’re all right — I don’t want to hurt them.


She turns and looks directly at REEFY

REEFY

You love him, don’t you, Belle?... You’re in love with him?

BELLE With an impatient gesture No! Oh, I don’t know. How can I tell?

REEFY

And this boy — this young George Willard — you thought you’d try to get him to marry you. That wasn’t such a nice idea.

BELLE

No, it wasn’t. That boy! He was so scared and funny about it. I liked him. I guess it was his first time. I was pretty desperate. I knew I was caught. A crazy scheme came into my head, — to catch him. He was so scared and boyish and proud and glad. No matter how young they are, or how old they get — they never get over being funny, do they, Doctor?
She laughs again You tell him, Doctor. Do it right away. I don’t want to frighten him any more. Please, Doctor, make it clear — to George Willard, I mean. I don’t want to hurt him now.

ELIZABETH WILLARD enters softly at the back of the stage, left. She pauses and hesitates as though about to leave. She starts to leave and then goes nervously along the back of the stage and stands half listening. She is a tall, slender, sick-looking woman dressed in black. She has a white face out of which her large black eyes shine. She gives an impression of possessing inner fire. The doctor is aware of her presence before BELLE is. He arises and stands watching BELLE With a bitter little laugh. ELIZABETH is now immediately behind her George Willard... he the father of my child, my husband.


She laughs again

ELIZABETH 

To BELLE sharply. At the sound of her voice, BELLE whirls and faces her What’s that... what are you saying? George Willard the father of your child... your husband?

BELLE is frightened. She shrinks away from ELIZABETH and ELIZABETH follows BELLE Confused — looking around Why I...I...I... Mrs. Willard... why, Mrs. Willard, I... Doctor Reefy here...


She continues to shrink away from ELIZABETH who suddenly springs forward and grabs her by the arm at the wrist ELIZABETH Over her I’m George Willard’s mother. He’s my boy. What is all of this talk about his being your husband, the father of your child? What does it mean?

BELLE 

In pain Oh! Oh! Don’t! Don’t!

BELLE breads away from her and goes angrily upstage left while REEFY, who has been standing and looking, nervous, wringing his hands, speaks to ELIZABETH

REEFY 

Sharply, to ELIZABETH

Elizabeth! Stop it! Quit it, I say!

ELIZABETH 

Paying no attention to REEFY. She is looking at BELLE

Come on! Tell me! What is the meaning of this talk about you and my boy?

REEFY

I’ll explain. There isn’t any harm going to come to your boy. It’s all right... it’s all right....

BELLE is half hysterical, but her figure straightens 

BELLE

There can’t any woman insult me like this. I won’t stand it.

REEFY Crosses to BELLE

There, there — it will be all right. I’ll explain.
They are at the exit left BELLE

I can’t go through with it, Doctor — I can’t. I’ll kill myself.

REEFY

That’s your privilege.... But you won’t....
She exits left. ELIZABETH WILLARD, who has been, but a moment ago, so tall, straight and strong looking, seems suddenly to slump. Her shoulders droop and a haggard look comes into her face. She staggers back and half falls into the doctor s chair. She lies thus in the chair, white and still and DOCTOR REEFY turning, sees her. He becomes frightened and nervous. He runs toward her Elizabeth! Elizabeth!
He takes a soiled handkerchief from his pocket and wets it in the bottle of water which stands on the table. He has none of the professional, calm air of the doctor. He becomes conscious that it is soiled Ugh!
He throws the handkerchief away and, running to her, drops to his knees beside her, puts his head upon her breast. He is listening for the beating of her heart. As he is kneeling thus, ELIZABETH WILLARD slowly turns her head and looks down at him. The light from the lamp on the table shines in her face. At this moment, there is a crashing sound of breaking glass in the alleyway outside and an angry voice is heard 

VOICE

God dam’ cat! Almost got him that time, the son-of-a-bitch!

ELIZABETH’S arms make a little movement. She hesitates for a moment then quickly — spasmodically — throws her arms around REEFY’S neck. She straightens in her chair, still holding him thus 

ELIZABETH

What was it? — Tell me. What was that woman saying? What was she saying about George?
For a moment DOCTOR REEFY stays thus, his head held against ELIZABETH’S breast. Then he turns and looks at her. Her arms drop and he arises. He stands over her, looking down 

REEFY

Elizabeth! Now, don’t get excited. It was nothing — nothing. I’ll tell you — Now, be quiet. You know I’ve told you a dozen times — shocks. Your heart. I won’t have it. You can’t stand it. It was nothing, I tell you, nothing.

DOCTOR REEFY talks hurriedly She’s Belle Carpenter — a milliner here. She’s pregnant — not by George but by a man here in town. He’s a married man. She came to me. I couldn’t help her. It was too late. She was frightened, half hysterical. — You saw that. The silly woman — she got a crazy scheme into her head. She thought she was going to try to get your boy George to marry her. She thought she would frighten him into it. She herself gave up the scheme before you came. It’s nothing, I tell you — nothing.
He keeps his eyes fixed on ELIZABETH WILLARD. He is nervous and appears frightened Are you all right? Are you quiet now?

ELIZABETH

Yes, I’m quiet, I’m all right.

REEFY

Now, Elizabeth — we are both old enough — we know each other well enough — we can be sensible. What has happened to your boy George is nothing. A boy like that — your George — imaginative — sensitive — alive. Elizabeth, you have to think of the woman, too. Be sensible. She is in trouble. She’s desperate. In the matter of George, she has been a little silly, that’s all. — Well, your boy was with her — once.
There is a little cry from her lips 

ELIZABETH

Oh!

REEFY

People! People! I don’t know how she managed. She did. She must have invited him. He crept to her. A boy. — Elizabeth, you know how it happens.
It is evident that ELIZABETH is not too violently shocked by the thought of the woman who has been with her son. She half rises from her chair but the doctor stops her Sit still, Elizabeth! Sit still! Don’t move!

ELIZABETH

I’m all right now.

ELIZABETH arises but immediately REEFY runs to her. He half leads her over to the couch and REEFY stands looking at her

REEFY

Just stay here on the couch.
Something has come into her figure. At the moment she is an alive, strong figure. She even sits on the couch a bit coquettishly, her legs spread apart. She looks up at him. She has on a small worn black hat that has a stuffed bird on the side of it, and when, a few moments before, she fell into the chair, the hat got tipped aside, and now it sits rakishly on her head, giving her whole figure a somewhat radish air. Now the little bird seems perched on the top of her head, ready to fly away. She is looking at DOCTOR REEFY and he is compelled to smile at her absurd appearance. She also smiles 

ELIZABETH

He’s all right then? You are sure — George is all right? The woman isn’t going to get him into trouble?

REEFY

No.

ELIZABETH Smiling So he’s been up to that — so young, too. He seems just a child. I suppose every mother thinks that her son will in some way keep clean — It’s begun.

REEFY

Elizabeth! Elizabeth! My God — you aren’t just one woman. I wish you were. You keep me puzzled. You do not seem one woman to me — you seem a dozen. What a poor no-account doctor I am. Elizabeth, if you could see yourself now — 
He makes a rather absurd little movement with his hand toward her hat Shoo! Fly away, little bird.
And now the two middle-aged people in the doctor’s office have become queerly like two young lovers. There is obviously an understanding between them 

ELIZABETH

Go on. Tell me. I want to know.

REEFY seats himself beside her 

REEFY

It’s nothing, I tell you — an old story — a romantic boy and an older woman. — Elizabeth, you should have heard her telling of it. Do you know, I think she was both sorry and glad it happened. Really, you should have heard it.

REEFY arises and stands with a somewhat quizzical expression on his face looking down at her The boy’s coming to her. The boy’s fright, his wonder in the presence of a woman, a boy’s wonder in possessing, perhaps for the first time, his woman, his boyish fright. Elizabeth! Elizabeth! Do you know what you are to me? — You must know.
He laughs Good Queen Bess. Funny I never thought of that before. What a queen you would have made, Elizabeth! Bess! — Bess! Good Queen Bess!

ELIZABETH

I can depend on you. I know it. You wouldn’t lie to me. George won’t be getting into trouble?

REEFY again sits beside her

REEFY

No. Don’t worry about that. She herself repented of her little scheme before you came. Depend upon it, she’s all right. She herself asked me to tell him that he was not the father of her child. And I will at once. You won’t have to tell him. He’s a little frightened just now.

ELIZABETH

Poor woman. — Can’t the other man marry her? Did you say he was already married?

REEFY

Yes.

ELIZABETH

Well — she doesn’t know it, but she’s lucky. Look at me. I married, didn’t I? I found a man.
Contemptuously A man!
With her free hand ELIZABETH straightens her hat, taking away the half vulgar look. She is sitting up straight and rigid on the couch You have told me a dozen times that I may die at any minute. Yesterday I thought I was gone. There is something I must tell you. There is some money for the boy — a little. I want him to have it. I have been hiding it, keeping it for him. My father gave it to me when I married Tom. It isn’t much. There’s eight hundred dollars. It’s all in bills. You know how I married — why I married. I have told you. There is nothing concealed between us.
She laughs That woman — who has just left here. — She thinks she is in a desperate position. If she only knew.

ELIZABETH is becoming excited and this adds to the look of youth and beauty that has suddenly come into her figure. She is sitting very rigid on the couch now I don’t know why I’ve never told you of the money before. I’ve never told any one. It is in a hole in the baseboard in my room. The hole is right below the little table with the lamp. You know where it stands. You have been in my room often enough. If something happens to me — suddenly — it will happen like that, soon. You go there. You get the money. You give it to George. He may be wanting to go away to school. He dreams of being something. There will be a quarrel between him and his father. ELIZABETH becomes angry He won’t be the smart go-getting man his father wants him to be. I know he won’t. Don’t you ever let his father know about the money.

ELIZABETH gets suddenly to her feet. She is excited. Passionate I don’t trust him. — I don’t want him to know of the money — I hate him — I came here to tell you. After the attack yesterday I was afraid. — This woman — you are sure there will be no harm come to George? You wouldn’t tell me anything but the truth.

REEFY is standing, looking at her with a hurt, puzzled expression on his face. Suddenly, his voice rings out 

REEFY

Elizabeth!
He speaks softly Elizabeth! Oh, Elizabeth! Elizabeth! Why didn’t I come at the right time — why did I come too late? — You dear. — You lovely dear.
He kisses her. A little laugh comes to his lips Elizabeth. — You know what the woman said — never too young, never too old, to be silly. How silly we both might have been — a lifetime of being silly — if I hadn’t come too late — 
The curtain descends slowly, and as it is descending, the tune “After the Ball Is Over” is heard being played on a phonograph. The tune goes on while the stage is dark and a quick shift is made to Scene 3

CURTAIN


SCENE III
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THIS IS AGAIN a very simple scene. There is a large swing in the exact center of the stage and a small section of picket fence running offstage, left. The background goes off into the blue of the night. The tune “After the Ball Is Over” gradually dies away GEORGE and HELEN are in the swing AT RISE: — GEORGE is bashful with HELEN and they sit quite far apart on the seat, HELEN drops her handkerchief and GEORGE picks it up. From the distance there comes the shrill voice of a young girl 

GIRL’S VOICE

Oh, Mary, Mary, come on. Hurry. Let’s go down to see the 8.10 come in.

ANOTHER GIRL’S VOICE

All right, Sarah. You start on. I’ll catch you.

GEORGE rather awkwardly passes the handkerchief to HELEN who puts out her hand for it smiling mischievously, but just as he is about to drop it into her hand she jerks her hand away letting it fall again to the ground. She laughs at him From the distance is heard the sound of a piano and a girl’s voice sings the chorus of the song— “After the Ball Is Over.” GEORGE keeps the handkerchief and does not attempt to return it to HELEN. She looks at him coquettishly 

HELEN

I thought you were a ball player. What makes you so awkward?

GEORGE 

Holding the handkerchief which is a very small and dainty one I think I’ll just keep it.

HELEN

Laughing, pleased Oh, George Willard! You thief! What do you want with it?

GEORGE 

Holding it up before him and laughing I know what I’m going to do with it. I’ll use it as a postage stamp. Maybe I’ll write a love letter to myself.

HELEN Reaching over and — snatching — it — from — him You give it back to me, George — Willard. — I’ll — love letter you!

GEORGE 

Suddenly Helen, I tell you what let’s do. Let’s go for a walk. Let’s go up to the fair ground. The races are going to be here next week and some of the race horses have already come.

HELEN 

Pleased Gee, George, I wish I could. I bet it’s nice up there. It would be nice to go up there at night in the dark but I can’t. Mother made me promise I’d stay here. Anyway she wouldn’t let me.


She plays with the idea of going with him It would be fun, though, wouldn’t it? We’d go up by the waterworks pond. What do they do up there at night? Do they race the horses at night?

GEORGE 

Growing a little superior and gaining confidence Of course not, Helen. But they do in the early morning. Say, it’s swell up there. You got to get up and go at daylight. It’s great. It’s so cool and nice in the early morning and the men are cooking their food outdoors and everything smells so fresh and nice.

HELEN 

Excited, jumps up and down on the seat George, I bet I could do that! I could get up at daylight without Mother knowing. Dad always sleeps late, too. Will you go with me?

GEORGE Also enthusiastic — more confident You bet I will. You just say when.
They suddenly stop talking and find themselves looking at each other intently, and GEORGE becomes confused again. She jumps up from the seat and GEORGE also gets to his feet. They stand, not looking directly at each other, suddenly embarrassed again Helen, I came out here tonight to talk to you about something.

HELEN 

Also growing serious Why, George! About what? — 

GEORGE

I’m in trouble, Helen. I’ve just got to talk to some one.
He sits again and HELEN sits beside him, somewhat closer I tell you I’m in trouble, Helen. I’ve been thinking of things. I can’t sleep at night from just thinking.

HELEN 

Softly About what, George?

GEORGE

You can’t talk about such things to just any one. Helen, do you remember when we were both in grade school? Gee, I always liked you a lot, but I guess I thought — 
He hesitates. HELEN sits absorbed, listening. She is excited 

HELEN

What did you think, George? — Not about me, I bet.

GEORGE

Yes, I did, too. Only, Helen — 
He looks up and smiles I guess maybe I thought you were kinda hoity-toity.

HELEN 

Laughing Oh, George Willard!
She grows quickly serious again and speaks a little tenderly George, what are you in trouble about? Tell me.

GEORGE

Well, it’s something serious. I used to talk a lot to Seth and Fred but lately I can’t. Anyway not about this. It’s too serious.

HELEN

George, is it something you’ve done?
She braces herself, intent on being heroic You can tell me just anything, George. Don’t be afraid. I want to know things about life. George, go on — tell me.

GEORGE

Gee, Helen, I guess you think I’m just a kid.
He grows very solemn Helen, I can’t ever get married. I can’t ever think of loving any one, not a woman, I mean. I can’t ever have a wife.

HELEN 

Startled Why, George Willard! Now you tell me. If it’s something you’ve done I want to know it.

GEORGE

It’s about Mother and Father.

HELEN 

She is disappointed Oh!

GEORGE 

Very serious Helen, I’ve got to get Mother away from here. I’m frightened about her. I’m going to get a job on The Plain Dealer in Cleveland. I’m going to take her up there to live.

HELEN 

Not so pleased — but trying to be sympathetic You’re going to leave Winesburg, George?

GEORGE

Yes. Call that old hotel we live in, a home? I guess Father doesn’t know what he does to Mother, but I do. I’ve got to get her away.

HELEN

I know how it will be. If you go I’ll never see you again.

GEORGE

Oh, Helen, Cleveland isn’t so far. I’ll be coming back here. Hesitates Would you care if I didn’t?

HELEN

Of course I would, George.

GEORGE Highly pleased Would you, Helen?
She arises and stands looking at him with one hand on the chain of the swing 

HELEN

Of course I’d care, George.

GEORGE

If it wasn’t for one person here I wouldn’t care much if I never came back.

HELEN

It would be so lonesome here.

GEORGE

You lonesome?

HELEN

Yes, me.
Looks down at him There isn’t any one but you I can really talk to, George. Who else is there?... Mother is so good and, Father... I guess he thinks I’m still a kid. We never really talk. Oh, I wish I wasn’t a girl. I do, George. I wish I was a boy. I get so sick of this — this darn respectability. A girl can’t go anywhere or find out anything. She always has to sit at home or go to church or prayer meeting or Sunday school or maybe with some nice boy to the drug store to get a dish of ice cream. Everything always so la-dee-dah and proper. Gee, George, if I have to be a woman — sometimes I think — there are plenty of women who can do a hundred things I can’t do. Sometimes I don’t care if people do call them tough. Maybe I’d be tough myself.

GEORGE

Gee, Helen, I see what you mean. Gee, I didn’t know you were like this.

HELEN

We’re so respectable, me and Father and Mother. Seth Richmond says you’re always going around with the rag-tag people in town — that you go to all the tough places. Gee, George, I bet you know a lot. You know how people really live.

GEORGE 

Very tenderly Oh, Helen, I’d take you with me lots of places if I could.

HELEN 

She seems almost ready to cry. She and GEORGE are suddenly very tender toward each other. She leans forward and even touches his shoulder with her hand We’re so respectable, me and Father and Mother — we live here in this respectable street. Oh, George, I want to be free, to know people. George, I know there are people, just common people, who are so nice they make you ashamed. There was a woman came to work for Mother. She was helping with the house-cleaning last spring and I was up in the room with her. We talked. George, she had a child once, long ago, without even being married. And George, I didn’t know, until she told me, that there could be a child without marriage. We got to talking and then she told me. George, she made me feel so strange.
As they are talking intently DOCTOR PARCIVAL comes onstage left rear and passes across stage to Exit, right rear. His attention is attracted by the voices of GEORGE and HELEN and he turns, bracing himself with his hand on the picket fence, and taking off his hat. He bows elaborately but doesn’t speak GEORGE is so intent on HELEN that he doesn’t notice PARCIVAL but HELEN sees him. PARCIVAL passes on out of sight and HELEN grabs GEORGE by the arm 

HELEN

Oh, George! There goes that funny man.

GEORGE Excited and interested Who is it?

HELEN

It’s that Doctor Parcival.

GEORGE

Does he come here — to your house? Do you know him?

HELEN

He was never here before. Tell me about him, George.
They sit GEORGE Rapidly He’s a queer one all right. He only came here to Winesburg two or three years ago. He hasn’t got any practice. When he first came here, they were going to arrest him. He went around saying that he was the man who shot Jesse James. There was a murder out in Chicago. The newspapers were full of it. It was called the Cronin Murder. Some one out in Chicago killed a man and put his body in a trunk and afterwards the trunk was found with the man in it and they never found out who killed him. And then, Helen, Doctor Parcival began to say he killed him.

HELEN

You mean that he said he killed Jesse James and that he committed this murder out in Chicago and that really he didn’t do these things at all?

GEORGE

Yes, of course, you see he is a strange man.

HELEN

Oh, I think it’s kind of grand, don’t you?

GEORGE

I go up to see him in his office sometimes and he talks to me. He has a kind of religion of his own. I can’t understand it exactly but it’s about God and people and you being every one and every one being you and a lot of things like that.

HELEN

Oh, I wish he’d talk to me. I’ll bet I’d like him, too. GEORGE Rapidly You see, Helen, if some one kills some one else, away off in Chicago — let’s say — you did it, too. Sometimes he says he’s Christ and that some day he’s sure to be crucified.

GEORGE laughs awkwardly And Helen, he said to me — he said — well, he said that I was Christ, too, and that some day I’d be crucified.

HELEN Thoughtfully I guess I understand what he means. There was that woman who worked here — the one who had the child without being married — I guess from what she told me that people here in Winesburg crucified her.
The conversation between GEORGE and HELEN is interrupted by the reappearance of PARCIVAL from the left rear. He stops. He pulls himself together and looks at GEORGE and HELEN. HELEN turns to face him and GEORGE moves a few steps away

HELEN

Good evening, Doctor Parcival.

PARCIVAL takes off his hat and bows elaborately. He also bows to GEORGE

PARCIVAL to GEORGE

Good evening, George.
He turns to HELEN, making a movement of his arm as though dismissing 

GEORGE

Miss White, I see you have made the acquaintance of our local Horace Greeley.
He turns again to GEORGE

Go West, young man, go West. Don’t stay here. Go West and rise in the world.

GEORGE stands laughing, intent on PARCIVAL To HELEN

I came here this evening, Miss, to make a call on your father.

HELEN

I don’t think he’s here. He went downtown. And Mother is gone, too, I’m afraid.

PARCIVAL stands a moment as though in deep thought, looking at her 

PARCIVAL

No. Your mother would not do, my dear Miss. The fact is that I came here this evening on a mission. It concerns the world of finance. Ah, the world of finance. It’s not for you women. It’s our man’s world where we demonstrate our manhood.
He smiles I was about to tackle your father for a loan.
He immediately grows solemn again Business in business hours, it is said. The hour for business is past. It is evening — the time for frivolity, for love and laughter. But, my dear, you are a woman. I am sure you will understand me. Business displeases me.

HELEN is for a moment absorbed in DOCTOR PARCIVAL’S talk, but as he talks she keeps looking about at GEORGE. Seeing that GEORGE is also absorbed in the talk, she immediately becomes annoyed, PARCIVAL has got GEORGE’S attention and she loses interest in him and keeps looking around watching GEORGE, PARCIVAL is unaware. He is absorbed in his own speech.

A bank with its little pile of money, always behind iron cages. Your father, Miss White, sits so solemnly at his desk in the bank. Is a man a monkey that he must climb wire cages to get what money he needs?

GEORGE is more and more amused and pleased by PARCIVAL’S talk. HELEN is suddenly angry

HELEN

George, is he calling Father a monkey?

GEORGE is amazed by her sudden change of tone. He looks at her, puzzled for a moment, then laughs at her 

GEORGE

Why, no, Helen, don’t be silly.
He laughs again 

PARCIVAL Overhearing — to HELEN

A mere symbol, young woman, a mere symbol. All men were once monkeys and there is still a good deal of the monkey in every man.

PARCIVAL starts offstage but stumbles and falls just offstage and GEORGE runs to him HELEN Angrily Look what you’ve done now. You’ve spoiled Father’s hedge.

GEORGE is helping PARCIVAL back to the stage and brushing his clothes 

PARCIVAL

Hedge? Hedge? Hedge us not about with hedges, young woman.

GEORGE has run to get PARCIVAL’S hat. 

HELEN is angry at them both and turns and goes angrily into the house, PARCIVAL addresses GEORGE 

George, I merely came here, to this house, to try to negotiate a loan, a small accommodation as it were. Now, I have fallen over a hedge and it seems I have called some one a monkey. A slip of the tongue, George, a mere slip of the tongue.

GEORGE

It’s all right, Doctor Parcival. It’s all right.
He is at the moment so absorbed in PARCIVAL that he does not notice that HELEN has gone 

PARCIVAL

It was a mere figure of speech, George. Hedges. Monkeys. Money. They are all mere symbols, George.
He is absorbed in his own speech Money, young man, is a symbol. It is a bit of paper. The world of finance is mysterious. You get money — a bit of paper with words and pictures printed on it. There is a picture of Abraham Lincoln or of George Washington. There are white spaces. Well, my dear boy, they are usually not very white. They are like this vest I have on. It, also, was once white.
He looks down at his vest Alas, how time flies. Soiled! Life, George, soils everything like that.

PARCIVAL has gone over and is bracing himself by holding to the back of the swing So I take one of these pieces of paper on faith and others, when they take it from me, have the same faith. That is the most amazing thing of all, George.
He bows to GEORGE

George, now that I’m here, I am on the whole relieved that this banker is not at home. Lending money to me would indeed be an adventure and I daresay that this man, this banker, is not an adventurous man. I came. I depart. I had — perhaps, George, it was the effect of drink — the illusion that if I caught this banker off guard, at home, in the evening, away from his bank — but he would have refused, no doubt. I daresay a banker is seldom off guard. I seek to embarrass no man.

GEORGE has been unaware of HELEN’S departure. Suddenly he misses her and looks about for her. PARCIVAL also misses her Ah! She’s gone. We have offended her. George, I fear we have been rude to this young lady.

PARCIVAL 

laughs Rude, and to the daughter of a banker. It is bad policy — bad policy. Look out, George — you’ll never rise in the world by being rude to the daughters of bankers.

PARCIVAL exits muttering and GEORGE who is annoyed calls to HELEN. He calls softly at first then louder HELEN enters, GEORGE takes a step toward her 

GEORGE

Helen! What’s the matter? What made you act like that?

HELEN 

Angrily Act? Well, see how you acted. Go on away with your friend. Don’t bother about me.

GEORGE 

Also growing more angry All right, I don’t care if I was rude.

HELEN

You were rude all right. And, George Willard, there’s something else. I wasn’t going to speak of it. I didn’t believe it, when I heard it, but now I do believe.

GEORGE 

Taking a step toward her You didn’t believe what?

HELEN

It’s about you. I thought you ran around with certain people here in town because you liked them. Now I know what you wanted.
She is growing more angry You didn’t think I’d find out but I have. What about Belle Carpenter?

GEORGE Startled 

Well, what about her?

HELEN

She’s going to have a child — that’s what about her. And I know who its father is.

GEORGE 

He is more and more upset, startled and angry So you’ve heard that, and you have to go and believe it. Well, I’ll tell you something — it’s a darn lie!

HELEN She starts to turn away from him, shrugging her shoulders

Oh, I know how you men treat women. That woman who worked for Mother — the one who had the child — she told me some things. Oh, I can’t bear it when men treat women that way!

HELEN exits and GEORGE dances with anger 

GEORGE

Oh, I see... Hoity-toity, eh?
He has reached the picket fence and turns to look back but she isn’t in sight. He, however, goes on with his speech I don’t care what you think. And I don’t care what happens to me, either. I’ll tell you that. You aren’t the only girl in this town.
He goes angrily offstage and as he goes HELEN reappears. She runs to the edge of the stage and looks around but sees that GEORGE has gone. She comes slowly to the swing. There is a puzzled look on her face and she puts her finger to her lips. She takes a step or two and then sits in the swing. She begins to swing. She laughs.

CURTAIN

Between Scene 3 and Scene 4 and while the house is dark there is a clattering sound of horses’ hoofs trotting and pacing. Records easily obtainable can be got of this.


SCENE IV
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THE SCENE IS a village street in front of Louise Trunion’s house and is again very simple. It is night and the stage is quite dark. At the rear of the stage, right, there is a small woodpile and at the front of the stage, left, a small bench AT RISE: — GEORGE WILLARD comes on the stage from the left and goes to the Exit, right. He is nervous and is about to call, but stops. Voices of people approaching are heard and he dodges behind the woodpile. SETH RICHMOND and FRED Enter from the front, right, SETH’S voice being heard before they come onstage SETH RICHMOND Offstage approaching Louise Trunion lives here.

Both boys enter right FRED

I wouldn’t mind having her for myself, but you’ve got to be careful in a town like this.

SETH

That’s right, Fred. If you’re going to get anywhere, you’ve got to watch your step.

FRED

What do you say, Seth, shall we try to get her to come out?

FRED is about to call to LOUISE but SETH puts out his hand and stops him 

SETH

Gee! Be careful, Fred! She’s just a little tart. Besides, Ed Hanby’s stuck on her. If you get caught foolin’ around’ with her, you’ll get beat up.

FRED

Aw, who’s afraid of Ed Hanby? Let’s get her out.

SETH

It’s not Ed Hanby I’m afraid of. What’s the use taking chances of getting into trouble on account of a little tart like that?
They move near the lumber pile and as they stop, SETH looks longingly toward the house 

FRED

Seth — did you ever have a piece?

SETH Craftily Did you?

FRED

I did once.
Starts left offstage But don’t tell any one. It was over at Moll Hunter’s place-over at Bidwell. I drove over there late one night. It cost me two dollars. Gee, I was scared! If my dad knew, he’d raise hell. Gee — I wouldn’t have any of the nice girls here in town know.

As this last speech is completed the boys have walked offstage, SETH allowing FRED to go first as he lingers behind a bit taking a last longing look toward LOUISE’S house, presumably offstage left. GEORGE comes cautiously from behind the woodpile and stands looking, to be sure they’re gone. He decides to give up the adventure and starts offstage right. He stops and comes back. He stoops and picks up a handful of small stones from the street. He throws them 

GEORGE

Hey, Louise.

LOUISE Offstage Who is it?

GEORGE

Half whispering It’s me — George Willard.

LOUISE giggles — lightly — and comes — on — from — left 

What do you want?

GEORGE shuffles around nervously and draws nearer. He takes a crumpled note from his pocket GEORGE

You gave me this note at Windpeter Winters’ funeral. I guess you remember.

LOUISE 

Taunting You didn’t pay much — attention — to — me — there, — did — you?

GEORGE

Aw, gee, Louise — I was scared stiff about something. But it’s all right now.

LOUISE

Scared? — About what?

GEORGE

Aw, — nothing — nothing.

GEORGE goes hesitatingly toward LOUISE. He touches her arm with his hand in a half-frightened way. But she knocks his hand aside 

LOUISE

Now don’t start gettin’ gay....

GEORGE

Ah, Louise — I — I....
He makes a sudden rush at her and they begin wrestling, LOUISE giggles. There are a few minutes of rather awkward wrestling, LOUISE giggling and GEORGE getting bolder. Suddenly he takes her in his arms Louise — Louise — Will you? Will you?

LOUISE 

She thrusts him away No, I won’t.

GEORGE

Aw, come on. There won’t nobody know.
He is pleading now If you won’t — what did you want to write me that note for? You said you would.

LOUISE

No, I didn’t neither.

GEORGE

Well, you said you’d be mine — what’d you mean by that?

LOUISE

Ah, I was just fooling with you.
Again they begin half playing, GEORGE punches her in the side with his finger and jumps back. She rushes at him with her fist. Again he punches her in the side Quit! You tickle!

GEORGE 

Pleading Anyway, Louise, you wrote me that note. You meant it, didn’t you?

LOUISE

Well, you followed me halfway home one night — you know you did.

GEORGE

Yes, and what did you do? — I saw you. You went off with Ed Hanby. You’re stuck on him.

LOUISE

I’m not!

GEORGE

You are, too.

LOUISE

Well, what about Belle Carpenter? — I heard something.
She laughs tauntingly Say, she’ll get you into trouble. You’ll see.

GEORGE 

Angrily That’s a lie! It’s not true about Belle Carpenter.

LOUISE

Well, I know something else. — It’s Helen White you’re stuck on. She’s just a stuck-up thing, that’s what she is.

At the mention of Helen White, GEORGE becomes really angry. He winces, then assumes a dignified look and walks away from LOUISE as though about to leave. He stops and turns to speak to her.

GEORGE

Aw, there’s nothing in that. Helen White doesn’t want me. I hardly know her. Anyway she’s mad at me.

LOUISE 

Taunting him Yes, you do know her. I saw you with her on Main Street. I saw you go into the drug store with her.

GEORGE leaves LOUISE as though in anger and goes backstage right as LOUISE keeps speaking Ah, she’s a swell. She thinks she’s high society. Who am I? I’m only old Joe Trunion’s girl. I ain’t got no swell clothes. You don’t want nothin’ from me but just one thing.

GEORGE WILLARD shrugs his shoulders. LOUISE fearing that she is about to lose him, changes her tone. She calls to him pleadingly George — I bet you wouldn’t be seen on Main Street with me. You wouldn’t take me to the drug store, where every one could see us together.

GEORGE’S pride is stung. He comes directly back to her 

GEORGE

Yes, I would too, Louise. I’m not afraid of any one. There doesn’t any one own me.

GEORGE’S tone changes again and he becomes nervous and at the same time tender. He speaks softly. He goes to where she stands and touches her, almost reverently. She leans back, her face suddenly white and still. His hands move over her, touching her hips, her shoulders, her cheeks. Suddenly he puts his arm about her and kisses her passionately. She becomes helpless in his arms. GEORGE is bold now. With his arm still about her he draws her away Come on....

LOUISE

But, George — there isn’t any place. Besides father might come home....

GEORGE

Yes, there is. Come on....
He is slowly drawing her toward the woodpile 

LOUISE

Oh! George... let’s not.

GEORGE

Yes! Yes!
As they are passing back of the lumber pile, LOUISE is still pleading 

LOUISE

Oh, George! George! Let’s not, George! Let’s not!

THE CURTAIN FALLS


SCENE V
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TIME: — LATE afternoon — a few days later GEORGE WILLARD’S room in the New Willard house, in Winesburg. This is all again very simple. At the back, right, there is a coat tree on which hang GEORGE’S coat, hat, necktie, and a pair of boxing gloves. There is a chair sitting beside the coat tree. At the left a little off center and well down front there is a common kitchen table with a plain straight-back chair at each end and GEORGE is seated in the chair facing center. There are sheets of paper on the table, also a small dictionary. There is a small table, right front, with a chair beside it and in this chair sits FRED. An electric light with a shade hangs from a cord immediately over the center of the desk AT RISE: — GEORGE is at his desk writing. There is a roll of paper on the desk near him. It looks like a poster rolled up. Evidently the writing is proving a struggle to him. He runs his hands nervously through his hair, FRED is amused 

FRED

Haven’t you got it done yet, George?

GEORGE

Ah, I told you, Fred, I’m not writing it. I’m just fixing it up.

FRED gets up and goes over to GEORGE. He stands by the table and ducks his head forward trying to see what GEORGE is writing but his forehead hits the shade of the lamp, GEORGE jumps up and stops the lamp swinging. They both laugh. They sit 

FRED

Come on. Let’s hear it. Read it to me, George. You said you would.

GEORGE 

Looking up Ah, it ain’t much.

FRED

Come on with it. Let’s hear it.

GEORGE 

Annoyed I’m not a regular writer, Fred, you know that.

FRED

What’s it about?
He starts to pick up one of the sheets from the desk but GEORGE quickly puts his hand over them

GEORGE

Well, all right, Fred, I’ll read it to you.
He picks up one of the sheets It’s about a girl. It begins:
He reads “Thy hair is like a wind in trees.”

FRED 

Laughing Some hair, I’d say.

GEORGE 

Half angry Say, this isn’t regular writing. It’s poetry.

FRED

Stepping over — to — GEORGE, as he stands by the desk.
Slaps him on — the — back.
Ah, I was just kidding you, George. Come on, read the rest of it.

GEORGE

Reads “Thine eyes are azure blue.”

FRED 

Interrupting... smiles Azure? What’s azure?

GEORGE 

Putting sheet back on desk. Picks up a small dictionary and leaning over runs rapidly through it Look, Fred. Here it is... azure. There’s an n.... That means it’s a noun.

FRED 

Interested. Takes book from GEORGE.... Reads What’s all this other stuff?
Reads “A blue color... the clear blue of the sky... also a pigment or metal... the blue vault above, the unclouded sky... Lapis Lazuli..

GEORGE 

Snatching book. Sits at desk. Writes Gee, Fred, that’s swell.

FRED

What?

GEORGE

Lapis Lazuli!
He jumps up to read what he has written “Lapis Lazuli thy eyes.
Thy hurting beauty comes and goes.” FRED begins to laugh 

FRED

Some poetry. Hot stuff, George.

GEORGE is now thoroughly annoyed and throws the sheets back onto the desk Ah, George... I wouldn’t fool with that stuff. I’m going to go to college and get into business. None of that stuff for me.

GEORGE

That’s all right for you, Fred, but with me it’s different.

FRED

How different? You got a job. You got a start.

GEORGE

I’m up against it. I got to take care of Mother. I got to work.

FRED Moving over to exit right Well, you’d better cut out the poetry.
Gets an idea. Comes back to GEORGE Say, who’s the girl?
Points Who you writing that stuff to?
Laughs Say, it wasn’t Belle Carpenter, was it?

GEORGE 

Indignant... a little startled Who told you anything about her?

FRED

Never mind who told me.

GEORGE

Well, it wasn’t about her.

FRED

All right, George. I got to go. I got a date.

GEORGE 

As FRED is near Exit right Wait, Fred.

GEORGE sits on the table and acts embarrassed Fred, if I tell you something will you promise you won’t tell any one?

FRED

Sure.

GEORGE

I was trying to write that poem to Helen White. Now don’t you tell. Gee, Fred, I think she’s the only girl in town with any get-up to her.

FRED

So! So!

GEORGE 

Gets sad But gee whiz, Fred, Helen’s off me. She’s sore at me.
Gets an idea Say, Fred, will you do something for me?

FRED

Expansive Sure I will, George.

GEORGE

Well, you go see Helen. You get to talking to her. You tell her I’m stuck on her. You tell her that and see how she takes it and then you come and tell me. Will you, Fred?

FRED 

Laughing Ο. K. George... only, say George, don’t show her any of that stuff you been writing.
They are suddenly interrupted by a knock as though from door offstage, right 

GEORGE

Come in.

JOE WELLING enters. He has in his arms a bundle of weeds and grasses. He enters with a little rush... stops and looks around. He runs to FRED

JOE

Hello George. Hello Fred.
To FRED... pushing the weeds toward him Here Fred. Hold these.

FRED 

Laughing I would, Joe, but I got to go.
He starts to Exit right and then looks back at GEORGE laughing Better lay off the poetry, George. That won’t get you anywhere with Helen or any other girl, but I’ll tell her what you said.
He exits 

JOE has run over to GEORGE’S desk. He puts down the weeds and grasses. He rushes back to GEORGE How’s your Ma, George? — Is — she — better? — Is — she — getting — well?

GEORGE 

Doubtfully I think so, Joe... I hope so.

JOE 

Looking quickly — about the room. His — eyes rest — on the desk That’s good, George. Say, you got a nice place here. That’s your desk, eh! You sit there when you write? You’re a reporter — that’s why I came to see you. I got an idea — I brought you something.
He rushes to the desk and begins to arrange the weeds in several little piles GEORGE

That’s nice, Joe. What you got?

GEORGE is trying to be nonchalant. He crosses to his desk and sits. He motions JOE to the chair in which FRED has been sitting Sit down, Joe.

JOE sits but immediately bounces up and goes to Crowd GEORGE

JOE

George, you got a pencil? I been out for a walk. I’m full of ideas.

GEORGE takes a pencil from his pocket and hands it to JOE

GEORGE

Sure! Here’s one.

JOE Takes the pencil and rushes to the desk, grabbing a sheet of paper. He writes, “FIRE, THE WORLD IS ON FIRE!” He holds the paper in both hands and pushes it mysteriously toward GEORGE until he has the paper almost in GEORGE’S face Look, George, look! Fire! The world’s on fire!
He turns the paper over and sees some of GEORGE’S writing Hello. Hello. Here’s some of your writing, eh? Gee, George, that’s fine. I wish I was a writer. I wish I had time. Keep at it, George. Don’t let ’em laugh you out of it. They’ll try. Writing can set the world on fire too. Don’t forget that.

GEORGE 

Pleased Gee, Joe, do you think so?
Sure. That’s the reason I came to you, George. You’re no fool. Turns the paper over again The World’s on Fire! Suppose you had a headline like that for the newspaper next week, eh? Of course, it’s got to be explained. Don’t you know what it is?

GEORGE

No, I’m afraid I don’t, Joe.

JOE

It’s fire! It’s decay! It never stops! Everything in the world is decaying. Yes sirree. Iron is rusting. Copper is corroding. Wood is decaying. It’s all one thing. It’s fire! My God, George, the world’s on fire!

GEORGE 

Trying to understand It is? What do you mean, Joe?

JOE Pulling himself up proudly It’s an idea — corrosion. Call it fire. It destroys. Write it up. It’s News. Gee, I ought to have your job. I can’t do it. I ain’t got time. I got to sell my fire insurance.
He again rushes to the table, drops the paper and begins running his fingers nervously through the weeds and grasses picking them up and dropping them Look! I was out in the woods today. I got these. I got an idea. I thought I’d come and tell you, George. Here’s milkweed. Here’s ragweed. Here’s dandelion. Here’s some thistles.
He pulls his hand away and sticks a finger into his mouth Gee, George, these thistles got prickles in ’em.

GEORGE Laughing Too bad, Joe.

JOE

I had an idea. Suppose, George, now suppose all the fruits of the earth were suddenly destroyed. There might be a big fire or a deluge. Once there was an Ice Age. Yes sirree. The world was covered with ice — frozen stiff. I read it in a book. It might happen again any time. In the whole world there are no fruits, no vegetables, no grasses, no nothin’. People are certainly up against it. I’ll say they are!

GEORGE 

Absorbed Sure. I guess they would be, Joe.

JOE 

Rushing on But they wouldn’t go down, George. No sir. There’d be men with ideas around — men like me. So they begin again. Make new fruits, new vegetables of all kinds. Everything we got now gone. Everything new. Progress! Science! It’s an idea, George. Write it up. You don’t have to give me any credit. I don’t care.
He wheels from GEORGE and starts to Exit, right I gotta go. I got a date.
He runs back to the desk and gathers up his weeds and grasses I gotta go now....
At this moment TOM WILLARD enters from right. He is half intoxicated and rather staggers in. Seeing him enter JOE becomes excited again and drops the weeds and grasses on the desk. He runs and grabs up the paper from GEORGE’S desk and advances on TOM much as he did a moment before on GEORGE and GEORGE crosses to sit at his desk Hello, Tom. Hello. Hello. Look. D’you know what this is?

TOM makes a motion with hand, as though to say— “Go on... go away... don’t bother me.”..
It’s fire. It’s decay. I was just telling George. It’s an idea.

TOM 

Gruffly I don’t want any ideas. I want to talk to George.

JOE 

Disappointed — running back to desk with paper Too bad. I got a date. I wish I could stay. I’d like to talk to both of you. I can’t. I got to hurry.

JOE drops the paper and again gathers up the weeds and grasses. As he does so TOM goes rather unsteadily across the room and drops into a chair at the desk opposite GEORGE, JOE rushes toward Exit, right I got a date. I go with Sarah King.

GEORGE 

Smiling Yes, Joe. I know you do.

JOE 

At the Exit She’s swell, George. Gee — she — likes — ideas.
He pops out of the room 

GEORGE

So long, Joe.

TOM

Good riddance! — Now, George, that’s one of the things...

JOE He pops back — into — the — room Say, George, there was a rain over in Medina County today.
Want to know how I know? The water’s up in Wine Creek.
Gee, George, here in Winesburg everything was quiet — no rain — not a cloud in the sky — yes, there was a little cloud — I noticed it. A cloud no bigger’n a man’s hand.
He sticks out one hand That had nothin’ to do with it. The water’s up in Wine Creek. Wine Creek comes from over there. Little ol’ Wine Creek brought us the news. Wine Creek’s a reporter, too. Ha! It’s an idea, George. — 
He suddenly disappears TOM straightens and hits the table with his fist 

TOM

Damn fool! He’s just a crazy fool!
He turns to the desk and picks up one of the sheets upon which GEORGE has been writing — he reads aloud What’s this? “Thy hurting beauty”!

GEORGE Reaching over and snatching the sheet from his father’s hand Aw — it’s nothing, father — it’s nothing — 
He quickly takes all the papers off the desk and puts them in a drawer which he hurriedly closes TOM Not wanting his son to know he’s drunk, he sits forward to the edge of the chair. The chair tips and all but throws him to the floor. He grasps the desk with his two hands to steady himself, almost upsetting it. GEORGE grabs the desk to steady it. The two face each other 

GEORGE

Yes, father...

TOM

We gotta have a talk. It’s got to be a private talk. There’s something I got to say to you.

GEORGE 

Looking at his father a trifled startled. Then looking quickly away Yes, father...

TOM

It’s about you. You’re almost grown up, George. You’re almost a man. George, I want you to be a big man. A successful man. He leans forward I think a father and son should talk — man to man.

GEORGE Puzzled Yes, father, — what is it?

TOM Trying to pull himself together George, I’m a man who goes through life with his eyes open. I look around me. I see what’s going on. I watch the boys of this town. I got a boy of my own — you George. I want to be proud of you. There’s all kinds of boys in this town. Maybe you don’t think I watch you, George, but I do.

GEORGE

But father, what have I done?

TΟΜ

Listen — what do I see? I see you going around with all kinds of crazy, no-account people, like this Joe Welling who was just in here. And you used to hang around with old Windpeter Winters who got killed the other day. You see what happened to him. That’s what booze did to him.

GEORGE

Oh, Windpeter wasn’t so bad... he was all right.

TOM

Interrupting angrily All right, huh? Say, do you know something? When it comes to drinking it gets some and it don’t get others. It don’t get me — and don’t you go thinking it does. George, I’m a man who can take or let it alone.

GEORGE 

Ashamed and hurt by his father s tone, he doesn’t look at his father All right, father...

TOM Loudly I think a father should direct the steps of his son — 
He rises and stands with his two hands on the table. He shouts Listen — I guess you don’t think I amount to much, George — but you don’t know — you don’t know what I’ve had to put up with in life. I’ve had plenty of big chances — I could have had the management of one of the biggest hotels in Cleveland. I couldn’t take it. How could I — with a sick wife. A hotel man’s got to have a woman standing back of him. A man with a wife like your mother — sick — she thinks she’s sick — holding him back — your mother, George.

GEORGE Turning suddenly, looks directly at his father. His two hands are lying tense on the table. He makes a little movement as though about to spring Father! You let mother alone!

TOM Realizing he has gone too far, slumps back into his chair and grows sentimental It isn’t myself I’m thinking about, George, — I don’t care anything about myself...
He is still disconcerted and fumbles about. He picks up the rolled-up placard and opens it. It is a campaign portrait of President McKinley GEORGE Checking back — his anger All right, father.

TOM Looking at the — McKinley — portrait McKinley, eh? Well, I’m a Democrat. I’m for William Jennings Bryan. Say, I was a Democrat in Ohio when they hunted ’em with guns. If I’d been in a Democratic state — Virginia or Georgia — I’d a been governor or something...
He rolls up the portrait and throws it on the table GEORGE Impatiently What did you come to see me about, father?

TOM

Well, all right.... I’ll tell you, George — there’s a boy I see you with sometimes — young Seth Richmond. I want you and him to be friends.

GEORGE 

Doubtfully We are, I guess, father.

TOM

That’s fine, George. Seth’s a boy that’s got his eye out for the main chance. You don’t see him hanging around the streets with a lot of no-accounts. Doctor Parcival, Joe Welling, Windpeter Winters, Doctor Reefy — not Seth! Say — they all brag on him. And he saves his money, too.

GEORGE A little sarcastically I know he does.

TOM

I’ll tell you what I heard. I heard he’s got five hundred dollars saved up right now. Say — yesterday I saw him walking on Main Street with young Helen White.

GEORGE 

Anxiously With who, father?

TOM

Young Helen White. W. R. White’s daughter. W. R.’ll leave her a lot of money. The Whites are good solid people. First class. Say — I never told you much about my own people, did I, George? Good solid, fine people, every one of them. Not a no-account in the whole lot. — But I won’t talk about that now.

GEORGE 

Angrily That’s what I asked you, father. What did you come to talk about?

TOM 

Growing — stern George — I was in Ed Hanby’s saloon last night.

GEORGE makes an impatient movement with his hands Now don’t think I went in there to get drunk. I didn’t. I’m a man who can take it or let it alone. I had a toothache. It hurt like the devil. I was going to tell you — that’s what I came here for. So I went in there. There was a bunch of men standing at the bar. They didn’t see me come in.

GEORGE Squirming 

Well, what about it?

TOM

I’ll tell you what about it. It was about you and Seth Richmond. And George, they weren’t saying any too good things about you.

TOM is leaning forward again and talking earnestly. He is looking at his son who will not, however, look at him. This makes TOM angry Look at me, George. I’m talking to you.

GEORGE He looks at his father a moment and then immediately looks away I’m listening.

TOM

Will Henderson, your boss, was in there. And E. P. Rowe and Will Graves and a lot of others. Will Henderson was talking. I stood back and listened. I was hurt, George — I was hurt to the bone.

GEORGE

Hurt? What about?

TOM

George — all my hope in life is centered in you. There was Will Henderson saying — actually saying, George, that you weren’t much good. By God, that’s what he said. That’s what I had to stand there and listen to. He said you were too mopey and dreamy. He gave you the laugh, George. He said he guessed you thought you were going to be a writer or a poet or something.

GEORGE 

White with anger now That’s nobody’s business. That’s nobody’s business but my own.

TOM

Well, listen. He said, “The boy’s got to brace up or I’ll fire him.” And then, George, they began talking about Seth. I never heard better words said about a boy — never. “You don’t see him hanging around with a lot of no-accounts,” they said. Then Will Graves spoke up and talked about the five hundred dollars Seth’s got saved.

GEORGE 

Jumping up, walks across the room, then returns and sits at the table Is that all you came here to talk to me about?

TOM

Shouting and banging the table with his fists No! Now you listen to me. Will Graves was talking. He said something about you hanging around Belle Carpenter’s millinery shop. Is that true? Are you getting mixed up with that woman — that, that whore? George, just any one can get her.

GEORGE 

Springing to his feet and facing his father That’s a lie! Doctor Reefy told me.... Well, anyway it’s a lie. And she isn’t a whore either.

TOM 

Slightly frightened Well, all right. If — it’s — a — lie. — But, George, I’m not gonna stand for any more nonsense. You gotta brace up. Remember you’re a Willard. By God! You gotta brace up.

ELIZABETH WILLARD comes into the room from the left and crosses the stage behind the father and son. They do not notice her. She stands near the coat rack at the back of the stage left listening. In one hand she holds a piece of cloth which she evidently has been sewing and in the other she carries a pair of long scissors, TOM WILLARD keeps on talking George — I want you to be what you can be... a Willard... a big man — a rich man — I want you to be rich — rich — the biggest, richest man in the state. You can do it, George — with the blood you got in you. I don’t want you to have my handicap. George — there’s some other blood you’ve got in you — you’ve got to watch out.

GEORGE WILLARD seems about to spring on his father

GEORGE

What — what’s that!
The father and son stand facing each other — the son, now aroused, white and angry. Suddenly TOM loses his nerve. His eyes turn away from his son and, in looking up, he sees ELIZABETH. He loses all his bluster. For a moment he looks into the eyes of his wife, frightened and uncertain. The son is still unaware of the mother s presence, TOM’S voice suddenly goes weak 

TOM

Well — er — all right, all right, I’ll talk to you again — good-by, George.
With a queer dog-like movement he exits right, keeping his eyes on ELIZABETH, GEORGE watches him, amazed by the change that has come over him. The father exits and GEORGE drops again into his chair, and lets his face drop into his hand. He sits dejected and frightened, while by the wall the mother is trying to brace herself. When she has gained control of herself she goes softly out right but immediately enters again 

ELIZABETH

Good afternoon, George. How are you?

GEORGE Jumping to his feet. He is nervous and excited Why, mother! Come in...
He runs nervously toward his mother and places a chair at his desk under the light facing the audience Come in, mother — I’m glad to see you. Sit down — sit down...
He goes hesitating and uncertain to sit by his desk. ELIZABETH does not sit at the desk but in the chair by the katrack It’s a nice day out, isn’t it, mother? It’s nice and warm after the rain.

ELIZABETH

Yes, George.
She is looking hard at him and he becomes frightened. To relieve the tension he begins walking about the room

GEORGE

Father was just in here. He just left. Did you hear him? Did you hear what he said?

ELIZABETH Smiling to reassure him Why no, George. You see I just came in. What is it? What did he say?

GEORGE Immediately relieved Oh, I guess it was nothing, mother. It was just his talk. It upset me a little.

ELIZABETH

Upset you, George?

GEORGE 

Growing more confident Yes, oh, mother — it’s the way he talks.

ELIZABETH

Oh, I see! You and your father have been talking? He’s been advising you no doubt. Don’t you agree with him, George? You know what he wants you to be like. Don’t you think you’d better wake up? I guess I know how he feels. You’re too mopey and dreamy. Is that what you and your father think?

GEORGE 

Walking about Mother — I guess I’ve got to get out of here. I don’t know what I’ll do or where I’ll go, but I’ve got to go away. Something father just said has made me think I ought to go away.

ELIZABETH Becoming all alive I expect you both think you’d better go away to the city now and begin making money. You both think that would be better for you — to be a successful man — perhaps a business man — a hustler — your eye on the main chance — brisk — smart and alive — you both think that would be the best thing for you now, is that it?

GEORGE Walking nervously up and down the room Mother, I can’t make you understand, but, oh! I wish I could. I can’t talk to father about it. There isn’t any use trying. I don’t know what I’ll do. I just want to go away and look at people and think.
There is a moment of silence in the room and a soft smile comes to the mother s lips. The boy sits again in his chair by the desk ELIZABETH Softly Look at people and think? Oh, I see, George. You mustn’t try to decide things too quickly. I wouldn’t worry if I were you. You’ll be all right. I’m afraid you think about things too much. You work hard all week and you spend too much time alone in your room here. You don’t go outdoors enough.

GEORGE 

Suddenly embarrassed I guess maybe I don’t.

ELIZABETH

You ought to go out and spend more time with younger people. You’re so much with older folks. George, I like to think of you going about with all kinds of folks — listening to them, making friends, trying to understand how people live.
Arising from her chair I’d go out and take a walk if I were you. Put on your coat and do comb your hair and put on your tie. You must fix up more. I like to have you look nice.

GEORGE crosses to the coat tree and gets his coat. He puts on his necktie 

GEORGE

But mother, I wish you’d stay. You don’t come in to see me often. Do sit down and let’s talk awhile. — I think you ought to go outdoors more yourself, mother.

ELIZABETH She goes around the table and stands to the left of it I just came in for a moment, George. I must go He down now.

GEORGE Going to the Exit he stands looking a little nervous and embarrassed Well, as long as you’re going to lie down anyway, mother, I guess I’ll go. — Good-by, mother.

ELIZABETH

Good-by, son...
He exits and ELIZABETH comes around to stand near the chair at the back of the table. She becomes aware of the scissors in her hands. Suddenly her figure straightens and she stands tense. She raises the arm holding the scissors That man — I’ll stab him. — He has chosen to be the voice of evil and I’ll kill him.
She starts to Exit, right, but stops and comes back to sit in the chair at the desk under the light. The scissors drop from her hand and make a clattering noise on the desk. She prays Oh, God. — Even though I die, I will in some way keep defeat from George. If I am dead and see him becoming a meaningless, drab figure like myself I will come back. God — I ask you now to give me that privilege. I demand it! I will pay for it! God — you may beat me with your fists. I will take any blow you may give me, if only my boy be allowed to express something for us both.
She arises and putting up her hands snaps off the light. The stage is in darkness. Her voice comes out of the darkness And God — do not let him become too smart or successful either.

CURTAIN


SCENE VI

[image: img63.jpg]

THE SAME AS Scene 3. HELEN WHITE’S house. Before the rise of the curtain and during the short intermission we hear the refrain, “A Hot Time In the Old Town Tonight.”

AT RISE: — HELEN WHITE is seated in swing reading a book SETH RICHMOND comes in from the right rear holding a switch in his hands. It is a small branch from a tree with a few leaves left at the tip. He makes several kittenish movements at HELEN but she is unaware. Finally he touches her on the neck with the tip of the switch, — HELEN jumps up 

HELEN 

Annoyed Oh, it’s you? Well, you do think you’re smart, don’t you, Seth Richmond?

SETH Feeling rebuffed Now don’t get into a huff, Helen. I was only fooling. HELEN stands looking at him 

HELEN

I hate people who slip up on me.

SETH He goes to sit in — the — swing Gee whiz, Helen — you do fly off the handle these days. You were in a bad humor the last time I came to see you. You won’t let a fellow have any fun.
Eagerly Do you know why I came?

HELEN 

Sharply No, why?

SETH

Are you alone, Helen?

HELEN

I guess so. Yes, I think father and mother are out. Why? 

SETH 

Eagerly I want to take you downtown. Come on. The military company is going to drill in the street. Let’s go and watch.

HELEN 

With dignity No, thank you, Seth. I don’t think I want to go.

SETH

Ah, come on, Helen.

HELEN 

Sharply No. Not tonight. I don’t feel like going.

SETH 

Going over to the step Well, you are in a nice mood. May I sit down?

HELEN 

She remains standing Yes, of course. Why not?

SETH sits and looks up at her SETH

Every time I’ve seen you lately, Helen, you’ve been in a bad humor. I guess I know what it’s about. You’ve had a quarrel with George Willard. Gee, if you’re so stuck on him, after all he’s been up to with women here in town, why don’t you and he make it up?

HELEN 

Looking down at him — very angry Seth Richmond, I don’t think that’s nice. Why do you think you can ask me such questions? Do you think that just because you’ve got a job in father’s bank you can come here and talk like this to me?

SETH 

Also angry Oh, Helen — there you go. Everything I’ve told you is for your own good. I’m not trying to run you, but since I’ve been working in the bank I pick the people I go with. When any one gets into a mess, like George Willard’s done, I just drop him.
He looks up at her Helen, working in a bank isn’t like working in a factory or in an office. It’s almost like being in a church.

HELEN

So you feel like that, do you?

SETH

Yes, I do.

HELEN

You feel that way about a bank — about father’s bank. Well, father ought to be pleased. You ought to be very valuable to him.

SETH

I want to be valuable to him. I’m going to be.

HELEN 

Taking a step toward Exit right. She turns Well, Seth, this isn’t a bank. You have been here two or three times lately trying to give me advice about George Willard. I don’t like him any more but whether I do or not is none of your affair. Good night.
She exits SETH Jumping up Why, Helen White!

HELEN doesn’t answer but runs angrily offstage Well, the devil! The little spitfire. She is stuck on George Willard.

SETH goes toward Exit, right, and calls after HELEN You wait! You’ll see! You’ll find out!

BELLE CARPENTER comes down to the little strip of fence, right, and SETH turns and sees her. He is amazed 

SETH

Why, hello! Good evening, Miss Carpenter!

BELLE 

Sharply — frowning at him Do you know whether Mr. White is at home?

SETH 

Taking a step toward her — with mock politeness — bowing Why, I’m not sure, Miss Carpenter. I think not. Are you looking for Mr. White.
He turns and looks back furtively toward the house — offstage right Wouldn’t some one else in the family do? Are you making a social call?

BELLE is angry and glares at him. 

SETH grows bolder. He smiles I tell you what I’ll do, Miss Carpenter. I’ll find out. You wait. I know Miss Helen is here. I’ll call her.
He turns and takes a quick step or two toward the house but BELLE calls to him sharply 

BELLE

No! Now wait! Wait!

SETH runs over to the right and BELLE speaks more sharply Wait, I tell you! Not so fast, young man. When I want you to do anything for me I’ll ask you.

SETH feels that he has BELLE at a disadvantage. The fence is between them. He keeps smiling 

SETH

Oh, Miss Carpenter, you don’t understand. I’d just love to do anything I could for you.
He calls loudly Helen! Oh, Helen!

BELLE is upset. She starts to leave and stops, SETH is dancing about as HELEN enters from the right 

HELEN

Seth, what are you waiting for? I told you I wasn’t going with you.

SETH to HELEN

Oh, I’m not waiting for you, Helen. There’s some one here. Here’s some one wants to see you.
Now that he has got HELEN out of the house and facing BELLE, he is both frightened and proud of his achievement. He dances about excitedly and speaks in a shrill voice Come on, Helen. Let me introduce you. I want you to meet Miss Carpenter.

The two women are now aware of each other and they are both confused. HELEN quickly gets control of herself and runs down the steps. She speaks to SETH

HELEN

Of course Miss Carpenter and I know each other.

BELLE 

Nervously Miss White — I — I HELEN Interrupting Come right in, Miss Carpenter.

SETH is still moving about filled with delight in the situation. He runs and stands at the back of the swing, BELLE speaks to HELEN hurriedly

BELLE

I only came to see your father.

SETH

Helen!

HELEN turns to him impatiently 

HELEN

Yes?

SETH

Do you really want to see George Willard? If I see him, shall I send him up here?

HELEN draws herself up. She is coldly polite 

HELEN

Thank you, Seth. Good night. If I want George Willard I’ll send for him.
She turns to BELLE again, ignoring SETH Do come in, Miss Carpenter.

SETH dances about nervously. Suddenly begins to laugh hysterically. He runs off laughing and the two women turn and stand listening. The two women turn to face each other 

BELLE

Well! Well! What’s wrong with him?

HELEN 

Being very dignified Oh, please don’t mind him, Miss Carpenter. It’s just something between him and me. He’s only trying to plague me.

BELLE 

She speaks nervously Well, Miss White, I’ll go. I told him not to call you. You see I’m in a hurry. I happened to be passing and wanted to speak to your father. It was a matter of business, but there’s really no hurry.

HELEN is trying to be very dignified and cordial 

HELEN

Of course. Of course. But do come in. Father’s out just now but he may return any minute.

BELLE 

She turns and starts away No. No. I can’t. I can’t really. I’m sorry. I must be going.

BELLE starts to leave and goes offstage right and HELEN, who is now standing near the swing, is agitated. She takes a step forward and calls in an excited voice 

HELEN

Miss Carpenter!

BELLE is startled and turns. She takes a step or two back toward HELEN

BELLE

Why, Miss White. What is it, Miss White?
She is looking directly at HELEN who is fighting to gain control of herself 

HELEN

Why, nothing. Nothing. I didn’t want you to go.
She gains control of herself. She smiles I just didn’t want you to go off like that. You see — you see — Brightly This is the first time you’ve ever been here.

BELLE is amazed by HELEN’S words. She comes nearer and stands by the fence looking hard at HELEN. The expression on her face softens a bit 

BELLE

Do you really want me to come in and sit with you?

HELEN

Why, yes — yes — of course — certainly I do.
She is agitated again and keeps laughing in a little broken way struggling to get control of herself You see, I’m lonesome and then — and then — well, you see, Miss Carpenter, Seth Richmond and I — 
She laughs We had a quarrel. I guess it has upset me.

BELLE 

She smiles. She — is growing more comfortable Oh, I see.

BELLE feels she has begun to get the situation in hand Well, Miss White, — I didn’t come here to make a social call. I only stopped a moment to see your father on business. Do you really mean what you say? Would you really like me to come in there and sit with you?

HELEN 

Now in control — of herself — proudly Certainly, Miss Carpenter, I mean it. Of course I do.

BELLE 

Smiling Well, you are nice.
She laughs You are your father’s daughter all right. And you’d really like me to come in and sit with you — talk with you — well, say as a friend — Miss White — 
She hesitates May I say Helen?

HELEN has become more self-possessed. She speaks earnestly

HELEN

Oh, really, Miss Carpenter, I do mean it. I hardly know you. I wish I knew you better. And I am lonesome.

BELLE

Come over here, Helen — come here to me.

HELEN walks over toward her, at first hesitatingly and then suddenly with a new womanly dignity, and the two women stand near each other with nothing but the fence between Helen — I’m going to call you “Helen” — let me take your hand.

HELEN puts out her hand which BELLE takes. She holds HELEN’S hand in her two hands Helen, I can’t do what you ask. I can’t come and sit with you. There’s something between us — something more than this fence.
She looks down at the fence and smiles You don’t know what it is and I guess you never will, Helen.
She is now looking directly into HELEN’S eyes and HELEN with womanly dignity is returning the look I can tell you this, Helen White — I can’t come and sit with you but it isn’t because of what I think you have on your mind. It may be that I know what you’ve been thinking about me and some one else, and it isn’t true.
She drops HELEN’S hand but the two women still stand facing each other and looking at each other Helen, I’m going away. I’m leaving Winesburg. I may never see you again.
Her voice seems about to break and she begins s pea bin g rapidly in a low voice I’m not like you, Helen. The town here is full of stories about me. But I’m no fool, Helen, and I want you to know that most of the stories you hear about me aren’t true. I want you to know that the story that has been bothering you isn’t true.
She turns quickly and goes rapidly toward the gate and HELEN stands with her eyes full of wonder looking at her 

HELEN

Oh, Miss Carpenter — don’t go — not yet — wait!

BELLE turns at the gate and the two women stand again looking hard at each other. There’s a long sustained pause before BELLE speaks 

BELLE

Helen!

HELEN

Yes, Miss Carpenter!

BELLE

You might call me “Belle” just once — before I go. You won’t see me again. I’m a lot older than you are but I’d like it — just once.

HELEN

Belle.

There is another sustained pause, the two women looking at each other BELLE

Helen, you are very beautiful. You’ll be a beautiful woman. You’re one now. Don’t be afraid. It’s a great thing for a woman to know — that she is beautiful.

BELLE goes rapidly away and HELEN stands a moment by the fence. She seems in a daze. She turns and takes a few steps towards the house and stops. She goes to sit in the swing HELEN

Oh! She is nice! She is! She is!
She sits with her face in her hands. She looks up, a strained look on her face She says it isn’t true! I wonder what she meant. Oh, I wonder, I wonder.
Again her face drops into her hands and her shoulders shake. She is crying, BANKER WHITE comes on the stage from the left and sees HELEN. He is dressed in white linen clothes and carries a cane and has his hat in his hand. He comes gaily along until he sees HELEN sitting with her face in her hands crying and then he drops his hat and cane and runs to her. He sits quickly down beside her and puts his arms around her 

WHITE

Why, Helen, Helen! What’s the matter, Helen?

HELEN does not answer at once. She is struggling to gain control of herself Helen! Helen!
She looks up 

HELEN

It’s nothing, daddy. Really — it’s nothing.

WHITE

Well, Helen! It looks like a rainstorm to me.

HELEN is getting herself quickly in hand. She takes her handkerchief and wipes her eyes. She smiles at him. He arises to stand near her

HELEN

Really it isn’t anything, daddy. I was upset about something.

WHITE stands before her. He puts a hand on her shoulder and looks at her 

WHITE

I can see you’re upset, child. Now tell me what it is. What has upset you?

HELEN has gained control of herself. She looks away from him 

HELEN

It really isn’t anything, daddy — honest it isn’t. It was some one came here.

WHITE 

His hand still on her shoulder Some one came here? Who, Helen?

HELEN 

Still not looking at him Oh, it was a woman, daddy. It was Miss Carpenter.

WHITE is startled. He takes his hand from her shoulder and turns his face away from her. He takes a step toward the house. He drops his hat and cane 

WHITE

Miss Carpenter? What Miss Carpenter, Helen?

HELEN 

She looks at her father but he is not looking at her Oh, you know her well enough, father — Miss Carpenter — you know the milliner. She came to see you.

WHITE is thoroughly upset. He stands for a moment trying to get control of himself 

WHITE

Oh, look what I did!
He picks up his hat and cane. He is nervous and upset. HELEN does not notice his confusion. He hurries out right, speaking as he goes Just a moment, Helen. I want to speak to your mother. I’ll be right back.
In a moment he reappears and stands looking at her. He raises the cane and strikes the leg of his trousers viciously HELEN

Daddy — is that you?

WHITE is trying to get himself in hand. He stands looking at HELEN

WHITE

Helen, what did that woman — that Miss Carpenter who came here — what did she say to you?

HELEN gets quickly up. She is not disturbed by her father’s excitement, absorbed in her own thoughts 

HELEN

Why daddy! Why, what is the matter with you, daddy?

WHITE 

Bracing himself Matter? What do you mean, Helen? What did that woman say to you?

HELEN A little surprised Why, nothing, daddy. We had a little talk, that’s all.

WHITE cannot understand. He is nervous and a little frightened, HELEN starts down to him Why it wasn’t anything, daddy! I was a little upset but it wasn’t anything special. She came here to see you on business. She couldn’t stay.
She addresses him playfully Why, daddy, you look annoyed! What’s the matter with you?

WHITE 

He is immensely relieved Annoyed? Why it’s nothing, nothing, Helen. I just don’t like people to get in the habit of coming here on business.

HELEN looks up at him smiling 

HELEN

Why daddy, daddy! That doesn’t sound like you — and besides, daddy — she’s nice. Oh, I think she is nice!

WHITE is relieved and has got control of himself 

WHITE

But Helen, Helen, I don’t understand. What made you cry?

HELEN looks away from him, she speaks quietly 

HELEN

Why, I hardly know, daddy. It was something she said. I suddenly liked her.
She speaks hurriedly And daddy, you see I’d heard things about her. I’d got it into my head she was a hard woman, and she isn’t.
She turns to him and smiles Do you want to know what she said, daddy?

WHITE is now in control of himself 

WHITE

Yes. Yes, Helen. That’s what I want to know. What did she say?

HELEN looks up at him 

HELEN

Daddy — she said — she said you and I were alike. Oh daddy — I’m sure of something — she’s good. And daddy, I’ve heard such things about her.

WHITE 

Not looking at her That’s what I’d like to know, Helen. What have you heard?

HELEN

Why, daddy, I heard — I heard she was going to have a child, and some one told me that it was George Willard’s child.

WHITE is intensely relieved. He laughs quietly 

WHITE.

Miss Carpenter didn’t tell you that, did she, Helen?

HELEN 

Looking up at him No, daddy. You see — you see I wanted to ask her about it but I didn’t quite dare.

WHITE is now in control of himself. He comes to sit beside 

HELEN

WHITE

Helen! Helen! You are growing up, aren’t you?
He turns and with one arm about her shoulder speaks to her Well, well, Helen dear. You are growing up. Do you know, Helen, I’ve been noticing it lately — the change in you. I suppose every father goes through this. He has a little girl in his house and then suddenly — suddenly she is no longer a little girl. As for this Belle Carpenter and George Willard story — you’d better forget it. If Belle Carpenter is going to have a child George Willard will not be its father.

HELEN

Are you quite sure, daddy?
He turns to look at her 

WHITE

You seem a good deal interested in George Willard.

HELEN 

Confused No, no, daddy. I just want to know the truth.

WHITE is now quite in control of himself. He jumps up and stands before HELEN. He stands looking at her

WHITE

So you want to know the truth? Well, I’ll tell it to you. You see, Miss Carpenter must have come here to see me because I’m her banker. I handle her affairs. There are many things going on at a bank, Helen, that are not down in the books. If it is true that Miss Carpenter is going to have a child — and I guess it is — George Willard will not be its father.

HELEN 

Jumping up Oh, daddy, I’m so glad to know the truth.
For just a moment father and daughter stand looking at each other, then WHITE steps over to her and again puts his two hands on her shoulders WHITE He suddenly turns her around and pats her on the back Helen, I tell you what let’s do. You’re growing up. When that happens to a girl something else happens. She begins looking for a man.
He pats her gently on the shoulder and laughs You were upset about this story concerning young George Willard. Are you really interested in him, Helen?

HELEN is confused. She turns her head and looks away from him

HELEN

No, no, of course not, father.

WHITE 

Laughing Well, all right, all right. Helen, I was going out for a walk. Come, go with me. You’ll be looking for a beau now. Let me be your beau tonight. Run in the house and get your hat.

HELEN 

Running toward the house Oh, daddy, daddy! I think you’re grand!

WHITE 

As she is about to exit, the latter part of this speech comes when she has left the stage And don’t worry any more about George Willard and Miss Carpenter. If she is going to have a child its father will be a better man than George Willard.

HELEN 

From just offstage Oh, daddy, daddy!

WHITE

Helen, Helen, be quick! Your mother may come any moment now. You don’t want some other woman to steal your first beau from you, do you?

HELEN 

From inside the house I’m coming. I’m coming. Oh, daddy, I’m crazy about you!

BANKER WHITE is quite in control of himself as HELEN comes running on stage and takes his arm. They go off, left, HELEN speaks

HELEN

Oh, daddy, I think you’re grand.
There is again heard the sound of horses’ hoofs trotting and pacing.


SCENE VII
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SAME AS SCENE 3

AT RISE: — LOUISE TRUNION  is talking with her lover, ED HANBY.

She is sitting on the low bench, right front, while ED sometimes sits on the woodpile and sometimes moves about. He has a paper in his hand. He smokes a cigar and wears a derby hat on the side of his head ED He points Hey, kid. I’m just reading about the horses. Peddler Boy. I’ll bet he can peddle the speed all right.

LOUISE 

Bored Yes, race horses are kinda nice.

ED 

Browning at her Kinda, Hell!
He looks away from her as though dreaming God, kid. I’m crazy about the trotters and pacers. When I was a kid, I’d have given my neck to be a race-driver. They’d be working out the colts up at the fair grounds. What’n hell’d I want with school? Every day I’d duck out and go up there. Hell, I wasn’t afraid of work. I’d work all day up there for nothin’ — rubbing horses’ legs — walkin’ ’em around to cool ’em off after a fast heat — anything, just to be near them.
He turns and looks at LOUISE with a soft look in his eye — folds paper and puts it in his pocket Like being near you, eh, kid?
Again he becomes absorbed. He leans forward like a man driving a race horse Just to see a good colt coming fast — when he heads into the stretch — just to see him flatten out like that — coming fast — down to the ground — low and fast — 
He acts life a man coming out of a dream. He looks at LOUISE and laughs self-consciously Gee, kid, you got me on my nutty subject. Say, you know the fair’s here this week. Let’s go out tomorrow.

LOUISE

Horses are kinda cute.

ED turns and looks at her with an “Oh, what’s-the-use” expression 

ED

How’s your old man, kid?

LOUISE 

Not much interested He’s all right. Why?

ED

I was thinking about him coming down here tonight, that’s all. Jesus, Louise, ain’t life hell?

LOUISE

I don’t know. Why?

ED

Oh, these poor old geezers. Your old man and my old man — they ain’t spent life in no orchard gathering fruit. Your old man’s been a hard worker all his life. Christ — he was a section hand on the railroad when I was a kid — before you was born. Gettin’ up at daylight, rain or shine. Working all day out in the hot sun and in the snow in winter. What for? For nothin’. Just the eats. Not such damn swell eats either.

LOUISE is not much interested. She sits listening listlessly Louise, your old man and my old man was always friends. They both been like that — just common workmen all their lives. Gee, God. Louise, kid — 
He draws himself up and laughs Say, my old man was sure disappointed in me. He wanted me to be a big bug — educated — something hoity-toity, like my sister Sue. She’s teaching school over in Medina County. The old man thinks she’s just hell on wheels. She with her education — she don’t want nothin’ to do with me now — a saloonkeeper....

LOUISE

What’s the matter with a saloonkeeper? It’s honest, ain’t it?

ED

School made me sick — school — grammar, arithmetic, readin’ — dressin’ up and speakin’ their damn pieces on Friday afternoon....

LOUISE

I hate it too — what do you need to learn all that stuff for?

ED

I can jerk beer as well as any man in the state without knowin’ no grammar. The old man knocked hell outa me more’n once — but I wouldn’t go to school and I didn’t neither.
He draws himself up proudly I wanted a man’s life. I liked to go huntin’ and fishin’ and I didn’t mind a good light either. But best of all, I liked to go ‘round where race horses were.
At the mention of horses a flash of feeling comes into ED’S voice LOUISE LOUISE gets up and going to him slaps him rather awkwardly on the shoulder Sure, Ed, let’s go up to the fair grounds to see the races tomorrow.
She sits again, ED moves about

ED

Kid, I can remember when your old man’s first wife was alive. He didn’t have any kids by her. I don’t know why. When she went and died on him he was pretty much cut up. He used to come over to our house and see my old man....
He laughs, sits on pile of lumber They’d sit together for hours on the porch of our house — funny old coots — not saying a word to each other — work, work. That. ain’t no way to go through life. Nothin’ to it, Louise. Still and all, they were two of the hardest workin’ old geezers in this town.
He raises his voice What’d they get out of it? They just got nowhere.
He turns to her Louise, does your old man own this house?

LOUISE 

Absent-mindedly I don’t know — I guess so. Yes, I guess he does.

ED Looking around the yard Christ, Louise. Some flowers and rose bushes’d be swell here.
He grows serious Louise — say, kid — look here. You know I been married once. Well, Kate, — my wife — she’s been dead two years now and I’m thinking of gettin’ tied up again. Kate and I didn’t have any kids, and I want some kids. I been keepin’ a couple of trotters up in the fair grounds, but I’ll let ’em go. A man ought to settle down, some time. Louise, if you married me we could live right here — fix this place up. I ain’t no tight-wad. Your old man could quit work.
He goes over to

LOUISE

LOUISE

Pop never kicked about workin’.

ED

Kid, let’s talk straight. I’m on to you. I know you’ve been foolin’ around. Maybe you ain’t no virgin. I know what women are like. I can handle a woman same as a horse. I can make you behave.

LOUISE

Oh, you think so? You think you can?

ED suddenly makes a grab at her but she eludes him. She laughs at him tauntingly, ED is half angry.
He stands staring hard at her

ED

I don’t just think I can make you behave — I know I can. Kate was just your kind before I got her. I made her step straight down the track. I made a good woman out of her and don’t you forget it.

LOUISE 

Looking at ED half admiringly and half defiant Oh, I don’t know. You ain’t so much. There can’t any man tell me where to get off.
At this moment SETH RICHMOND comes stealthily on the stage at the left rear. He creeps across and dodges behind the lumber pile

ED

The trouble with you, kid, is that no man’s ever taken you in hand. Some colts are like that. You gotta beat ’em up. They got it in ’em — they can step fast, — but they won’t let go of it. You gotta make ’em let go.

LOUISE has noticed SETH dodge behind the lumber pile and looks toward it and laughs What the hell you laughing at? You laughing at me? LOUISE is still looking around Say, is any of them kids hanging around here?
He makes a grab at her but she eludes him and he starts to go away. He walks a little away from her and then comes back. His voice becomes commanding Come here, kid.
She takes a step or two toward him, but stops out of his reach, ED speaks sharply Come here!

LOUISE 

Teasing Not so fast — you ain’t got me yet. There can’t no man tell me where to get off.

ED

But, Louise, I’m treating you on the square. I’m talking about gettin’ married.

LOUISE

But we ain’t married yet.

ED Thoroughly sore now, grabbing her Are you gonna cut out your monkey business or ain’t you? I don’t stand for no monkey business.

LOUISE 

Growing haughty. She jerks herself away from him Oh, you don’t.

ED

Well, I gotta go now, and I’ll be back. I gotta tend up my business.
He moves a few steps away and then turns. His voice is gruff Say....

LOUISE

Well?

ED

Are you gonna cut it out or ain’t you?

LOUISE 

Laughing Cut what out?

ED

I mean foolin’ around them kids — with any one but me. You lettin’ them follow you around. Flirtin’ with them. Are you gonna cut it out or ain’t you?

LOUISE

Oh, I don’t know.
He starts to move away again but LOUISE calls to him, tauntingly

I ain’t promised.... If you want to know, I got a date for tonight.

ED

Who with?

LOUISE

Oh, some one.

ED

Whoever it is, he better not let me catch him here. I’ll knock hell outa both of you.
He goes away growling and LOUISE looks after him, laughing. She turns and looks toward the woodpile. Then turns again to be sure ED is out of sight. She whispers loudly

LOUISE

Hey, Seth — Hello, Seth.

SETH’S head pops up from behind the lumber pile Hello, Seth — what are you after?

SETH 

Nervously Oh, nothing — nothing, Louise. I was just going by here — I had some business down this way.
He looks hungrily toward LOUISE, but she doesn’t encourage him. He hesitates and then begins to move slowly away I heard what you said to Ed. You gotta date. Is it with George Willard?

LOUISE

Oh, I don’t know. Maybe....

SETH goes reluctantly away; as he gets to the exit, he stops

SETH

You better look out for George Willard, he’s been in trouble with one girl.
He is gone, LOUISE stands for a moment watching him and laughs. She sits on the bench and breads into a little laugh again, GEORGE WILLARD enters. He walks a little past. He has felt the pull of LOUISE but is a little ashamed of it

LOUISE

Hello — George.

GEORGE 

Acting as though surprised at seeing her Why! Hello, Louise.

GEORGE stops and LOUISE comes down to him

LOUISE

Did you want to see me?

GEORGE 

Hesitating and embarrassed Well — not especially — you told me on the street the other day you wanted to see me and I thought I’d drop around.

LOUISE is standing before him amused Did you want to see me about something special, Louise?

LOUISE

Well — you know, George — you know when you was here that other time. It was nice, wasn’t it, George? You said it was nice. You haven’t been here since. Have you been ashamed? You said you wouldn’t ever be ashamed of me, after what happened.

GEORGE 

Still embarrassed Ashamed? Why, no, Louise.

LOUISE is bent on taunting him

LOUISE

You remember what you said? You said you’d go anywhere with me. On Main Street — to the drug store — you promised to take me to the drug store — you said some time you’d take me to a show. — 

GEORGE 

Very much embarrassed Well, — 

LOUISE 

Mimicking Well, — let’s go then — 

GEORGE 

Looking at the ground, his feet shuffling about All right, Louise — but — 
Hopefully But not tonight, Louise. I gotta work tonight.

LOUISE 

Turning suddenly and — going through the gate Oh, all right — if you gotta work, you’re going uptown. You wait, I’m gonna get my hat. I’ll go with you.

GEORGE 

Excited and frightened Louise — stop — wait — hey, come here.

LOUISE comes down to him. GEORGE looks at her for a moment in embarrassed silence Louise — since I was here that time — er, Louise — well, er — 
He goes suddenly earnest I meant it when I said it — honest I did.
Again embarrassment sweeps over him But, Louise — 

LOUISE is having a grand time Louise — it was nice — everything I said I meant — but since then — Louise — since then — 

LOUISE 

Laughing coldly Oh, I know — I know — there’s some other girl....

GEORGE

I can’t tell you — it isn’t the same — I’m not the same — I’m different — 

LOUISE

Well, you can tell me who it is, can’t you? Who is it?

GEORGE

No, no — I can’t tell you.

SETH RICHMOND again creeps in and hides behind the woodpile LOUISE Pretending to be angry So, you’re too good for me now! — She’s too good for me to know about — so you don’t want to be seen on the street with me. You’re ashamed of me.
She grows really angry It’s just as I said — you never wanted but one thing from me.

GEORGE

No, no. I don’t know how to explain. I don’t know what to say. I can’t help it, feeling as I do now.

LOUISE

Well, you can tell me who it is.

SETH RICHMOND’S head pops up over the woodpile and then disappears again GEORGE Suddenly Louise, why did you say you wanted to see me?

LOUISE 

Getting an idea. She stands for a moment, looking sternly at

GEORGE

Suppose I told you — suppose you had to marry me.

GEORGE 

Slumping. He’s terribly frightened Oh, Louise — no — no — don’t say it, Louise — Oh, Louise, I never intended — Louise — why’d you write me that note that day at the funeral — I don’t know what to say, Louise.
He suddenly becomes brave. He braces his shoulders All right — if it’s that — all right, Louise — I won’t go back on you. If it’s that, we’ll do it. We’ll get married.

GEORGE is still terribly upset, LOUISE looks at him a moment and then laughs

LOUISE

Oh, George — it’s all right. It ain’t that. I was only scaring you. You don’t have to have me. I can get all the men I want. I can get a better man than you are.

GEORGE 

Immensely relieved. He turns to face LOUISE. His face is lighted with joy Louise — Louise!

LOUISE 

Her voice suddenly softening George — tell me who you’re stuck on.
She keeps looking back over her shoulder as though expecting some one

GEORGE

Louise, I can’t. I can’t — it’s some one — she isn’t stuck on me. She won’t ever have me. I don’t think she cares anything about me.
She keeps looking offstage, right. Heavy footsteps are heard approaching but GEORGE does not notice LOUISE Softly Oh, George, I do.
She takes a step toward GEORGE and puts a hand on his shoulder, GEORGE doesn’t know what to do. SETH RICHMOND’S head pops up from behind the lumber pile.
Oh, George!
Suddenly she throws her arms around GEORGE’S neck and falls against him, clinging to him. GEORGE is beside himself with embarrassment. He takes hold of her arms and tries to pull them from about his neck. At this moment ED HANBY enters. He rushes upon the two people. He grabs LOUISE’S arm and jerks her away from GEORGE, ED turns to face GEORGE and LOUISE draws away. She laughs ED To GEORGE

Damn you, you smart aleck kid.... This is my girl you’re monkeying with, here. I’ve been waitin’ to catch somebody monkeyin’ with her. So you’re hanging around, trying to get gay with her.
Suddenly ED’S fist shoots out. He hits GEORGE and he goes sprawling GEORGE He is furious and begins to cry But I didn’t... I didn’t.

ED stands over GEORGE and when GEORGE gets to his feet, ED Knocks him down again It’s a damn lie...
He gets to his feet and rushes furiously at ED.

GEORGE is beside himself with anger now and each time he rushes ED, the bartender slings him aside. Finally ED Knocks GEORGE down. He lies still on the ground — knocked out ED Turning to LOUISE and advancing on her And you too! I told you! I want you, and I’m gonna get you! You can’t monkey with me!
He grabs LOUISE by the shoulder and shades her. With his big fist he slaps her and knocks her down, LOUISE is crying. She springs at ED HANBY and tries to bite and scratch him. She is helpless in his hands. He flings her to the ground and stands over her Are you going to, or ain’t you?
She lies still a moment and then a smile comes through her tears. She rises and suddenly grows tender, ED steps back and LOUISE goes to him, throwing her arms about his neck. He takes her rather gently into his arms. He looks over toward GEORGE, who is lying still on the ground He’ll be all right. I didn’t want to hit the kid, but I can’t have any monkey business about you any more.
He turns toward LOUISE and with his hand he turns her face up toward his Are you gonna behave?

LOUISE

Yes, Ed, I’ll behave.

ED

No more foolin’ around?

LOUISE

No, no more. — 

ED

Well, we might as well get going. You’re mine now. I’m gonna marry you right away. I’m gonna go get the license. I’m gonna make a good woman of you — my woman... see!

LOUISE

Oh, Ed!
They stand for a moment embracing, LOUISE is very humble now. ED pisses her. He goes to GEORGE, who is lying on his face on the ground, and turns him over, GEORGE half sits up

ED

Oh, hell, you’re all right.
He goes away along the street, GEORGE sits up. He feels his eye which has begun to swell and a damaged place on his forehead. He puts his hand on his head. He looks at his hand. There is blood on it. He gets up slowly, and stares around. He is confused, angry and baffled, SETH RICHMOND comes out from behind the lumber pile

SETH

Why, George Willard, what happened?

GEORGE 

Looking at SETH for a moment, becomes overcome with anger You — you — always you!

SETH

Why, George....

GEORGE

I’m getting onto you — you’re a sneak — I’ve been watching you. Once I thought you were my friend.

GEORGE gets furious A sneak — a damn sneak.

GEORGE rushes at SETH. SETH is frightened. He gets to his knees watching GEORGE, carefully. He suddenly jumps to his feet and runs away, GEORGE is standing, his legs apart, shading with fury Sneak! Don’t be a damn coward! Wait, I dare you! Come on! Stand up!

LOUISE is filled with delight. She is rocking with laughter as the curtain falls

CURTAIN

Between Scene 7 and Scene 8 and while the stage is dark BUN GRADY and his wife are heard still quarreling 

BUN

Ella, Ella.

WOMAN’S VOICE Oh, shut up!

BUN

Ella, Ella, please come and look. I saw one of them cats. 

WOMAN’S VOICE

If you don’t get back to work, Bun Grady, I’ll cat you.

BUN

Oh, Ella, Ella.


SCENE VIII
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TIME: — LATER same evening ELIZABETH WILLARD’S bedroom in the new WILLARD house. It is also very simply furnished. There is a table with three chairs at the right front, and at the left front at backstage a table on which sits a work basket with ELIZABETH WILLARD’S sewing, scissors, etc. There is a hatrack backstage, center, on which hang a coat and hat. There are three chairs about the table, backstage left and ELIZABETH is seated in one of these chairs, a rocker, in front of the hatrack while DOCTOR REEFY sits in the chair between the table, right front, and the audience. He sits facing ELIZABETH. There is a small black medicine case, sitting on the floor, left rear

REEFY

Elizabeth, you ought to get out of this town. You ought to leave here. Winter will be coming again, soon now, and all winter again you’ll be tied up here in this room.
He looks about the room It’s been your prison, hasn’t it? I don’t see, Elizabeth, why you shouldn’t have it in your mind — something to look forward to — you could go away somewhere to the south, you and George.
He laughs a little self-consciously The boy — well, I daresay George isn’t a wonder — but he’s a good boy. Why couldn’t you two leave this place together?

ELIZABETH 

Shrugging her shoulders Oh, Doctor, even if we had the money to do that — to tie the boy up to me — to a sick woman — to hang myself onto him — 

REEFY

You’ve already spoken to me of something — do you remember — that day in my office — 
He points offstage, right It’s there, isn’t it?

ELIZABETH 

Smiling, but turning her head quickly Careful — careful. Do you mind looking out into the hallway? REEFY steps offstage to the left rear It’s happened — before — I mean people — overhearing — things.

REEFY 

From offstage You mean?

ELIZABETH

Yes, I mean that. Come back here a minute, Doctor Reefy.

REEFY comes back and goes to the chair where he was near ELIZABETH. There is a sound from the alleyway. A bottle breads with a crash against a brick wall 

VOICE Angrily God damn that cat!

ELIZABETH 

Laughing bitterly There must — have been a thousand — bottles — thrown — at — cats out there in the alleyway.

REEFY

Yes, I hear it from my office window. Poor man. He always misses.

ELIZABETH 

Looks at the doctor and speaks half tenderly It’s odd that I’ve never called you anything but Doctor Reefy, have I? For a long time now you’ve been calling me Elizabeth.
She turns again to look, she looks toward the audience That man out there — poor man. It’s the man they call Bun Grady. You know him, don’t you — he’s a baker?
She looks again at REEFY and speaks meditatingly I knew a woman once — when I was a young girl — a Mrs. Walker. The Walkers used to live out on Trunion Pike, in a big old house. I think Gord Snavely lives out there now. I used to drive out there as a girl to bring milk for the hotel here. It wasn’t anything, only — they always seemed so happy together — Mr. and Mrs. Walker. And yet — do you know, Doctor Reefy, I don’t believe, from the time they married until she died — an old woman — she ever called him anything but Mr. Walker.
Speaking softly People, people — I wonder why I wasn’t born a man. To go about — to be with all kinds of people — to look into people’s lives...

REEFY

I know — it’s what I love, too....

ELIZABETH

Mr. and Mrs. Walker — I used to think — to wonder. I’m a sick woman — I can say anything to you — my doctor.

REEFY

Yes, of course.

ELIZABETH

Do you suppose, Doctor Reefy — you know — at night — when they were in bed together — the moment of love — he holding her — she holding him — tightly. Do you suppose then — at the great moment — would she say to him — oh, you know — 
She laughs almost gaily Kiss me — kiss me hard, Mr. Walter.

REEFY 

He laughs Elizabeth! Elizabeth!

ELIZABETH 

Mockingly Doctor Reefy! Doctor Reefy!
Her mood changes. She becomes serious You know, Doctor Reefy, my husband is always blaming my son for his interest, his absorption, in people. I guess George gets it from me. I’ve been sick like this for a long time, now, often confined here in this room. I sit here by the window...
She becomes excited That man — that poor little baker — Bun Grady — you know him, a small fat man....

REEFY

Yes, I know him — God, yes!

ELIZABETH

I can hear his voice and his wife’s voice — sometimes in the night in my dreams! Always I hear it. Talking, quarreling, fighting, in the room at the back of the bakery. She’s always scolding. He’s afraid of her. She’s got him. Don’t you suppose, Doctor Reefy, that they ever draw close, living like that? She always scolds. They haven’t any child — is that the reason?

REEFY

No — that isn’t the reason — if you look too much at one side of small-town life it frightens you.

ELIZABETH

I dare say her life has proved a disappointment. She takes it out on him. I hear her voice in the morning, in the afternoon, and in the evening. God! It goes on and on. Now it has got into my dreams. Never a day passes but she is at him — always scolding! I sit here watching and listening. It isn’t that I want to pry into their lives. Doctor Reefy — how many lives are like that?

REEFY 

Reaching over and taking her hand Enough of them, God knows.

ELIZABETH

The poor man, so angry all the time. He’d like to hurt his wife — to kill her. She scolds and scolds. She never stops. When he gets angry at her she begins to cry. So he takes it out on the cats. The alleyway is full of them. Listen, Doctor Reefy — look!

ELIZABETH is staring straight ahead of her, past DOCTOR REEFY and toward the audience, DOCTOR REEFY turns and also stares Look — there in the light from the door.
Again there is a crash of glass against a brick wall VOICE From offstage God damn — almost got him that time.

REEFY and ELIZABETH both shudder a little. They look at each other

ELIZABETH

You know, there are times when I sit here — I’ve been half ill like this for ten years now — sometimes — you’ll laugh at me — I sit here and pray. I so want the poor man to have, at last, some day, before I die — his moment of triumph — the satisfaction of killing, or hurting one of those cats.

REEFY 

Leaving ELIZABETH, begins walking up and down the room Elizabeth! It makes me furious!

ELIZABETH

Why? What?

REEFY

You should have broken it long ago. I remember when I first knew you. You were so young looking — so lovely. You were actually doing the chambermaid work in this miserable little hotel.... Why — why?

ELIZABETH

I don’t know. I suppose on account of the boy.
She shrugs her shoulders as though dismissing the subject Tom came here to be a clerk. He was the second man who — the other was a man who came here — Tom knew — he couldn’t help knowing. Let’s not speak of it any more. I married Tom and then the boy came.

REEFY

If George knew this — the boy’s all right — if he knew — if I told him....
He turns and points offstage, right It’s in there, isn’t it — he wouldn’t stand for you not having it — not using it. He wouldn’t stand for your saving it for him — not for a minute.

ELIZABETH 

She becomes excited Doctor Reefy.

REEFY

Yes, Elizabeth.

ELIZABETH 

Commanding Go to that door and look out into the hall. Listen.

REEFY runs nervously offstage, left, and immediately reappears What a fool I’ve been! Why didn’t I think of this before? Every time I’ve left this room I’ve been afraid. Take your knife. There is a hole. It is covered with paper. Do you feel a hole?

REEFY 

From offstage, right Yes.

ELIZABETH

Cut out the paper.
There is the sound of footsteps in the hall. Some one tries the door and then knocks. REEFY comes onstage with a little package in his hand 

ELIZABETH Intensely excited.
Quick! Quick! Put it in your pocket! Wait! Don’t go away. Stay here. I have to talk to you. I have to tell you something. Come in.

GEORGE WILLARD Enters from left. When ELIZABETH sees him she slumps back limply into her chair. GEORGE is quite badly banged up from his fight with HANBY. He has a black-and-blue eye and a place on his forehead, where the skin has been knocked off. He is very much embarrassed and comes into the room and looks about shyly

GEORGE

Hello, mother, — Oh, hello, Doctor Reefy.

REEFY

Why, hello, George.
He walks to GEORGE, puts his hand up and examines the bruised eye What’s this? What hit you, George? Did you bump into a door? Well, anyway, it’s one you can be proud of, it’s a darby.

ELIZABETH

Come here, George. Let me see. Kneel down here.

GEORGE goes awkwardly and shyly across the room to his mother, but does not kneel. Crosses to sit in chair near little table

GEORGE

Aw, it’s nothin’!

ELIZABETH

Poor boy! — What happened?

GEORGE 

Looking from one to the other of the two people, his feet shuffling about Well, — it wasn’t any door knob and there wasn’t any horse kicked me either. It was a man’s fist. Ed Hanby did it.

ELIZABETH

Ed Hanby?

GEORGE

Well, you see, Mother. I don’t exactly know what it was all about myself — I guess it was about a girl.

REEFY

The field of honor, eh?

GEORGE

It was about Louise Trunion.

ELIZABETH

Louise Trunion?

GEORGE

She said she wanted to see me — so I went out there tonight, to her house — Then Ed Hanby came and beat me up.

ELIZABETH

But why, why should he do that?

GEORGE

Well — I guess Ed’s stuck on Louise. I guess she wanted to make him jealous. I got it figured out that way now, but I didn’t have it figured out then. She told me to come out, she wanted to see me, and like a fool I went. Now the whole town will give me the laugh.
He is squirming with embarrassment I’d hardly got out there before Ed came and wanted to know what I was doing. Then Louise, just to make him sore, I guess, pretended she was stuck on me. She put her arms around my neck, when he was right there looking, and she kissed me too; but anyway, I didn’t run. He hit me, but I tackled him.

REEFY

Didn’t I say the field of honor? — Well, anyway, I’m glad you tackled him. It was a little like Old Windpeter Winters tackling the railroad locomotive, wasn’t it, George?
They all laugh a little, GEORGE moves toward the exit, left

GEORGE

Mother, I just came in — are you feeling pretty well today?

ELIZABETH

Yes, I’m all right, George. Doctor, should he have anything on his eye?

REEFY

No, he’ll be all right.

GEORGE

I gotta go now.... Good night.
He exits

ELIZABETH

Good night, son.

REEFY

Good night, George.

ELIZABETH 

Quickly to

REEFY

About the money, Doctor Reefy — you keep it for George. I’ve got a strange feeling that I won’t last long now. I don’t know how I know it, but I do.

REEFY

Elizabeth, for Heaven’s sake, woman, be sensible. This money...
There is a sound of footsteps offstage, left, REEFY stands at attention, listening TOM WILLARD’S voice — offstage 

TOM

George, don’t go away from here. I got something to settle with you. You go to your room and stay there till I come.

GEORGE’S voice — offstage

GEORGE

But father, I can’t. The paper comes out tomorrow. I got to go over to the office.

TOM 

Loudly, in a commanding voice — offstage You do as I tell you. Go to your room.

TOM WILLARD enters from the left, rear. The doctor’s medicine case is sitting back of the table at the left and he kicks it over 

REEFY Coldly Good evening, Tom.

TOM 

Staring — at — REEFY resentfully Good evening.
He takes off his hat and stands holding it. The three people are silent. The atmosphere of the room grows tense, TOM addresses

REEFY

I didn’t know you were here. I have something to say to my wife.

REEFY looks at him, then goes to pick up his medicine case, TOM watches him resentfully I didn’t intend to do that. REEFY Coldly It doesn’t matter, Tom. I don’t practice medicine much any more. If it were quite destroyed, it and its contents, what few patients I have might be the better off.

DOCTOR REEFY doesn’t want to leave the man and wife together. With the medicine case in his hand he walks about and stands there fumbling with his hat, not looking at the others. He speaks without looking around Elizabeth — Mrs. Willard — you know — you must be very quiet. There mustn’t be anything done or said to excite you, I’ve told you....
He turns and looks sharply at ELIZABETH, who is still sitting rigidly in her chair

ELIZABETH

Yes, Doctor Reefy.
There is a rather tense pause Good-by, Doctor Reefy.

REEFY continues to hesitate. He walks across the room toward ELIZABETH, then stops and turns to TOM. TOM is also upset. He has come into the room to have a scene with his wife but the presence of DOCTOR REEFY is sapping his courage. He makes a move as though about to leave — then stops and stiffens himself, REEFY addresses him severely

REEFY

Your wife, Tom — Mrs. Willard — Elizabeth here — she must be kept quiet.

TOM seems about to speak but doesn’t. He walks across the room and sits at the small table where GEORGE has just been seated

ELIZABETH

Well, Doctor Reefy, good night. It was so good of you to come.

REEFY

But, Elizabeth...

ELIZABETH

It will be quite all right — good-by.

REEFY goes reluctantly out. ELIZABETH smiles. There is a period of intense silence in the room and then ELIZABETH, who has been sitting upright in her chair, relaxes TOM Pretending to be sympathetic Elizabeth — I came here — there has something happened. It concerns you as well as me — it’s about George — however — 
He is trying to be calm Doctor Reefy says you must be quiet — you must not get excited.
He jumps up from his chair and starts to leave. He speaks in the voice of a wronged man Very well, I’ll go.

ELIZABETH 

Firmly No. Sit down.
She still sits relaxed in her chair, but turns her head and looks at her husband, TOM, not able to return her gaze, looks at the floor. He is again seated in the chair

TOM

I’ve said before and I’ll say again — why do you have him — that old man for your doctor? You ought to have the best doctor there is. There are younger doctors here, who are more up to date.
He is trying to control himself It isn’t the cost that matters. You know well enough how that old man is. He hasn’t hardly any practice. He doesn’t keep up to date. I guess he doesn’t ever send you a bill. I don’t know how the old coot lives. You know as well as I do, that when it comes to being a real doctor...
He raises his voice They laugh at him, Elizabeth — the whole town laughs at him — 

TOM tries to look at his wife but cannot As I told you, I came here tonight — Something’s happened again — We’re in disgrace again.

ELIZABETH 

Softly Who?

TOM

We. The family. You. Me. George. George has done it. If you don’t want me to tell you tonight, I won’t.
He speaks hurriedly and angrily That doctor you have come here to see you — you going to his office — it’s about the only place in town you ever do go. You can go there — you can climb the stairs to his office — but He jumps up out of his chair and looks away from his wife If you don’t want to know what’s going on — your own name dragged in the mud — 

ELIZABETH 

Speaking in a cool soft voice By whom?

TOM

By George, our son.
He is beginning to let go. He tries to put a tone of contempt into the pronouncing of DOCTOR REEFY’S name — dragging it out slowly All right — if you don’t want to know — Doctor Reefy says you must not get excited.
He makes a pretense again of going Well, all right then.

ELIZABETH 

Laughing softly. She still sits relaxed in the chair but her voice is sharp Wait! Stay here! Go back over there and sit down!
She raises her arm and points to the chair but TOM hesitates. He doesn’t want to obey her command but he is disconcerted and so obeys Now, go on. Tell your story. Do you think after all the years I’ve lived with you, that you can excite me?

TOM 

He jumps up out of his chair and begins walking up and down the room. He doesn’t look at his wife who sits relaxed in her chair, watching him George is in bad with a woman. It’s Belle Carpenter. I don’t know whether you know her or not. She had a milliner shop in the Harkness block. It’s been closed now for three or four months. I guess you don’t know about it. You don’t know what goes on in this town, but I do. The woman has had a child and it’s George’s child. Every one says so. The town’s full of talk about him. He himself told his friend, young Seth Richmond, that he’s been with her. I got that straight. Then — when I accused him — some time ago — he lied to me. He said it wasn’t him. And if there’s anything I can’t stand, it’s a liar.

ELIZABETH 

Calmly Go on.

TOM

Now the woman has suddenly had the child and left town. He begins to shout And now again, tonight. You saw George just now — he was in here. You saw how he looked. Well, already, — the stink of the other affair running all over town — he’s got into it again. There’s another one — a young girl this time. A little slut here in town. She’s a girl named Trunion — a little no-account slut — a whore — that’s what she is. My God! Our son fighting about her, with Ed Hanby — a saloonkeeper. He got hell knocked out of him. He got a black eye. The whole town’s full of it.

TOM is beside himself now. He is shouting at the top of his voice A damn torn cat. That boy — our son — your son — my son — running from slut to slut in this town — a torn cat — a God damn young torn cat. I’ll fix him. I’m not gonna stand for it, I tell you.
During this outburst ELIZABETH has leaned forward as though about to interrupt, but each time sinks back again into her chair, TOM becomes full of self-pity. He walks up and down the room wringing his hands And so — my life — that’s the way it has turned out.
He constantly goes toward his wife but cannot bear the sight of her sitting white and relaxed in her chair My life — my life — you know well enough what it is. You’re my wife. You know. I came here to this town — a young man with the world before me. We got married. You never trusted me. You wanted to keep everything in your own hands. Now I’m going to take things into my hands. I don’t blame you for being sick, Elizabeth. I guess you can’t help that. But there’s something else. There always has been something else between us. I know. You can’t fool me. You can’t pull the wool over my eyes.
He is shouting You and this boy. If you — my wife — would stand back of me. I’m the man here. It’s just this God damn letting him go — encouraging him. Always letting him do as he damn pleases. God damn it — you know well enough what my life’s been like. Just one long discouraging pull, uphill. I’ve always been held back. I’ve had chances enough to be a big man and always had to let ’em go. Stuck down here in this damn little hole of a town. Held down by — by — well, by my family.

TOM has got himself thoroughly worked up And now, by God — there’s going to be law laid down here now — law, by God! That God damn boy! I’m determined he’ll be something. Up to now I’ve kept my hands off. I never wanted him to go into that damn newspaper job. He wanted to and you let him. Moping around half the time, not hearing when you speak to him — thinking about poetry — poetry! Not even doing his job well. I wanted to make a snappy, alive business man out of him. That’s what I wanted — I will, too! Up to now he’s been your son — now he’s gonna be my son. There’s gonna be law laid down in this house. I’ll — I’ll — 

TOM is suddenly interrupted. ELIZABETH suddenly begins to laugh. The laughter begins softly at first, running through the room and then suddenly it becomes louder. It goes on and on. The woman is still sitting, white and apparently relaxed in her chair, TOM acts like a man who has suddenly been shot. He stands trembling like an animal pursued by hounds. He seems about to dash for the door. Suddenly ELIZABETH jumps from her chair. There is an amazing transformation. She is still pale and white, but now suddenly she seems a strong, young woman. She is not laughing now. She advances upon TOM who shrinks away from her

ELIZABETH

So? — So a man has come to us.... Sit over there.

TOM is backing away from her. He reaches the table, right front, and drops into the chair between the audience and the table So — so a man has come to us. So you came here to proclaim your manhood — to me — you — my husband. You are about to lay down the law?
Again she laughs You, Tom Willard — you are going to take command of the boy? George — your son. You are going to make a man out of him — your kind of man. The kind of man you would like to have been — your dream of manhood.

TOM’S eyes follow his wife as she strides up and down the room. There is something dog-like and frightened in his eyes. ELIZABETH speaks in a low, level, distinct voice Your dream! You want the boy to fulfill your dream — the dream of a cheap man. Always this everlasting cheapness. How much have I seen of it — this everlasting, second-rateness. How much there is of it.

TOM half rises from his chair as if to speak A man. He wants to make a man of him — of my son — his kind of a man — he wants him to be a man...
She laughs softly now So do I. It’s funny — but that’s what I’ve always been seeking — a man. I remember, when I was a young girl in this town — he called it a hole — I wanted that — manhood.
Turning to her husband — 
Tom, I was looking for that — a woman looking for it — for manhood.
She looks at TOM as though he were something outside her life There must be millions of women looking for it.
She looks at TOM in a strange, abstract way. TOM seems dazed I remember how I was then, as a young girl — how eager I was. I hated being born a girl — but I couldn’t help it. As for this place, Tom — this hole — this town — this poor little hotel — we might have made it something. It wasn’t just a place I wanted. What did I care where I was?
Again she ignores him and walks up and down I wanted manhood — manhood — to find it — to fulfill myself — I wanted fulfillment — there was something I wanted to be — I knew I couldn’t do it alone — I wanted a man with a dream — I wanted his fancy to play over me, like hands touching me — recreating me....
Again she stops and stands staring at her husband Marriage — it might have been something, Tom, even with you — the man I took. I had a kind of hope, we were both so young. I remember how you were Tom, when I married you. For a time you were nice — like a nice young boy — I thought you might stay like that....
She turns away from him and laughs I should have tried being the dominant one — I should have cried — scolded — fussed at him — that’s what women do — as that baker’s wife does out there in the alleyway. I couldn’t — I was too proud — I couldn’t — I couldn’t. Tom, you always wanted to be something big — something important — something that seemed big to you — and when you couldn’t you pretended you were big. That’s why I grew afraid of your influence on the boy. It is an idea that has to be wiped out. The whole idea of bigness. Men all seem to have it. — Fools! Fools! Why? What woman ever cares about that!
Again she laughs and turns away from TOM. She looks about the room—’
This hotel — it always was such a poor, shabby little place — even in father’s time. Father wasn’t a practical man — he was a dreamer. I loved him.
She turns sharply upon TOM

I thought perhaps, when I married you — you — my husband and myself — Tom, I couldn’t stand it down there in the hotel office saying smart things to the traveling men who came here — men who sold cigars, whiskey, shoes, cloth — trying to be attractive to them — I couldn’t — I couldn’t. That kind of cheap, half-flirtation carried on with such men — 
Her voice softens Tom, we’ve never talked of this. That other man I took before you — the one who came here — you know. I tried him, Tom. We couldn’t marry. He had a wife somewhere. When I married you, Tom, I thought — I began — I worked — you know I wasn’t afraid of work — I had some money father had left me. I never told, I was waiting, watching. I had it hidden away. You know how I began to fix up the rooms here, one by one — trying — trying — perhaps you never knew — never saw it — 
She laughs I used to cut little pictures out of the magazines to hang on the wall. You didn’t seem to care — no one seemed to care. Who was there to care? The beds in the rooms were so ugly — the wallpaper so ugly. Rooms should be nice — nice, Tom. Rooms should be like a woman — made beautiful. All women want to be made beautiful. For a time, Tom, I thought I would spend the money father had given me, to get new things for the rooms but I grew afraid of you. I watched you! I knew you didn’t understand. I tried to love you, Tom — I tried — I tried. You never seemed to care. You were so absorbed in yourself.
Again she turns away from him and walks up and down I remember a man who came here once — such a strange man. It was after I married you, Tom. He talked to me. I’d quit being a man-lover. I couldn’t do it any more. I wish he had come earlier. He might have been the one. He came into one of the rooms where I was working. He laughed at me. He talked in such a strange way. “Silly!” he said, “don’t you know it’s no good?” I had cut little pictures out of the magazines. He looked at them and laughed. “Be an American — be big,” he said. “Get you a big hotel — get you a dozen hotels.”
She turns upon her husband Now I know what he meant, Tom. That’s what you wanted — a show of bigness. Now you want to put it into the boy’s head.

TOM WILLARD has let his head fall forward. His elbows on his knees and his face is buried in his hands. ELIZABETH points off stage, left Tom, my father left me some money and I had it in a hole behind the little table in there. It’s gone now. You’ll never get it. It wasn’t for myself. It was for George.
She turns and laughs at him George, our son! Our son! — You fool! Don’t you know that you’re not George’s father?

TOM 

Having stood all he can, jumps to his feet That’s a lie! You know it — that’s a lie!
His face is white. He’s like a cornered rat It’s a lie! You are only saying it to hurt me — I know that! But I know what you are. You’re a slut — that’s what you are!

ELIZABETH 

Taking a step toward him I remember, a little while ago, you called another woman that.

TOM

God damn you! Slut — slut!

TOM crouches as though to spring at his wife. ELIZABETH strides across the room to the little table and takes the scissors out of the work basket. She advances toward her husband

ELIZABETH

You are going to lay down the law to him. You’re going to try to make him like yourself. It has to be wiped out — wiped out! It can’t go on. Cheapness! Always this cheap pretense of bigness...
She is in the center of the room, crouched and facing her husband It has to be wiped out — wiped out.

She is holding the scissors like a dagger and seems about to spring. Her arm is raised. Suddenly her figure stiffens and she drops on the floor at TOM’S feet.

TOM

Help! Help! George! George!

TOM runs out of the room calling help! help! as he runs out GEORGE WILLARD runs in. He runs to kneel beside the figure of his mother and touches her with his hand. He half arises

GEORGE

Dead! Dead!
With a broken sob Mother! Mother!
From the alleyway comes again the sound of smashing glass — but this time accompanied by the scream of a cat VOICE In the alleyway — exultantly God damn — I got him — I got him that time.

CURTAIN


SCENE IX
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TWO OR THREE years have passed. The scene is a back room, back of ED HANBY’S saloon. He and his wife, LOUISE, live upstairs The room is very plain and simple and people go and come, from both the right and left. It is a bare room, with two or three tables and two or three chairs at each table. There is a heavy salt shaker on the table right rear at which three men are sitting. They are playing cards DOCTOR PARCIVAL sits alone in a chair against the wall and near him, looking toward the card players, is ED HANBY. ED wears a bartender s apron. The men at the table are just finishing the game and each man slaps his card down on the table with force

VOICE

There! Take that — a queen, eh.

A heavy thump of a fist on the table 

SECOND VOICE

And there! — a king.
Heavier thump of a fist on the table 

THIRD VOICE

Take that! Ha! — the ace.
Even heavier thump of a fist on the table The three men relax and one of them throws back his head and breads into a song. Sings Hurra! Hurra!
We’ll sing the jubilee.

PARCIVAL 

Awakening. Sings Hurra! Hurra!
The flag that sets us free.

PARCIVAL straightens up and stretches. He is addressing no one in particular Free! Free! Free to sleep, free to wake, free to be drunk, free to be sober. Free to sleep, eh. Sleep destroys drunkenness.
He turns to the three card players Drunkenness. We hunger for it. We lie for it, work for it, die for it. Life is itself a drunkenness. Food, women, dreams, they are all forms of drunkenness. Gentlemen, I know too much. That is my difficulty. I am too wise. For that I shall be crucified.

He turns to ED

Ed, I’m being crucified with thirst just now.
He pleads Ed! Ed!
He is interrupted by the entrance of JOE WELLING, who hurries in, from the right front. He carries a paper and goes to ED, who has dropped into a chair, by one of the tables 

JOE

Here’s your life insurance policy, Ed. Your application is accepted. It’s a good one, Ed. It will take care of you in case of sickness, in case of an accident, in case of death. It will take care of your wife, of your child. Suppose you lose something... ha! You get money. A finger so much, a hand so much, a leg, an arm, a foot, an eye, two eyes. You can’t lose a thing, Ed, without being paid money for it.

ED Solemnly Thank you, Joe.

JOE runs over to the card players at the table, left rear, PARCIVAL sits looking at one of his hands. As PARCIVAL speaks JOE stands listening and imitating his movements

PARCIVAL

A finger, a drink, two fingers a two-finger drink, a hand and you’re drunk. You can ride the boat of dreams.

JOE 

He laughs at PARCIVAL and turns to one of the card players Say, Harry, have you been outdoors tonight? Have you looked up at the sky? What a night it is! Ha! Say, I was out walking tonight with my girl. Do you know my girl, Sarah King? I go with her.
All in the room stare at foe, as though hypnotized I thought of something. I had an idea.
He runs from the card players to ED, to PARCIVAL and then back to the card players. The players have dealt the cards but are sitting holding them and staring. One man holds a card aloft, as though about to throw it on the table but doesn’t. It is as though every one in the room except PARCIVAL had been frozen into silence, PARCIVAL makes motions with his hands as though driving flies away What a wonderful night it is! The sky is filled with stars. I went out walking with my girl. I got to thinking. I had an idea. Do you know, men, that a ray of light coming from one of the stars to here, from where it started to here where it ends, here in Winesburg, that it took thousands of years to make the trip.
He runs over to ED who now stands at the side of the room. He points to the ceiling and then to the floor Gee, men, I was telling my girl Sarah about it. We were walking down by the railroad station. I went into the railroad station and told the telegraph operator. Gee, think of it — people get excited about a train coming in. It only came from Cleveland. Compare that to this ray of light. Just think of it. That ray of light was on its way here, it had got started, it was traveling when Noah built his ark — when Job had boils. You know about Job having boils, don’t you?

JOE looks about the room and all except PARCIVAL are nodding their heads mechanically Gee, — think of it, a ray of light traveling for thousands of years and getting into Winesburg tonight. Gee, it’s an idea. I told my girl Sarah about it. It excited her. It would excite any one. Gee, I wish I was a writer, I’d write this up. I wish young George Willard had stayed here in this town.
Voice is heard offstage

VOICE

Joe!

JOE darts out of the room, right, and for a minute all the men sit or stand rigid. They are staring at the door through which JOE disappears 

ONE OF THE CARD PLAYERS

Gee, what a man! What a man!
He turns to the others Say, that fellow has so many ideas I’d think he’d get the idea of marriage into his head one of these days. Say, he’s been going with Sarah King for eighteen years now, walking around with her at night, and she ain’t never got anything out of him but ideas.

JOE’S spell is broken. All in the room laugh

ANOTHER CARD PLAYER

He turns to address ED

Ed, have you been over to the hotel lately? They’re painting and papering. Have you seen Tom Willard since he got his new wife? It’s enough to make a cow laugh. Here’s this Mrs. Granger, married to Tom Willard now. God, think of it, Ed. Old Alf Granger skimping, cheating, lying and scheming all his life to make money. Then he dies and leaves it to his widow and she goes and marries Tom Willard.
He turns to the other card players And now he’s spending it. Boy, I’ll say he’s spending it. He’s having a grand time. He’s suddenly become one of the biggest men in town. Boys, he’s blossoming like a rose.
The card players laugh and again begin their game

PARCIVAL

Ed, my time has come. My hour has struck again. I’m sorry for you, Ed, but you’ll have to give me credit for another drink.

ED looks at him for a moment and then goes off right returning with a bottle of whisky and a whisky glass — 

ED

No water with it, I guess, eh, Doc?

PARCIVAL 

He takes the bottle and glass from

ED

Water? Water? Ed, don’t insult an old man.

ED

Drink up, Doc. Don’t you ever worry about your bill with me.
Two farmhands enter from the right and sit at one of the tables facing each other. ED turns to address the others in the room

ED

They say Doc here knows nothing about medicine. Why he’s the best doctor in town.
He turns to

PARCIVAL

Doc, you took care of Louise when we had our kid and now you can bet I won’t wear out any pencils putting nothing down against you. Doc, you drink up now and go upstairs to bed. Louise has made up a bed for you again. You got to stay here with us again tonight. We’re expecting you, Doc.

PARCIVAL

Who has poured himself a drink — holding it up For this kind expression of regard, Ed, much thanks.
The two farmhands are seated at one of the tables and begin an argument with each other, and during the scene between the farmhands and ED, PARCIVAL slowly fills and empties his glass until the bottle of whisky is empty 

FIRST FARMHAND

What’ll you have, Jake?

SECOND

FARMHAND

This one’s on me. What you gonna have, Bill?

FIRST FARMHAND

No, I tell you, this one’s on me.

SECOND FARMHAND

No, I tell you it’s on me.

FIRST FARMHAND

Ah, go on now, this one’s on me.

ED brings in two glasses of beer. He gets the heavy salt shaker from a near-by table and puts it before the beer drinker. He stands back watching them. The first farmhand starts to put some salt in his beer

ED

Ah hell, have one on the house.

SECOND FARMHAND

He reaches over and grabs the arm of the beer drinker Don’t do that, man, don’t do it.

FIRST FARMHAND

Holding the salt shaker above the beer Don’t do what?
The card players are looking at the two farmhands. PARCIVAL peeps on slowly drinking 

SECOND FARMHAND

Don’t put that salt in your beer. What do you want to do that for?

FIRST FARMHAND

Well, why not? I like salt in my beer.

SECOND FARMHAND

Well, friend, I don’t like to see you do it. I don’t think it’s the right thing to do. I don’t think you ought to do it.

FIRST FARMHAND

Oughtn’t to do it? Well, why not? I like salt in my beer.

SECOND FARMHAND

But I don’t think it’s right, honest I don’t. I don’t like it. I don’t think you ought to do it.

FIRST FARMHAND

Well, Jake, you just tell me why not. Why shouldn’t I put salt in my beer if I like salt in my beer?

SECOND FARMHAND

Because I don’t think it’s right. I think that if God had intended there should be salt in beer he would have put it in himself.
The men in the room laugh and ED turns to PARCIVAL. He takes the bottle from him and holds it up to the light. He whistles with amazement

PARCIVAL

Empty, eh? All gone! Ed, it’s too bad. A whole river of your whisky has run down my throat these last few years, hasn’t it, Ed? But don’t you care, Ed. There’s more where that came from. They keep right on making it. Now you watch me, Ed. Watch me get aboard the boat of drunkenness.
The two farmhands arise and beer in hand go over to watch the card game

ED

You’re going to bed — that’s where you’re going, Doc.
He looks again at the bottle, PARCIVAL arises Doc, you’re going to be drunk again.

PARCIVAL

Ed, some men float on the river of drunkenness and others sink in it. They become sodden. Drunkenness, Ed, is one of life’s privileges. It’s a boat to ride in. Sometimes the boat rocks a little, but on you go, down, down the river of life. With me, Ed, it’s different. Drunkenness has saved me. I’m too wise, Ed. I know too much to live among men without drunkenness.

ED

Well, you’re boat’s rocking now, Doc.
He takes PARCIVAL’S arm You’re not going down the river now, Doc. You’re going upstairs to bed.
He is half leading, half pushing PARCIVAL toward the Exit, left rear. He calls Louise!

VOICE FROM OUTSIDE

A little wearily Yes, Ed.

ED

Is Doc’s room ready for him?

VOICE FROM OUTSIDE

More wearily Yes, Ed. It’s ready.

ED

Well, he’s coming up.

PARCIVAL 

Protesting to ED

But I don’t want to go to bed yet, Ed. The night’s too young. When I go to bed before I’m drunk enough I begin having thoughts. I don’t want any more thoughts, Ed. I’ve had too many of them. I want the quiet, the oblivion of drunkenness, of dreams, Ed.

ED

Well, you’re going to be drunk. Don’t worry. Go on now, Doc. Go on up to bed.
He calls again to LOUISE, pushing PARCIVAL through the Exit He’s coming, Louise.

VOICE FROM OUTSIDE

Very wearily All right, Ed.

ED Calling after

PARCIVAL

Go on now, Doc. Up you go.

PARCIVAL’S feet are heard going wearily up a flight of stairs. At the card table the players are finishing another game. One by one they slap their cards down hard on the table 

FIRST CARD PLAYER

There! Take that — a ten-spot.
Heavy thump of a fist on the table 

SECOND CARD PLAYER

There! A jack!
Heavier thump of a fist on the table 

THIRD CARD PLAYER

There! Ha! The queen! The queen wins.
Still heavier thump of fist on the table, TOM WILLARD enters the room from the right front, accompanied by a stranger, TOM is quite a new man. He is dressed in a new, rather loud suit and has on a new hat and shiny new shoes. He is wearing a loud necktie and comes into the room with a strut. He holds a newspaper in his hand 

TOM

Hello, Ed. Hello everybody.
The card players stop their game and look at one another and then at TOM. Smiles pass back and forth. One of the farmhands speaks

FIRST FARMHAND

Why, hello, Mr. Willard. I hardly knew you.

ED

Hello, Tom.

TOM

To the room in general and with a flourish of his hand Gentlemen, meet Mr. Smart, from Grand Rapids, Michigan.

MR. SMART, also quite a gaudily dressed man, bows right and left to all in room. The card players rise to their feet to bow, then sit again Gentlemen, Mr. Smart came here to Winesburg to see me. We’re figuring on putting new furniture in every room in the hotel. Boys, we’re going to make the new Willard House the smartest little hotel in the state. We’re going to put Winesburg on the map — that’s what we’re going to do.
He turns to ED

Ed, I’m thinking of putting in a bar — a fine one, up-to-date, new furniture and everything first class. Ed, how would you like to move over there and run her for me?

ED

Thanks, Tom. I think I’ll stick where I am.

TOM

All right, all right, Ed. Just as you say.
He crosses and speaks to SMART Mr. Smart, I always say if a man don’t want to take a proposition you offer him, don’t insist.
He addresses all in the room and at this moment PARCIVAL comes slowly on from the left rear, back of the card players. He is in his stocking feet and is carrying his shoes in his hand Boys — all of you — have a drink on me.
All the players jump up and with one motion throw their cards on the table

ED

Now boys, sit still. Keep your shirts on, I’ll bring it.

TOM

What’ll you have, boys? Set ’em up, Ed. Give ’em anything they want.
There’s an outbreak of voices Whisky, for mine, Ed.
Mine, too.
Mine, too.
Mine, too.

MR. SMART

No, I thank you. Nothing for me, sir.

ED He has gone out left rear and immediately returns with a tray of glasses and whisky bottle. There is also a cigar box on the tray. All the players crowd around him Sit down, boys, sit down. Santa Claus won’t run away.
He pours out the drinks, serving TOM first then serving the others. While this is going on, PARCIVAL has put his shoes on the floor and when the others crowd around ED, he also crowds up trying to get his hand on a drink. While ED is taking the glasses to the others he gets his hand on the bottle but ED immediately sees him and comes and takes it away from him. He stands for a moment looking at PARCIVAL and then turns to SMART

Stranger, have a cigar. Here’s a good one, a ten-center.
He thrusts the box of cigars at SMART, who takes one. He turns to TOM.
May I have one on you myself, Tom?

TOM

Sure, Ed.

ED Putting the cigar in his pocket I’ll smoke this later.
While this is going on PARCIVAL has eased himself into a chair by the table. He keeps his eyes on the bottle which ED has again put on the tray, TOM walks over to the card players and throws the newspaper on the table 

TOM

Boys, I’ve got something here. I’ve got a Cleveland newspaper. Have you seen it? It’s yesterday’s paper. It’s got something, by George, in it again.
He throws his head back proudly A smart boy, I’ll tell you, a smart boy.

ED

Louise was telling me. She’s read some of George’s pieces. Louise does all the reading in our family. I ain’t got time. She says George has turned out to be a smart one all right.
He turns away from TOM and speaks out of the side of his mouth I guess that’s his mother in him.

TOM 

Ignoring ED’S last remark Smart, I’ll say he’s smart.
Again he throws his head up proudly And now, by God, he’s made good. He gets his name in the paper, signs his stories. Lately he’s been making up stories about people. They’re good ones, too.

ED

Yes, I hear he is. I heard talk about it. Say, Tom, you tell that boy of yours I don’t want him making up any stories about me.

PARCIVAL gets slowly out of his chair and starts to reach for the bottle on the tray, but pitches forward and falls to the floor. The card players run and pick him up. He stares about the room and shades his head

PARCIVAL

Salt. He put salt in his beer. Salt is the white death. Now here’s Tom Willard putting salt in his beer too.

ED crosses over and takes PARCIVAL’S arm

ED

Doc, I thought I sent you to bed. You didn’t go to bed, eh? Well, by God, you’re going now. I’m going to put you in bed myself.
He starts to lead the protesting PARCIVAL toward the exit left rear, PARCIVAL pleading

PARCIVAL

No, Ed, don’t. Not yet. I tell you I’m not drunk enough for sleep, for dreams. Not yet, Ed. Ed, I tried to go to sleep but I got to thinking. I thought I’d have me just one more little drink.

ED

No, Doc. Come on now. I said you were going to bed and you’re going. I’m going to put you in bed this time myself.
He leads the protesting PARCIVAL off and there is now the heavy sound of two men going upstairs, PARCIVAL still pleading PARCIVAL From outside No, Ed. No. Please. Please, Ed.

TOM

Now there, that’s what I always say. Drink gets some and it don’t get others. It don’t get me. I’m a man who can take it or let it alone.
He crosses over to the stand with SMART and the card players return to their game. He addresses

SMART

Mr. Smart, you should have seen that old hotel when I first took hold of it. Why, I used to do everything in the hotel.

TOM and SMART sit at one of the tables and the farmhands watch the card players Mr. Smart, I even did the chambermaid’s work over there in the hotel. With my own hands — with these hands. Why, I used to cut little pictures out of magazines and put them up on the walls of the rooms. I wanted to make it a homelike place.

MR. SMART

That’s fine. I tell you, there’s nothing like making a hotel homelike. That’s what my house does with its furniture. You put it in a room and it makes it homelike.

TOM

What I say is that a hotel room is kinda like a woman. You like to dress it up, fix it up. You like to make it beautiful.

A CARD PLAYER

Well, Tom, you’ve got you a woman now. I’ll say you’ve got you a woman.
The men about the card table smile at each other and TOM turns and stares at the speaker, ED returns to the room 

A CARD PLAYER

Well, did you put him away this time, Ed?

ED

Put him away — I’ll say I did. I put Louise on the job. She’s putting him right into the bed herself. By gad, boys, when Louise and I put a man to bed in our house, he’s put. The old fellow’s in bed to stay now.

MR. SMART He arises Gentlemen, how about all of you having a drink on me?
Again all the card players jump up, but ED motions them to sit

ED

Sit still, I’ll bring it.

ED brings in a fresh bottle of whisky and more glasses and pours drinks MR. SMART Holding up his glass Well, here we are, gentlemen. We drink to the honor of your fellow citizen, Mr. Willard, here.

A VOICE

Here’s to Tom.

A VOICE

Here’s to a bigger and better Winesburg.
All drink 

MR. SMART

Gentlemen, you ought to be proud to have such a man as Mr. Willard in your town. As the saying goes, Winesburg, Ohio, is going to be put on the map.

ED

Well, I guess Winesburg needs it all right.

TOM

Well, gentlemen, I got to go now. I got a lot of business to attend to. I tell you what, boys, I’m a busy man these days.
He picks up the newspaper from the table Gentlemen, I intended to read you George’s piece in this paper, but you’d better read it yourself.
He throws the newspaper back on the table Boys, you want to be watching the papers now. You can never tell nowadays when George will be writing something. I tell you what, boys, that son of mine is going to go straight up and up. He’s a Willard all right.

ONE OF THE CARD PLAYERS

Well, Winesburg’s got some other smart boys. We got a lot of smart boys in this town.

TOM goes over and takes MR. SMART’S arm. He turns to ED

TOM

Ed, you got a boy of your own now. You do what I did. I saved up money for my boy dollar for dollar. Do you know, Ed, I think sometimes that boy George of mine is kinda stuck on that White girl here in town. You know, Banker White’s daughter.

ED

Oh yeah?

TOM

It would make a good match for her all right, but lemme tell you something, don’t you trust no banker. You bet I didn’t, Ed. When I was saving George’s money for him I kept it hidden away in one of the rooms over in the hotel.
He turns to SMART

Mr. Smart, I was determined that my boy would get a real start in life.
They start for the exit I tell you what, Mr. Smart, my boy George is going to be a big man some day.

TOM leaves, accompanied by SMART, and the card players start to resume their game but suddenly all stop playing and stare, ED, who has crossed over to watch the game, also stares, PARCIVAL appears again. He is in his stocking feet and has taken off his trousers and his shirt collar. He is clad only in a soiled white shirt open down the front and in underdrawers that come to his knees. He has again come noiselessly downstairs and into the room

ED

Great God!
At this moment JOE WELLING bursts into the room from the left front. He is dancing with excitement JOE

Listen, here’s something big. Here’s something important. There’s a fire. The new Willard House is all afire and Hunter’s livery barn has caught. There may be people asleep up in the hotel.
He dashes out and shouts are heard offstage. A bell rings 

FARM HAND

People may be burning. — 

SECOND FARM HAND

People may be burning in their beds.

ED

The livery stable! The livery stable! Come on, boys. Save the horses. Save the horses.
All rush out and there is heard the ringing of a bell, growing fainter, offstage, and ED’S cry, “Save the horses. Save the horses.” This mingled with cries about saving people from others. The sounds die away and PARCIVAL comes slowly down to the table and stands staring about. He picks up the salt shaker and stands looking at it thoughtfully

PARCIVAL

Salt! Salt! They are all always at it — putting salt in their beer. Salt. Salt is like thought. I got to thinking. I couldn’t sleep. My boat rocked a little too much. I needed another drink or two to steady it. My thoughts crucify me. Thought is the salt in the beer of life. It takes its flavor away.
He puts down the salt shaker. He speaks again Let life alone, Doctor Parcival. Don’t salt it.
He goes to the bottle of whisky ED has left on the table. He sits. There are still two whisky glasses on the table. He holds the bottle for a moment, contemplating it, and then carefully fills two glasses and arises facing the empty stage. He holds one of the glasses in his hand. He bows and speaks Good evening, Doctor Parcival — my Alter Ego.

He makes a movement as though offering a drink to another and bows elaborately and then, with a little flip of his arm, he throws the contents of the glass into the air and bows again Thank you, Alter Ego.
He picks up the other glass and holding it in his hand again bows We are both too wise and too stupid, Alter Ego. In spite of our wisdom we think too much. We get too much in the way of our own dreams. Let’s get back into the boat, Alter Ego.
He drinks and puts the glass back on the table and then makes another wide bow As for these others all of them, God help them all, Alter Ego. They are all caught as we are. They are all Christs and they will all be crucified.
He drops into the chair by the table and begins pouring drinks and swallowing them rapidly as the curtain falls Drown it, man! Drown it.

He is still pouring and swallowing drinks as the curtain descends
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FATHER, JOHN HUSTON

MOTHER, his wife, Jeanie Begg

JOE KANE, John Taylor

TIME: The present. A spring evening.

PLACE: A restaurant near a railroad station.


NOTE
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THE LITTLE PLAY, “The Triumph of the Egg,” had its New York production with the Provincetown Players. It was put on as curtain raiser for Eugene O’Neill’s two-act play, “Different.” The play caught the fancy of the audience and was a success.

The Provincetown Players did some things to the setting of the play that I rather liked. The scene of the mother and the child was done offstage, in a room opening off the restaurant, the father standing in the doorway and talking to the mother. The audience never did see the stage child and got the sense of him from the mother’s talk and from the little voice of the child saying his prayers. One of the New York critics spoke of the child as the most satisfactory stage child ever in the New York theatres. You did not have to look at the child being an actor. Your own imagination — you being of the audience — made the child exist. You — being of the audience — recalled perhaps your own childhood. It was very effective and satisfactory.

At the last — by my friend’s, Mr. Raymond O’Neil’s, version of the story — you see the two people, the unsuccessful little restaurant keeper and his wife — they having thrown themselves sobbing on the bed. This ending did a little violate my own conception when I wrote the story. To me the whole point of the play should be that the audience stays balanced between laughter and tears. In the Provincetown Players’ version and after the outburst of ineffectual anger on the part of the father — his throwing the eggs about the room, etc. — he goes behind the restaurant counter. For a moment he stands there, looking about, perplexed, his anger dying, hurt. He sits down on a stool and his head falls into his hands. His elbows are on the counter.

The world, represented by the people passing along the road from the train, goes by the little restaurant. Joe Kane is telling his father about the queer people who run the restaurant. Joe Kane and his father stop a moment by the restaurant door. You hear the voices and the laughter — the talk of other people going up into Bidwell from the train. The poor befuddled restaurant keeper does not raise his head.

The voices pass and silence comes. The voice of the woman, the mother, is heard — a voice full of sympathy now — all the weariness and irritation gone out of it. “Father! Father!”

The father, who has been sitting with his head in his hands, half raises his head. Curtain. I do not really know how much of this is from the Provincetown Players’ version, and how much my own imagination has built up since, but of this I am quite sure — to do the little play in this way will gain tremendously in effectualness and will leave the audience, as it should be left, balanced between laughter and tears.
All playing rights to this play belong to the Dramatic Publishing Company, 59 Dearborn Street, Chicago.

SHERWOOD ANDERSON.


THE TRIUMPH OF THE EGG
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SCENE: A RESTAURANT. The stage is divided into two sections. The larger, on the right, is the restaurant. There is an entrance in the back wall, to the right. It is summer, and only the screen door across the entrance is closed. In the back wall, about center, is a large window. The street and a street lamp are dimly noticeable through the window and the screen door. A shaded, hanging oil-lamp lights the room. Along the right wall, well downstage, are two small tables with straight chairs, above and below them. They are covered with linen, none too white, and the usual array of salt and pepper shakers, mustard jars, ash trays, and sugar bowls is on each table. Down center is a third table, with two chairs, one right and one left of it, and a similar array of condiments on top of it. Backstage, right and left of the window, are shelves, containing small boxes of cereal, cigars, cigarettes, etc. The counter runs parallel to the back wall and is set far enough out from the wall to allow a person to move about behind it. The right end of the counter, near the outer door, is closed, but the left end of the counter, near the bedroom, is open. There is sufficient room between the left end of the counter and the door to the bedroom for a person to move about without difficulty. On the counter are plates of apples, eggs, and doughnuts, heaped up with no attempt at the decorative. Back of the counter and below it are evidently shelves for dishes, and a hot plate where coffee is kept steaming. The small room to the left is the bedroom. There is an entrance well upstage in the wall which separates the two rooms. There is a second entrance in the left wall, about center. Cheap calico hangings across the wall backstage in the bedroom seem to hide a makeshift clothes closet from view. Downstage, about midway between the two walls of the room, the bed stands with its head offstage. There is a straight chair against the left wall, first below the door, and another straight chair right of the bed, facing it. On the right wall of the bedroom, first below the entrance between the bedroom and the restaurant, there is a battered mirror hanging. There is a small table beneath the mirror. On this same wall, downstage below the mirror, is a bracket light

AT RISE OF CURTAIN:

The FATHER is sitting smoking in the chair left of the bed, tipped back against the wall. FREDDIE is offstage by the bed, being undressed by the MOTHER, who sits on the right side of the bed, her back to the FATHER. She is already in her nightgown, with her hair hanging down her back. Her enunciation is good, but there is a weariness and deadness in her voice which at times rises to angry heights more irascible than unbind. The FATHER pays no attention to her words, but smokes, lost in thought. The CHILD is tired but patient

MOTHER

Well, I don’t know, I’m getting pretty tired of it — we’ve got to get along somehow — can’t always be stick-in-the-muds; To the child Will you hold still and let me get your waist off! Always fussin’ — Suppose we did lose a lot of time in Bidwell — that doesn’t mean anything. We’ve got a good start here, and we’ve got to make something of it. No use getting discouraged the way you’ve been here lately; no use at all.

To the child Will you quit playing with that button! You’ll have it off in a minute, and then I’ll have to sew it on again. That’s the way all of my time goes — just little things. Now, stop your whimpering, or I’ll give you something to whimper for — now, shut up!
She goes on undressing the child It’s the boy, here, I’m worrying about. I don’t suppose we’ll ever get very far, you and me. Now, don’t think I’m nagging you — it ain’t that — but it just ain’t-in us.
To the child Stop that, now! Don’t you ever let me see you pick your nose again! Shame on you!
Pause There ain’t no reason why he shouldn’t be President if he wants to. Why not? Any American boy can be President.
To the child Will you take your finger out of your nose! — any boy can be President that wants to and no matter how poor he is. Look at Lincoln and look at Garfield! Look how they got clear to the top from nothing! They didn’t have any better chance than Freddie, did they, at the start, and look where they got to!

FATHER 

Knocking the ashes from his pipe, and speaking thoughtfully, quietly Say, Maw — 

MOTHER 

Talking on, unheeding Poverty ain’t no crime, and it certainly has helped a lot to make Presidents.
To the child Will you quit that! How many times must I tell you not to push your fingers through tears in your clothes! Goodness sakes! You’ll drive me crazy yet.

FATHER 

Refilling his pipe and lighting it again, speaking once more in the same thoughtful, quiet tone Say, Maw — 

MOTHER 

Talking on, unheeding Now, get into your nightie — come on — I can’t wait all night.

FATHER

Say, Maw!

MOTHER 

Not with curiosity Well, what is it?

FATHER 

Smoking and speaking mildly and slowly Say Maw — I’ve been thinkin’.

MOTHER 

Without interest You have?

FATHER

Yep! I’ve been thinkin’.

A pause as the FATHER smokes

MOTHER

Well, what you’ve been thinking?

FATHER

Maw, I’ve been thinkin’ — I’ve been figgerin’ out a scheme, Maw — great scheme.

MOTHER

What about?

FATHER

Yep, I got a scheme, Maw, got it all figgered out how to get rich — quick — right to the top!

MOTHER 

Without interest Oh!

A pause

FATHER

Want to hear my scheme, Maw?
He begins to show excitement and rises MOTHER To the child Say your prayers, now, Freddie. Come on — hurry up.

FREDDIE 

Kneels at the right side of the bed; the FATHER subsides into his chair and begins smoking again; the MOTHER sits on the right side of the bed, without much interest in the prayer FREDDIE Offstage “Now I lay me — down to sleep I — pray the Lord — my soul to keep — if I should die — before I wake I — pray the Lor’ my soul t’take — Go’ bless Mamma — Go’ bless Papa — make me a good boy and successful and famous — namen!”

MOTHER

Hurry into bed now and shut your eyes and go right to sleep.

FREDDIE stumbles sleepily to his small bed up left, and the MOTHER puts him in and covers him

FATHER

Say Maw — 

MOTHER

What?
She crosses down to the right of the bed again, and sits, facing down right, and starts braiding her hair.

FATHER

Want to hear my scheme?

MOTHER 

As she braids her hair Tell it if you feel like it.

FATHER 

Taking pipe from mouth and pointing it at her Maw — what gets the flies?

MOTHER 

Turning slightly toward — him, — and — speaking over her left shoulder The flies? What flies?

FATHER

The flies — any flies — you know.

MOTHER 

Facing down right again, uninterested I don’t know — what gets them?

FATHER 

Impressively Not vinegar — M’lasses!

MOTHER 

Indifferently Well, I suppose it does.

Pause

FATHER

Well, Maw, that’s my scheme!

MOTHER

What do you mean is your scheme?

FATHER

M’lasses! — get ’em with m’lasses!

MOTHER

Who?
Note: Although the FATHER speaks much, it is done with great effort — many pauses — hopeless feeling around for words. His excitement never makes him loud, but tense and awkward in gesture. Unclear enthusiasm and futility are the keynote of the man.

FATHER

Cust’mers — 
With growing excitement Now, look here, Maw. It’s m’lasses gets flies — the flies get the cash. Now, just as soon as we start spreadin’ m’lasses round here, the flies’ll come — we’ll get the cash — we gotta quit bein’ sour on the world — we gotta smile — smile — all the time — we gotta spread the m’lasses — you gotta be m’lasses — I gotta be m’lasses — smile and joke — it’s smiles makes the world go ‘round, Maw — smiles and m’lasses — there ain’t a one big business in the country t’day that ain’t built up outta smiles — M’lasses — jokes — that’s the way to get ’em! Jolly innkeeper — like in the poem in The Blade th’ other day. We haven’t been cheerful enough, Maw; that’s why we ain’t got along. That’s it!
During this following conversation, JOE KANE enters the restaurant. As the screen door opens, it rings a spring bell above it. No one in the next room hears it. JOE walks rather heavily, whistles a little, clears his throat to attract attention. He is not concerned at the lack of attention. He sits at the right of the center table, takes a paper from his pocket and becomes interested in the baseball column, whistling lightly, “Hot Time in the Old Town Tonight.” His two feet are on the lower rungs of his chair, which he has tilted forward on its front legs, balancing himself with his left arm on the table. The FATHER has become so excited he rises and is pacing the floor from right to left above the bed. He does not stop until after the second speech of the MOTHER

FATHER

Quicker’n you can say “Scat,” Maw, we’ll have this place filled day an’ night with all the people in the town — smile at ’em — entertain ’em — make ’em feel at home — that’s what they want— ‘specially the young folks — bright conversation — m’lasses — two years betcha we’ll put on ‘naddition here ‘n have the biggest eatin’ joint in the state! They’ll come here fr’m all over — cheerful — happy — glad. Gotta smile ‘n entertain, Maw — that’s it — m’lasses. I got thinkin’ of this, Maw, doin’ the night trick in the restaurant out there. We gotta be ambitious — gotta have more the American spirit. We gotta get the young folks, the young folks, Maw, that’s it, comin’ down Turner’s Pike to the Junction here from Bidwell every night. They want some place to go. That’s what they walk down here for, the young fellows and their girls. I tell you, they want some place to go. All we gotta do is to smile at ’em an’ entertain ’em an’ we’ll get rich quicker’n that. (He snaps his fingers.) M’lasses, Maw, that’s it!

MOTHER

Well, maybe — I don’t know. We’ll see. But somebody’s come in.

FATHER 

Still pacing and excited That’s it — some place to go — entertainment — I wouldn’t take a million dollars for the place, now — gotta be cheerful. They want some place to go.

MOTHER

Somebody’s come in, I tell you. One of the train gang likely. Better go and see.

FATHER

Huh!
He is still lost in his dream

MOTHER

Oh, come out of it! Somebody’s come in, I’m saying! See what they want!

FATHER

Oh!
He goes abstractedly towards the door between the rooms, puffing his pipe. He passes through the door and takes a few steps to below the counter before he sees who it is. He stops abruptly, turns, goes back through the door, closes it behind him, and excitedly runs down to the left side of the bed, leaning over it, speaking in a loud whisper It’s Joe Kane! The banker’s son!

MOTHER

Well, what of it?

FATHER 

Almost dancing Doncha see!
As he talks he blunders about hastily, stripping off the dirty apron, which he drops on the floor, bringing a clean apron from behind the curtain, and tying it around his waist, tidying his unruly hair and mustache with a small pocket comb, standing in front of the mirror that hangs on the right wall of the bedroom as he does so, and then bringing a clean towel from behind the curtain, and hanging it over his arm 

Joe Kane — the richest young blood in town — goin’ to get him! — goin’ — goin’ to get him, Maw — goin’ to entertain him — see-smile at him — see — entertain him — he’ll come back with all the swell people of Bidwell. Gosh, Maw, he’s our start — he come right out of Heaven to us, he did, Maw — you wait, you see — I’ll get him laughing — m’lasses, Maw — you see — 

MOTHER

Better take my advice and let this new fangled entertainment alone. You ain’t a showman.
She lies wearily on the bed

FATHER

All you gotta do, Maw, is mind your own business. I ain’t no showman, maybe, but I got a trick or two in me you don’t know nothing about. And I aint’t goin’ to run a one-horse restaurant all my life, either. It’s the first time that fellow’s been in here, an’ after I get through with him he’s goin’ to come back and bring a crowd with him. You wait an’ see, Maw. It’s my own scheme an’ I know how to make it work. It’s our big start, Maw.
He enters the restaurant, closing the door softly behind him

MOTHER

Well — maybe — I’ve got my doubt.
The FATHER makes a patent effort to smile and give forth cheerfulness. He rubs his hands together. He pauses several times between the door he has left and the back of JOE’S chair, which apparently is his destination. It is certain the nearer he gets to JOE, and the longer the time that passes, the quicker go his assurance and smile. After a long pause, directly behind JOE’S chair, the FATHER raises his hand high, as if to give his guest a cordial slap on the back, and keeps it aloft a moment in doubt. It finally comes down, with too great force, for the impact unbalances JOE. JOE drops his paper and falls forward to the floor in one direction, the chair in another, the FATHER’S pipe in a third, JOE picks himself up, and JOE and the FATHER stand absolutely still, staring at each other for several moments, their faces expressing only blank amazement. The FATHER finally takes a step forward, JOE is undecided whether to run for the door or adopt an attitude of defense. He partially does the latter, and again for a moment the two face each other, amazed and motionless The scene must be quietly done

FATHER

Jeez, Joe — Jeez, Mr. Kane — mistake — hell! — didn’t mean — hurt? — get hurt at all? — dam’ fool I am — that’s what I am — here — what the’ll, anyway — here, lemme brush you off.
He has picked up the chair, the paper, and his own pipe, and handed them all to JOE, who takes them in a dazed way, brushing himself off and rubbing himself. The MOTHER has jumped out of bed at the crash and is listening through the thin partition. She shades her head and goes back to sit dejectedly on the side of the bed

FATHER

Jeez — didn’t mean it — nothin’ like that, you know. You know I was just trying to give you a little slap on the back, you know-friendly — you know, hail fellow, well met, eh? — friendly like, you know. How you feel, now?

JOE

Oh, I’m all O.K. That’s all right — forget about it — that’s all right.

FATHER 

Trying to smile again Sit down — huh — have a cup of coffee, huh? An’ a cigar. Where’s my pipe — what the hell I do with my pipe?

FATHER looks through his pockets, and on the counter; FATHER and JOE look on the floor and under the table 

JOE Who, unknowingly, has been holding the pipe in his hand Oh, here it is! Guess I must have picked it up when — when — 

FATHER

Much obliged. How you feel — cup o’ coffee, huh? And a cigar, huh? On me — on the house.

FATHER brings the cigar from the case and lights it; then he goes up behind the counter to get the coffee, while JOE returns to his chair, JOE doesn’t show much fondness for the cigar Good cup hot coffee fixes anybody up — coffee’s one o’ our good specialties here. How you fixed, now — all right?

JOE

Thanks — much obliged. I’m all right. Father’s been out of town, and is coming home tonight, and the dang’ train’s late, so I thought I’d come in and have a cup of coffee instead of going back uptown. Don’t mind, do you?

FATHER 

Bringing the cup of coffee down to JOE, and shoving the sugar bowl over where it is handy That’s right — that’s right — just what we’re here for — want this to be a real place of entertainment for everybody — make yourself at home — drop in any time — we’re running a real first-class day-and-night place here — 

A pause, JOE drinks his coffee without pleasure. The FATHER leans against the counter and puffs his pipe. He has run out of ideas and is obviously uncomfortable, and seeking for more 

JOE

How’s business?

FATHER

Fine — fine.
Smiling hard Gettin’ better right along — yep, got a first-class breezy place here — 
Gradually losing his enthusiasm always entertaining — and they keep comin’ right along — yep — yep — fine!

A slight pause 

JOE

About how many do you feed here in a day?

FATHER 

Obviously uncomfortable Oh, quite a few — quite a few — yep — yep — take breakfast, dinner, and supper, together, and the night parties, and we’re kept pretty busy, y’know — yep — people like it — like the entertainment here, y’know.

JOE

Uh-huh. But where do they come from? There don’t seem to be many — 

FATHER

Oh, all over.
He crosses down to left of the table where JOE sits Every morning an’ night the buses come down to the station, y’know, along Turner’s Pike from the Hotel up in Bidwell— ‘n’ travelin’ men are always waitin’ aroun’ to take trains — an’ some of the fellows come over from the cider mill and pickle factory — an’ when the local freight crew finishes their switchin’ in Pickleville they always come in for a meal. Oh, yes — lots of business — fine people, too — well, y’see, we try to entertain them good whenever they come in — good feed — good entertainment — that’s the secret of our success — just like now, y’see. You come in — you get good eats and entertainment — next thing y’know when you want a place to go, you come back — ain’t that it?

JOE

Yes. I guess so. But how d’you entertain them?

FATHER 

Rather weakly Well, what do you think — yeah, yeah, entertain — what do you think I’m — have another cup a coffee — huh?

JOE puts up his hand negatively and the FATHER puffs desperately at his pipe No? Suit yourself, suit yourself. Say, you know I wa’n’t always in the restaurant business. Oh, no — nope — I was in the chicken business, ‘for’, y’know, before I made a success of this place, y’know. Yep, I was a pretty big chicken man. Yeah, a big place, ten acres — kinda stony but then it was all right. Had a place just outside Bidwell, y’know, eight miles out on Grigg’s Road. Y’know it?

JOE

No.
He is covertly reading the paper again Yep — quite a place — quite a place — the missus put me up to do it, y’know — fine woman the missus — smart woman — y’betcha. I didn’t really get my start in life till I got t’know her. That was when I was — let’s see — oh, well, about — oh, thirty, yeah— ‘bout thirty-four years — usta work f’r Tom Butterworth, out’n the Bidwell road, you know. Know Tom?

JOE

Oh, I just know who he is.

FATHER

Fine fellow, Tom — yep — fine fellow — all right.
Smokes Gave me pretty good pay, Tom did. Had my own horse — nice steady old mare. Usta drive into town with her ev’ry Saturday night. Gang was always at Ben Head’s saloon, y’know, bunch of fine fellas — yes, they was. I’d take a glass of beer or so ‘n’ ev’ry once ‘n’ a while I’d get tanked, y’know. I didn’t want to — didn’t like it — always made me pretty sick — but then, y’know how it is — fellas get singing an’ thumpin’ their glasses on the bar ‘n’ want you to have one on ’em — and, oh, y’know how it is — y’can’t be a stiff — y’gotta do what the gang does, y’know. Well, then, about ten, usta drive home feelin’ pretty good— ‘n’ singin’ a little now’n then and then put the old girl in the barn an’ roll into bed myself — great days, them were — yep — great days — that’s no joke — 

He sighs in enjoyable memory, then smokes — lost in thought. He suddenly remembers he must entertain 

Yep — yep — and then the missus came along. She was a school teacher, y’know — mighty smart woman, too — yep — smart woman. She was the makin’ of me, y’know — yep. Gotta give her credit for that. She made me what I am today — told me I wus too good a man for farmhand — yep — she’s bright, all right. I was just like the other fellas till she came along — kinda shifters, y’know. Got gray eyes, y’know, an’ they’re always smart women. Got me off Tom’s farm an’ made me sell the old mare and go into business for myself. Chicken farm, y’know — went big, too. I’m a pretty good chicken man if I do say it — yep. I’ve handled thousands a eggs — no one knows the game better’n I do, if I do say it — lotsa money in it, too — y’see — it’s a easy game when you get on to it. All y’gotta have is a bunch of chickens— ‘n’ the chickens lay eggs ‘n’ you hatch those eggs ‘n’ then raise the chicks, ‘n’ the chicks lay more eggs ‘n’ raise up the chickens from those eggs — see — that’s all — it just sorta keeps on goin’ by itself lika wheel — y’know — pile a money in it.

JOE

Yes, guess there is. But there’s a lot ‘round here who lost a pile of money chicken farming too.

FATHER

Dam’ right — gotta know the game — that’s the whole thing — gotta know it from the egg up to the hen and down again. Helluva a game if y’don’t know it.

JOE

Is it?

FATHER

Oh, yes — y’see — nothin’ can have so much happen to it in so many different places as a chicken can. They come outa their shells lookin’ all fluffy and nice — like on Easter cards, you know — then you get thinkin’ you’re goin’ to have a bunch a hens in a few months— ‘n’ then they lose all their feathers and run around naked and eat more corn ‘n’ meal than you can raise in the state of Ohio. Then they get diseases like pip and cholera and begin blinkin’ their eyes up at the sun an’ then turn up their toes and die. An’ if that don’t kill ’em, the mice an’ rats do. An’ if you do get a hen or a rooster or two that skins through, they get squashed under wagon wheels. An’ if there’s any come through, you gotta hand all the money you got left for vermin powders, Wilmer’s Wonder Cholera Cure, or Professor Bedlow’s egg producer, or something else. And the trouble is they are always raisin’ your hopes. They look so bright and lively, and then you find out they’re just dam’ stupid — just like people. You don’t know whether people is better’n chickens or chickens is better’n people, y’know. Say, d’y’ever read any of the literature on chickens?

JOE

What?

FATHER

Say! D’y’ever read any the stuff they print about how to make a million dollars on a sixteen-dollar chicken farm?

JOE

No.

FATHER

Well, don’t do it. Don’t you believe any the lies those chicken and incubator fellows print — let ’em alone.
Raises his voice, shouts Let ’em alone I tell you.

JOE 

Startled But I thought you made money at it.

FATHER

Who? Me? Well, I should say so — sure I did — sure! I made a pretty good pile — yep — I was one of the few who got along all right. But, you see, the missus wanted — oh, y’know — she wanted to get along better, y’know — an’ there was the boy, y’know. The better place to raise him. So we got our stuff together and borrowed a wagon from Al Grigg — know Al?

JOE

Uh-huh.

FATHER

Fine fellow, Al — yep — none better — gave us his wagon ‘n’ we piled our stuff on it — beds ‘n’ tables ‘n’ boxes ‘n’ chairs ‘n’ dishes ‘n’ crate live chickens ‘n’ the baby carriage. The missus ‘n’ the boy walked ‘n’ picked up what fell off — yep, quite a load for a small wagon. We packed up ‘n’ came over here and put our capital in this place, y’know — and it’s goin’ good, too — yep — all right.

A pause, JOE reads, FATHER smokes and smiles

FATHER

Say, guess what?

JOE 

Slightly startled What?

FATHER

How’d you like to have seven legs and two heads?

JOE 

Puzzled I don’t know.

FATHER

How’d you like to see some one with seven legs and two heads?

JOE 

Uncomfortable All right, I guess.

FATHER

Wait! Get ready for the surprise of your life.

FATHER goes to a shelf back of the counter and brings a case with several bottles. He exhibits each one in turn to JOE, who becomes more and more uncomfortable

FATHER

Y’see, on a chicken farm — when y’get thousands a chickens comin’ outa eggs — lots a s’prisin’ things happen — about once every thousand eggs — then somethin’ wonderful happens — a freak comes out — helluvit is they don’t live — that’s what got me sore at the chicken business. If I coulda raised one of these freaks into a rooster or a hen I coulda taken ’em around to county fairs and got rich. Anybody’d paid twenty-five cents admission to see things like that, wouldn’t they? But I got ’em all preserved here, all right — got ’em in alcohol just as they was. Now, here’s where you’re going to see somethin’. Ain’t a collection like this any place in the world. Look at that. Huh! Here’s another — four wings. D’y’ever see anything like that! An’ look at that — born that way and lived ten days. And here she is — one of the greatest wonders of the world — seven legs and two heads! Ain’t that a beaut!

JOE rises abruptly and starts toward the door up right. The FATHER pauses and looks after him in amazement

FATHER

What’s matter — where you goen?

JOE 

At the door Guess I’d better go out and see about the train. Feel a little sick, anyway.

FATHER 

Crossing up to JOE, and taking him by the arm Oh, what t’hell — mustn’t mind a little thing like that. These are wonders — wouldn’t take a thousand dollars for them. Nope — ain’t every restaurant can show you things like that.

FATHER leads JOE back to the table. JOE is slightly angry and beginning to be desperate

FATHER

Missus wants me to throw them out, but I won’t do it. Too valuable, and everybody likes to look at strange and wonderful things like that.

JOE ; I guess you’re right.
He sits sulkily at the table again

FATHER

Just wanted you to feel at home. Make it a point here to entertain all our guests — ain’t no more cheerful restaurant west of New York.
Taking JOE’S cup, and crossing up behind the counter again C’mon, have another cup of coffee an’ a cigar — my treat — always want to please.
He hurries back with a cigar, which he lights for JOE

Well — well, now — say, you’ve heard of Christopher Columbus, ain’t you?
He crosses back up behind the counter and pours another cup of coffee which he puts down beside the one he has just given JOE

JOE

Sure.

FATHER 

Bringing the coffee down to the table Well, what d’you think of a man like that now! What do you think of him?

JOE

Who?

FATHER

Christopher Columbus.

JOE

Why, he’s all right, isn’t he?

FATHER

All right! Is that what you say! Why, that man’s the biggest joke — the biggest cheat ever lived. Nothin’ but a dam’ liar and cheat. Get so dam’ mad when I think about him I feel like burnin’ all the schoolhouses down. Dam’, low-down cheat — and yet they teach the kids all about him in the schools — give him monuments — great man! Jeez — said he could make an egg stand on end and then he went and broke the end of the egg. An’ that’s the kind of man we had discover America for us. Dam’ cheat and liar — wasn’t he?

JOE 

Puzzled I guess he was.

FATHER

But I can make an egg stand on end and I don’t cheat — but I don’t get any monuments, do I! I don’t get in no history books. It ain’t fair, I tell you.
Taking an egg from the plate on the counter Look — here’s a egg — now watch. I’ll roll it in my hands — look — see.
He is pacing excitedly back and forth, in front of the counter, rolling the egg I know a lot about eggs. No one knows more about eggs than I do — now look — watch — I’m goin’ to show you how I can do what Columbus the cheater couldn’t. See, I’ll make a egg stand on its end without breaking its shell. Wonderful trick — gotta know all about eggs ‘n’ gravity to do it — see! I gotta lotta electricity in my hands — an’ th’ electricity works on the laws of gravity in the egg so that the center of the laws of gravity in the egg changes so it’ll stand on end — now look — it’s ready — look, wait — see! Wait a minute.

FATHER stands his egg on the counter several times and each time it rolls over on its side. When he does succeed he looks up to find that JOE is reading the paper

FATHER

Look — Hey — the egg — the egg — Columbus — hey — Kane — Mr. Kane!

JOE looks up, but not until the egg has fallen to its side again. He laughs and goes back to his paper. The FATHER is now greatly excited. He smokes hard, and runs his fingers through his tufts of hair in chagrin. He runs to JOE with another cup of coffee and then back to his counter. There are now three cups of coffee before JOE. Through this next speech the train whistle is heard twice, first very faintly, and then more distinctly But here! Wait a minute — here’s something I’ll do for you.
He goes behind the counter and picks up a pan Here’s a trick — here’s something worth while. You’ve never saw this done before. You see it once. You’ll want to see it again — an’ you’ll bring the whole town with you — can’t get any better entertainment any place than what you can here. What we’re here for — make our customers cheerful. Bran’ new trick. See — vinegar in this pan. I’m treatin’ this egg in the vinegar — see? Then I’ll make it go down the neck of the bottle — after it goes through the neck it will look like a egg again and get hard. Then I’m goin’ to make you a present of th’ egg in the bottle. Yep — that’s what we’re here for — to entertain. No charge. You can take it along whenever you go. Everybody’ll ask you how you got th’ egg in the bottle. Keep mum ‘n’ don’t tell ’em — keep ’em guessing. Jeez! You can have a lot of fun with this trick.
Through this speech FATHER grins and smiles at JOE, who appears to consider the FATHER a harmless lunatic and reads his paper. The FATHER takes the egg from the pan with a spoon and tries to force it into the neck of a bottle. He mutters as he does so and constantly glances at JOE to see if he is interested, JOE’S lack of interest enrages him. As the egg seems about to enter the bottle the train whistle is heard again, this time quite distinctly, and the train effect is audible and then stops, JOE gets up and moves up right toward the door, where he turns to look at the anxious, sputtering FATHER just at the moment when the latter in his anxiety breads the egg, which spurts over him At the door Ha! Ha! Great trick!
He turns to go out The FATHER utters a strange cry of frustration and anger. He seizes another egg, runs out from behind the counter, and hurls it at JOE, who escapes through the screen door first in time. The egg breaks over the screen door. The FATHER rushes back to the egg basket for another egg. He is inarticulate in his rage. He turns to find there is no one to throw at, and rather quickly a change comes over him. His arm drops. He gives one despairing look about him. In a dazed manner he closes the front door without locking it and turns down the oil lamp without putting it out. During most of the scene the MOTHER has been listening at the wall. At its close she has thrown herself, sobbing in utter despair, on the left side of bed. The FATHER, still in a daze, comes through the door between the two rooms and stands above the bed. He becomes aware that the egg is still in his hand. He looks at it and places it on the table under the mirror. As he does so the tension which has held his body leaves and breaking into deep but quiet sobs, he throws himself on the right side of the bed beside his wife, who strops his hair. She reaches over and turns out the light. The child in the cradle also breaks into quiet crying. The train whistle is heard in the distance and the sound of the train going into the distance. Several people, coming from the train in gay mood, pass by the restaurant, JOE and his father appear, JOE seems to be telling his father with much laughter the story of the crazy man and the eggs. They both look with curiosity and amusement into the restaurant as they pass. They do not stop. The laughter from outside is still mingling with the sobbing from the darkened bedroom. The voice of the woman is heard

MOTHER

Don’t mind, father. Don’t mind.
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MARY HORTON, THE Mother 

GEORGE HORTON, the Father 

MABEL CLARK, a Dressmaker 

FIZZY FRY, a Hotel Clerk 


MOTHER

[image: img63.jpg]

THE ACTION TAKES place in MARY HORTON’S room in a shabby little hotel, in a Middle Western American town. It is Sunday afternoon. The room is a rather large one. The wallpaper is faded and streamed but MARY HORTON has made an effort to save the room from complete ugliness. There are a few cheap prints and pictures on the wall and clean lace curtains at the windows. There is a bed in the room and the bed covering is worn but clean. Beside the bed there is a cheap dresser on which is a lamp with a crinkly red tissue paper lamp shade. There are a few chairs, one of which is a rocker. There are doors left and right and two windows at back looking into an alleyway MARY HORTON is a sick-looking woman of forty. She is somewhat thin and faded but there is still fire in her. The impression should be given of a woman who has had a good deal of illness, AT RISE she is sitting in a rocking chair near one of the windows and is dressed in a plain worn black dress with white lace at the neck and sleeves. She sits tense and nervous in the chair Outside in the alleyway voices are heard. Boys are playing ball and there is the sound of a thrown ball striking on a catcher’s mit. A WOMAN’S VOICE is heard 

WOMAN’S VOICE 

Sharply Will and Fred, you come in here. I won’t have you playing ball on Sunday.

BOY’S VOICE

Oh, Maw. O Gee!

WOMAN’S VOICE

Come in here, I say.
New voices are heard just back of the wall of MARY HORTON’S room. Two men are walking along a hallway 

A MAN’S VOICE

Here it is, Fred. This is my hole. Some hotel to be stuck in on Sunday.

SECOND MAN’S VOICE

Hell, yes. I wanted to get into Chicago. I’ve got a woman there. I slept too late and missed the morning train. I’m going to take another sleep now.

FIRST MAN’S VOICE

Might as well. Say, Fred, suppose we can pick up a couple of skirts in this burg tonight?

SECOND MAN’S VOICE

I don’t know, Al. We can try.

FIRST MAN’S VOICE

All right. See you later. So long.
There is the sound of a slammed door and of another man’s footsteps dying away in a hallway. MARY HORTON gets up out of her chair and moves hurriedly and nervously about the room. She goes to a glass over the dresser and adjusts the lace at her neck and sleeves and then suddenly, tearing a little piece off the red paper lamp shade, wets it with her tongue and tries to rouge her cheeks with it. She smiles and shrugs her shoulders, looking at herself in the glass, as though to say’, “What’s the use?” Again she hears footsteps outside the door, left, and goes quickly over toward the rocking-chair by the window, but before she has reached it, the door, left, opens and her husband GEORGE HORTON enters. She looks quickly over her shoulder and sees who it is 

MARY HORTON

Oh, it’s only you.
She goes to the chair and, sitting, closes her eyes for a moment. She does not look at her husband.

GEORGE HORTON is a man of forty-five or fifty, a little fat and unhealthy looking. He is annoyed and angry. He shuts the door with a bang and stands near it looking at his wife 

GEORGE HORTON

Only me, eh? Just your husband, that’s all.

MARY HORTON She sits in the chair with her eyes closed, not looking at him. She speaks quietly but sharply Well, did you do what I asked you? I sent for you but couldn’t find you. So I told your clerk, Fizzy, what I wanted. Did he tell you? Have you done it?

GEORGE HORTON 

Angrily Hell, no. What do you think I am? Do you expect me to stay around here, always, at your beck and call? Fizzy told me what you were up to, sending for that woman. Of course I didn’t do it. What do you think I am, an errand boy? I told Fizzy he could go for her if he wanted to but that’s why I came up here. I wanted to tell you what I thought of this scheme of yours.
He begins moving heavily about the room and sits down heavily in one of the chairs It’s all damned foolishness, I tell you. Now, Mary, you let me handle this.
Begins to grow more angry and a little pompous This is a man’s job. I should never have told you about this mess. Anyway, it may all be a lie. Can’t you see what you would get into, butting into this? Suppose it is true that our boy Harry has been fooling with this woman? A man should never tell a woman anything. You’ve got to be slick in a thing like this.
He is growing angry and more excited Women are all a lot of fools. I don’t knew why I told you. Now you look here. If it is true that our Harry has got mixed up with this dressmaker — a woman old enough to be his mother — you leave it to me and I’ll fix it.

MARY HORTON Looking up at him and speaking coldly How? How would you fix it?

GEORGE HORTON He gets up out of his chair and goes to stand by the bed, bracing himself with a hand against the bed I’ll tell you what I’d do. If it is true that Harry is mixed up with her, I’d get him out of town, that’s what I’d do. I’d hide him out till it blows over. If she is going to have a kid, as they say, and Harry’s gone she’ll blame some one else. She won’t get him.
He grows boastful I tell you I’ve got influence. Harry can go to some city till it blows over. He ought to get out of this town anyway. He ought to go to some city where he can begin to amount to something.
He can go to a city, get a job, and change his name. I can fix it. There are men who come here, traveling men who stop here with us — you don’t know any of them, of course. You are always stuck up here in this room. You don’t know nothing and then you butt in. I know men who have plenty of influence. More than one of the men who come here has said to me, George, they’ve said, that boy Harry of yours is all right, he’s a bright boy.

MARY HORTON Interrupting. She makes an impatient movement with her hand Yes, yes, I know, but never mind all that. I know how much influence you’ve got. So you want to make a sneak out of Harry. If he’s in trouble with this woman you want him to run away and hide himself. You would. That would be your solution.

GEORGE HORTON Also angry Well, what would you do? You’re so smart. What is it you want Harry to be? Do you want him to get tied to this woman almost old enough to be his mother? Do you want him to stick here in this town and amount to nothing, a failure on our hands?

MARY HORTON Sharply In any event, he won’t be on your hands.
Her voice softens a little But man, man, we’ve only got this one child. We don’t want to make a sneak out of him.

GEORGE HORTON Interrupting But, hell, if you would only let me manage him.

MARY HORTON Growing hard again Is this Mabel Clark coming here? Did Fizzy deliver my note? Do you know?

GEORGE HORTON starts to sit on the bed but she stops him. She speaks again Don’t sit there.
She points Go over and sit in that chair.
He goes sullenly to the chair and sits. She speaks again Now try to be sensible and make everything clear to me. Try to forget yourself for a moment and how much influence you’ve got. Tell me the whole story, all you know about this affair between Harry and this Miss Clark. Who told you this story?

GEORGE HORTON Still angry and impatient This is a man’s affair, I tell you. What do you want Harry to turn out to be — a sissy, eh — hanging on to the skirts of his mother?

MARY HORTON Coldly and quietly You haven’t told me the story yet. You just came in here and hinted at it. You stormed around and then went out.

GEORGE HORTON

Well, all right. A young boy, Harry’s friend... you don’t know him... you always keep to yourself... you don’t know any one. His name is Will Howard. He is the son of the Presbyterian preacher here. I’ll tell you what, I wish our Harry was like that boy. He doesn’t smoke or swear or anything. He’s got a good job, too.

MARY HORTON A little smile goes across her lips What a paragon, really! But what about him? I want to know what he told you.

GEORGE HORTON

He was up in Harry’s room early this afternoon. He had heard things. I am not like you, I’m a man who keeps his eyes open. I stopped this boy coming down from Harry’s room and asked him. I’ll tell you what, there’s a boy who will get somewhere.

MARY HORTON She interrupts impatiently. She has aroused herself and is sitting up straight in her chair and is looking hard at her husband Yes, yes, all right, all right. Get on with the story.

GEORGE HORTON Defiantly He said that our Harry has been going down to Mabel Clark’s house at night. He goes sneaking down there. This young Will Howard saw him do it. He followed Harry and watched him. He just told me because he doesn’t want Harry to get in trouble. He says this Mabel Clark’s going to have a kid. He told me because he wants Harry warned. My God, Mary, a woman of that age fooling with a boy like Harry, the damned slut. Will says that Harry is stuck on her, that he’s in love with her. Now he says he thinks that she’s that way — that she’s going to have a kid.
He jumps to his feet and walks angrily up and down the room I tell you this boy Will knows what he is talking about. He got in with Harry and got Harry to talk. And I saw something myself. Only the other day, right on Main Street, I saw Harry walking with this woman. I came right up to them. You should have seen his face when he saw me. I was never so ashamed in my life.

MARY HORTON Also jumping up out of her chair and moving about the room All right, all right, but you keep your mouth shut. Don’t go ‘round town indulging in talk. And if you have got so much influence, you stop that boy, that paragon of a boy — you use your influence to stop his talking. As for this Mabel Clark, I’ll talk to her. I’ll see her. And if she won’t come here to me, I’ll go to her. That’s what I told her in my note.
She whirls suddenly on her husband And don’t you ever again call any woman a slut in my presence.

GEORGE HORTON Getting away from her toward the door left. He is near the door You go to the devil. I’ll call any one anything I want to. You can’t browbeat me. I’m not a boy. I’m a man.
The two stand staring at each other, the man excited and nervous and the woman now gazing coldly at him. There is again the sound of footsteps in the hallway outside. The attention of both the man and the woman is immediately diverted and they both stand tense listening MARY HORTON In quiet, commanding voice Wait! Stand still! Don’t move!
She goes quickly over to the rocking chair by the window and sits to compose herself. There is a knock on the door. In a quiet voice Come in.
The door opens and the head of a young man, FIZZY, the hotel clerk, appears. He steps inside. He is a young man with a long nose and a pimply face and has a great mop of yellow sandy hair. There is a lighted cigarette dangling from the corner of his mouth. He looks from one to the other of the two people and then turns to MARY HORTON

FIZZY

There’s a lady to see you, ma’am.
He grins — 
It’s a lady named Mabel Clark.

FIZZY has left the door open behind him and MABEL CLARK appears standing in the door, back of FIZZY. She is a rather handsome woman of thirty and is rather overdressed. She stands staring boldly into the room and GEORGE HORTON, seeing her, is immediately disconcerted. He pushes past FIZZY and the woman and exits. He speaks gruffly to MABEL CLARK

GEORGE HORTON

Hello.

MARY HORTON Speaking quietly Come in, Miss Clark.

FIZZY stands staring about and grinning and MARY HORTON speaks sharply to him That’s all, young man. And thank you for your trouble. That’s all. You may go now. Good-by.

FIZZY evidently hates to leave the room, MABEL CLARK enters and FIZZY goes to the door and stands there grinning and staring at the two women. MARY HORTON speaks again sharply Good-by, I say. You may go now. Please shut the door.

FIZZY exits reluctantly closing the door slowly The two women are left alone together in the room. Immediately a change comes over MARY HORTON. She becomes all animation. Springing out of her chair she runs over to MABEL CLARK, who is ‘ standing in the center of the room, her shoulders thrown back, looking very defiant, MARY HORTON rushes to her and attempts to take her two hands, which MABEL doesn’t offer, MARY however grabs them and pumps them up and down 

MARY HORTON

Oh, Miss Clark, how splendid of you to come! I am so glad you could come, that you would come. Oh, this is splendid of you!
She rushes over to a chair and places it for MABEL Do sit. Oh, I have been wanting to know you for such a long time. It is so lovely of you to come up here to see me. It is such a day, so hot outside. Were you at church this morning? Was there a crowd out?
By her eagerness she has half forced MABEL across the room and into the chair. She keeps on speaking rapidly It is so hot out, isn’t it? You must excuse me for the looks of my room. You see, I’ve been a sick woman. I do think sick women are such a nuisance, don’t you?

MABEL, who is now seated in the chair, looks at MARY HORTON with amazement. She is surprised and startled by the outbreak of words but is on her guard and ready to be defiant

MABEL

You asked me to come here. You sent me a note. You said if I didn’t come here you would come to me. I don’t want any trouble with you. I’m not looking for trouble.

MARY HORTON

Trouble? Why, what an idea! But yet... of course... I know. We all do have our troubles. Sometimes it’s one thing, sometimes another, It’s money, bad luck in business, or it’s sickness, or it’s some one else sick, or in trouble, some one you love, some one you care for. Life is so strange. It’s so hard sometimes. Why, I know just how you feel. A person sits and thinks. It seems sometimes every one is in trouble. You want to talk, if you’re a woman, to another woman.
She seems to grow suddenly half gay. MABEL CLARK sits staring at her Oh, Miss Clark. Let’s forget troubles. Please, it’s hot in here, isn’t it? What a pretty dress you have on! Oh, I do so love beautiful clothes.
She laughs gaily and, jumping up, stands before

MABEL

You wouldn’t think it, would you, to look at me?
She tries to straighten her gown, brushes the skirt with her two hands, runs to the glass, rearranges the bit of lace at her neck, runs back to MABEL, who stares silently Look at me, will you.

MARY HORTON runs across the room and draws her chair to sit near MABEL, looking directly at her. She is determined not to let MABEL CLARK get on top of the situation. She sits for a second and then jumps up again eagerly. She makes a motion about the room and smiles Oh, this life of mine, here in this hotel room! I can’t seem to make it homelike. Do you know, I am actually ashamed to have nice people, like you, people I admire, come in here to see me. You have such a nice home right in your own shop where you work, haven’t you? It is so nice to be as you are, creating beautiful clothes for people to wear. Oh, I envy you so. You live such a life. You are free, independent, free, free!

MABEL CLARK is growing more amazed and contused

MABEL

Well, I don’t take orders from no one. You sent for me to come here. You sent a note, said that if I didn’t come to you, you’d come to me. I guess I know what you’re up to.

MARY HORTON Interrupts. She jumps up and stands before MABEL, puts a hand on her shoulder, MABEL gets up — draws away from her Of course! Of course! You take orders! How absurd! You say you know what I’m up to, sending for you. I wonder. Oh, woman, woman... I wonder if you can know. A woman like you! Oh, how splendid! Oh, I like you, Mabel! You won’t mind my calling you Mabel — a woman like you? Oh, Mabel, I used to dream so of independence for myself. I wanted it — freedom — courage — courage to stand alone, on my own feet. Oh, I think it’s glorious! And so I sent for you, wrote you a note. I was so desperate, so lonely. I sat here thinking. Please don’t think I’m silly, will you. I thought of every woman in town. There are times, you know — you must know — when a woman must have another woman. I thought of you, so independent, so strong.

MABEL 

She has become more and more puzzled Well, I guess I can take care of myself all right.

MARY HORTON

Of course, you can, of course! Who would dare question it? Do you know, Mabel, that’s what I say. How strong! How splendid! I’ve thought for a long time — but I’m afraid you’ll think it’s silly of me... I am so much older than you are. You are young and beautiful while I — what a beautiful dress you have on. I can see you have lovely taste in clothes. It’s so important in a woman, don’t you think?
She laughs softly, again sitting near MABEL And will you look at me. What a frump I must seem, Mabel, I don’t know why I let myself go as I do. You see — after a woman marries — marriage is so important, don’t you think so, Mabel?

MABEL’S defiance is a little broken down but she is puzzled and on her guard. She speaks hesitatingly

MABEL

Why, ye-e-e-s, Mrs. Horton — ye-e-e-s, of course.

MARY HORTON

Oh, do please call me Mary. I wish you would. You see I want to call you Mabel. I’m already doing it. How bold of me! You don’t mind, do you? You see I’ve been such a lonely person.

MABEL

I guess I don’t mind. It don’t make no difference to me.

MARY HORTON She runs suddenly over to the door left, opens it and calls. For a moment she goes outside the door and her voice is heard offstage, calling. She calls Fizzy. Fizzy.
She darts back into the room Mabel, I want to get you some tea. Some ice tea would be nice on such a hot day. But I should have had it ready for you. I knew you would come.

MABEL 

Getting up from her chair But, Mrs. Horton, you see I can’t stay here. You sent for me. You wrote me that note. If you have anything special to say to me...

MARY HORTON runs over to her, acting very hurt. She half forces MABEL back into her chair. She keeps moving restlessly about the room 

MARY HORTON

But, Mabel, I have, I have, I have so much to say to you.
She comes suddenly over and puts a hand on MABEL’S shoulder, MABEL is becoming more and more embarrassed It’s like this, Mabel.... Oh, where shall I begin? I have so much to say to you. You see — when I was young as you are now — you don’t remember — I’m so much older than you are — look at me, Mabel. You would not think, would you, that people once thought I was beautiful? Mabel, I want to tell you something. Do you know that, when I was young, as you are now — beautiful as you are now — people said all sorts of things about me. Oh, Mabel, they gossiped about me. They said terrible things.

MABEL becomes interested

MABEL

They did?

MARY HORTON

Oh, yes, Mabel, they said terrible things. You see — it was like this. When I was still young... Oh, Mabel — such a woman as I was then, and as you are now — you are independent — you don’t care what people say, you stand on your own feet. Oh, I admire you so! People accused me of all sorts of things. They weren’t true. But Mabel — 
She becomes suddenly coy Now, Mabel, don’t you tell any one what I’m going to say to you. Some of the things they said about me were true.

MARY HORTON begins to walk proudly up and down the room and MABEL CLARK sits looking at her, becoming all the time more puzzled. She is growing a little afraid. She jumps suddenly to her feet

MABEL

Mrs. Horton, I’m sorry, I must go, I can’t stay here.

MARY HORTON runs over to stand before her 

MARY HORTON

But no, no — no, not yet, please! Do stay! You must! You see, I have so much to say to you — I have so much to tell you.

MABEL

But I must. I’ll come see you again. I must go now. I have an engagement.
She starts toward the door but stops, MARY HORTON has hold of her arm. For just a moment the two women confront each other. At this moment FIZZY appears at the door and MABEL CLARK again sits. She sits on the edge of her chair, while MARY HORTON turns to face FIZZY, FIZZY steps into the room and looks at the two women. The cigarette is still dangling from the corner of his mouth. He takes it out, grins, and then puts it back again 

FIZZY To MARYHORTON

Did you call me, mum?

MARY HORTON 

In the grand manner Yes, yes. Some ice tea — and some cakes — and at once.

FIZZY 

Puzzled Tea, Mrs. Horton? But Mrs. Horton, it’s Sunday. There ain’t any tea. The cook’s gone. There ain’t even the girls here. They’ll all be gone all afternoon.

MARY HORTON 

Still being imperious Make it yourself then and at once. Bring it here.

FIZZY

But there ain’t any ice for no tea.

MARY HORTON 

Going over to him, half pushing him through the door Get some then. Go to the drug store. Go anywhere. Do as I tell you. Hurry now.
She pushes FIZZY through the door and turns to MABEL. Laughs Such people, Mabel — so stupid, you can’t do anything with them. But, Mabel, I do so admire independent, intelligent women like you. I so admire people you can depend on — in any situation — to do the right thing.
She walks over to MABEL. She keeps on talking Most people are such a mess. I so admire people who won’t let themselves get into a mess.

MABEL 

Gets again to her feet Mrs. Horton, I can’t stay here. I must go. I don’t feel very well.

MARY HORTON runs over to her and puts an arm affectionately about her waist 

MARY HORTON

But no, Mabel, not yet. Listen. There, there. I’ve worried you. I’ve talked too much and this is your first visit to me. And, oh dear, I did have something I wanted to say to you.
The two women are now standing and MARY HORTON takes her arm from about MABEL’S waist Why, look what I was doing. I had my arm about your waist. Why, I did want to talk to you but it’s not so important. It is so foolish — there has been some gossip — you see some one came to me with an absurd tale — about you and my boy Harry.
She pats MABEL on the shoulder and steps a little away from her MABEL Drawing herself up Mrs. Horton, I must go. I don’t care what people say. I didn’t come here to be cross-examined.

MARY HORTON

Interrupting, clapping her hands together like a child There, there, that’s it, that’s why I asked you to come. Oh, I’m so glad I wasn’t mistaken about you. I knew what you were. I knew you were a free, proud, independent woman.
She grows suddenly confidential and talks rapidly, MABEL all the time looking more frightened and helpless. Again she half forces MABEL to sit You see, Mabel, when I was a young and beautiful woman, as you are now, there was a tale all over town about me. It was just such a silly tale as this one about you and Harry. He was a sweet boy, too — just as Harry is. He and I were such friends.

MARY HORTON’S voice drops and she speaks softly. MABEL CLARK is altogether confused now and sits on the edge of the chair, looking frightened, MARY stands before her. MARY speaks You see, Mabel, we — that boy and me... we were really friends. He was such a sweet boy, a dreamy one, just like my Harry. Really I suppose I was half in love with him. I wanted to have a son like that boy. That must have been it. It touched another side of me, you see, Mabel. I knew, oh, I knew so well, that it was just that way between you and Harry. Then people began gossiping about us, just as they are now doing about you and Harry.
She shrugs her shoulders A proud, free, independent woman like you and a boy like Harry — how absurd, such a woman as you.

MABEL CLARK cannot stand any more of it. She gets up determinedly and moves toward the door

MABEL

I must go now, Mrs. Horton, I must. I tell you I don’t feel well.

MARY HORTON follows her to the door, again taking hold of her arm, stopping her at the door 

MARY HORTON

No, no, don’t go. Stay a while. I know what it is. It’s the heat. Wait. Stay here. It will get cooler. Let’s talk. Let’s be friends. I so need a woman friend. I’m so lonely here. You see, I wanted to ask you to help me with my boy Harry. Mabel, I can’t depend on his father and I know that you and Harry are real friends. You see I’m a sick woman and go very seldom out of this room. I don’t know people. I want a woman like you, Mabel — free, proud — independent — intelligent — a woman not afraid of the gossip of a small town — I want such a woman to be my friend and my boy Harry’s friend.
Her voice becomes pleading That’s why I sent for you, Mabel. I want you to stick to Harry — take my place — be his real friend. Go about with him, tell him things a mother can’t tell a son.
She keeps smiling You see, some really designing woman might... well, you know. You can be such a help to him.

MABEL CLARK forces her self past MARY and to the door. She has become afraid of MARY HORTON

MABEL

Yes, yes, Mrs. Horton, I will, I will. I’ll do anything you ask. Let me go now. I must go.

MARY HORTON still clings to her, her hand on MABEL’S arm 

MARY HORTON

But, Mabel, if you must go. But I won’t be rude. Come again, when you can. I know you’ll come soon. We are going to be friends. I need you. I knew you would help me with Harry. You promise me, don’t you? You are so good. You’ll come to see me often after this, won’t you? I know Harry admires you so. You’ll be his friend and my friend and you’ll help us both. You see I’m so helpless, so helpless. You will help me, won’t you? I know you will.

MABEL 

At the door Yes, yes, I promise. I’ll do anything. I promise. I must go.

MARY HORTON 

Standing in the doorway Oh, Mabel, I’m so sorry you must go. Now remember your promise. You’ll come again soon, won’t you?
Speaks brightly If you don’t, Mabel, I’ll come to you.

MABEL 

In the hallway outside agitated Yes, yes, I promise. I promise. Good-by. Good-by.

MARY HORTON 

In the doorway Good-by. Good-by, Mabel. Oh, you darling! You have made me so glad, so happy.
She calls And you will stick to Harry, won’t you?

MABEL 

From the distance Yes, Mrs. Horton, yes, I will.

MARY HORTON stands a moment in the doorway looking out into the hall. Her figure suddenly changes. It slumps and she turns and comes back into the room and closes the door. She stands a moment at the door, clinging to the doorknob and then half staggers across the room to the rocking chair. For a moment she sits with her face in her hands and then her head falls against the back of the chair and she lies there white and still. She smiles. There is a time of silence in the room and then a mans voice is heard from outside, in the hallway. The man is singing a popular song of the period 

VOICE FROM OUTSIDE

One little girl in blue, lad, Won your father’s heart, Became your mother, I married another, But now we have drifted apart.
There is a knock on the door and when MARY HORTON does not answer, the door opens and FIZZY appears holding a large shabby-looking tray. On the tray are some thick slices of bread and two cups, of the heavy unbreakable sort found in cheap restaurants in small towns. Standing just inside the room with the tray in his hand, he looks wonderingly about

FIZZY

The drug store was closed and there wasn’t any ice and there isn’t any cake. I got some bread and some cold coffee, left from dinner.

MARY HORTON slowly raises her head and stares at him as though not understanding him. Suddenly she speaks impatiently, tensely 

MARY HORTON

Yes, yes, all right, all right! That’s all! Go now! Take it away. She becomes half hysterical and shouts at him Go! Go! I tell you.

FIZZY is amazed and frightened by her look and her tone. He turns and bolts through the door and as he does so, the tray hits the side of the door and the heavy cups filled with cold coffee and the thick slices of bread fall to the floor. FIZZY is heard hurrying away down the hallway as MARY HORTON’S head falls back over the chair top. She is laughing, half hysterically, as the curtain falls
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ROBERT FOREST, AN Inventor 

JOHN L. GREY, a Capitalist 

HENRY EASTMAN, a Manufacturer 

LAURA GREY, John Grey’s Wife 

MIRIAM GREY, John Grey’s Daughter 
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THE SCENE TO be played in an upstairs sitting room in JOHN L. GREY’S house in a growing industrial town of the middlewest. The room has, in its furnishings, an air of good taste, a little tarnished by too much feeling of costliness. There are two or three luxurious and expensive-looking rugs, a polar-bear skin on the floor, a woman s desk with books along the top — these held in place by little statuettes that serve as book-ends — and a bed with an expensive-looking coverlet. The bed is downstage, right. There are also some delicate looking antique chairs of the sort always in danger of crumbling under a heavy man and a small antique table on which sits a shaded lamp. There is a door and a stair landing, backstage, center, and to the right and left of this are windows, the one to the left leading out onto a roof. Through the window to the right can be seen in the distance the lights of a large factory. There is a door, left, that leads into a bedroom. It is night and there is a boisterous wedding feast going on downstairs, the sound of many people talking, dishes rattling, etc., come plainly up into the room. Now and then there is a lull and a sentence is clearly heard 

A MAN’S VOICE

Yeah, I remember my own wedding night. Hell, yes. I got drunk, soused. It turned out I wasn’t any good.

Loud laughter 

MAN’S VOICE

She made me sleep on the floor.
Another outburst of loud laughter 

A WOMAN’S VOICE

Now Jim — now you shut up.

A MAN’S VOICE

Well, here’s to you, Robert Forest. You better be careful you don’t get drunk.

ANOTHER MAN’S VOICE

Yeah! The floor’s no place for you to be sleeping tonight.
Again there is an outbreak of sound, the loud laughter of men and cries of protest from women 

A WOMAN’S VOICE

Shrill Mrs. Grey — Miriam — I think it is awful. I think men are just horrid.
The laughter dies down 

A MAN’S VOICE

Well, Forest, there couldn’t no one say she fell for you because of your beauty. Why didn’t you take me, Miriam? I am single, ain’t I, and look how good looking I am.
More laughter 

A MAN’S VOICE

Say, that’s a hot one.
Several men’s voices begin a song “There’s always fair weather when good fellows get together.”

A MAN’S VOICE During a pause in singing Sing, Forest! Come on! Sing! It’s your night for song.
There is the quick sound of feminine footsteps on the stair as the song comes to an end and MIRIAM GREY, who has first become Mrs. Robert Forest, appears in the doorway, back center. She is a tall, handsome woman of twenty-two or -three, dressed in a wedding gown and for a moment she stands looking about in a dazed way. Again there is an outburst of laughter from below 

A MAN’S VOICE

Ha! You see, Fred! That’s what you get trying to kiss the bride. Fred, you’re drunk.
There is a crash, as though some one had fallen, and MIRIAM, standing at the door, puts her hands over her ears 

A MAN’S VOICE

Let me go! I’m gonna kiss her. I gotta have a kiss.
The voices die down and MIRIAM runs across the room to the bed. She falls to her knees 

MIRIAM 

As she runs Oh! Oh! Oh! I can’t stand any more of it! I won’t! I don’t have to! I won’t!

She stays on her knees by the bed with her face in the crook of her arm, her shoulders shading, and again the voices from below fall away to a low murmur Some one comes slowly up the stairs and into the room. This is LAURA GREY, JOHN GREY’S wife, a comely, serious and white-faced woman of perhaps fifty-five. She hurries over to the door, left, and opening it enters, but immediately comes out. She looks about the room and seeing her daughter kneeling by the bed goes to her. She sits on the bed and takes her daughter s head in her lap. She strokes her head. The sound of voices from below is quieter now 

LAURA GREY

Poor Miriam! You mustn’t, dear. You mustn’t. It will soon be over now. You can’t run away like this. You can’t, dear. You can’t lose your nerve now.

MIRIAM straightens stiffly up. She stays for a moment on her knees and looks at her mother

MIRIAM

Mother, I won’t go down there again. I won’t.
She gets suddenly to her feet and stands before her mother. A man s voice is heard from below 

MAN’S VOICE

Now you just let me alone. I ain’t done nothing, have I? I just wanted to kiss her. A kiss don’t hurt a woman. I’ll bet Bob Forest ain’t kissed her yet. He ain’t got the nerve. I tell you women like men that have the nerve.

A MAN’S VOICE

Oh, cut it out, Jed.

FIRST VOICE

What the hell she get married for, if she didn’t want to be kissed.
There is a murmur of protest 

A WOMAN’S VOICE

You’ve hurt her feelings, that’s what; you should be spanked, Jed Smith.

MIRIAM 

To her mother Mother! Mother! Why did you have these people here?

LAURA 

Taking her daughter s hand Why, Miriam, child. They are your father’s friends. They are people who have put money into the factory. Your father invited them. I had them, Miriam, because I thought it would help your husband.

MRS. GREY arises from the bed and stands facing her daughter. She speaks again You have to remember, Miriam, that Robert Forest is an inventor. He was very poor when he came here. Your father and Henry Eastman gave him his chance.

MIRIAM turns from her mother and walks nervously up and down the room and LAURA again sits on the bed 

MIRIAM 

Angrily His chance. His chance. What do I care for his chance?

LAURA 

Why, Miriam. Now you get yourself in hand. We must go down now, Miriam. We must. We can’t be discourteous to our guests.
There is a sound of a struggle going on below. Some one tries to mount the steps but is apparently stopped. There is a sound of a scuffle

MIRIAM

They’re not my guests. I didn’t invite them here. I didn’t want them here.

MAN’S VOICE 

From below I tell you I am gonna kiss her. I won’t leave this house till I kiss her.

WOMAN’S VOICE

Sharp and determined You’re going home, Jed Smith; that’s where you’re going.

MIRIAM and her mother stand silently, listening intently to the struggle going on below 

WOMAN’S VOICE

I don’t care, I feel like crying for Miriam. I think you men are just horrid.

MAN’S VOICE

Oh, Jed Smith’s all right. He’s only stewed. He don’t mean nothing.

MIRIAM suddenly whirls and faces her mother

MIRIAM

So you want me to go down there again, to that? You are asking me to face some more of that?

LAURA 

I am afraid, Miriam, they are all a good deal like that.
Again the sounds from below have partly died away. Nothing is heard but a low murmur of voices. MIRIAM is again moving restlessly about

MIRIAM

Mother... tell me... was father... when you and he were married... did he get drunk?

LAURA 

Yes. He was drunk. They went away and left him with me. He was sick.

MIRIAM

And you stayed with him after that? You took care of him?
After that happened, on your wedding night, you could go on living with him?

LAURA speaks in a steady, even voice Yes, Miriam, I have stayed with him. I did my woman’s duty. Come here, Miriam. Sit here.
She indicates a chair near the bed and sits on the bed. MIRIAM sits and looks at her mother Miriam, I must go down now. If you won’t, I must. I can’t be rude to your father’s guests. It’s time, daughter, that you grew up. You might as well know that most of the men you and I are likely to know are like the men down there. We women have to learn that most men are just children and that they are often very crude and even nasty children.

MIRIAM 

She speaks sharply But why, why? Why should we live with them? I don’t want a child for a husband.

LAURA 

No matter what you want, Miriam, you are married now.

MIRIAM

Not yet. There has been a ceremony but that isn’t a marriage.

LAURA 

Miriam!

MIRIAM jumps to her feet and stands. She speaks rapidly

MIRIAM

I am going to tell you something, mother. I didn’t want to marry your man, Robert Forest. I only did it because there was no one else.
She laughs, a half hysterical little laugh 

LAURA 

Miriam!

MIRIAM

Well, it’s true. Oh, mother, he has been so funny, so frightened. What that drunken man said is true. He has never even kissed me. He hasn’t dared touch me. That drunken man down there wants to kiss me but, although I am Robert Forest’s wife, he hasn’t kissed me. I suppose I made him feel I didn’t want him to.

LAURA turns and moves toward the door, rear center 

LAURA What a strange child you are, Miriam. I don’t understand you. You say you didn’t want to marry Robert and you’re angry apparently that he hasn’t made love to you before marriage. I don’t understand.

MIRIAM

No, mother, I guess you don’t understand. Mother, when I was away, at school, I fell in love with a man. He was a professor. He was married.
She laughs, a little hysterically He kissed me all right. He made love to me. I’d have run away with him only he didn’t have the nerve. He didn’t dare.

LAURA 

She takes a step back toward MIRIAM. She is shocked Miriam!

MIRIAM

Oh, don’t be upset, mother. Nothing much happened.

LAURA 

But, Miriam.

MIRIAM 

She is sitting on the bed, looking defiant and ex cited. There is still the murmur of voices from below I really loved him, mother. I’d have done anything he said but, it turned out, he was afraid.

LAURA 

Well, Miriam, you are married now. That’s settled.

MIRIAM

Not yet. Nothing is settled yet. Not really. I only told Robert Forest I’d marry him because there was no one else.

LAURA 

Severely Miriam, Robert Forest is your husband. When I consented that these people come here tonight I was thinking only of your husband’s interest.

MIRIAM 

Contemptuously And father’s, eh, mother? You were thinking of father’s interest? Of his schemes, of his money grabbing. Mother, I have never spoken of it but I will now. I hate father. I hate all these successful men. I married Robert Forest tonight to get away from father, to get out of this house. Mother... tell me... be honest with me... do you, can you, love father?

LAURA 

With dignity Miriam, I am a woman and he is my husband.
She turns to go down the stairs and MIRIAM stands for a moment uncertainly. She calls

MIRIAM

Mother!

LAURA has turned to descend the stairs but stops and turns LAURA Well?

MIRIAM

Tell me, mother, is he drinking? Is Robert drunk? I couldn’t tell. He just sat down there looking dumb and frightened.

LAURA again takes a step toward her daughter. She speaks LAURA No, child, Mr. Forest is not drunk.
Her tone changes Child, you are upset. Miriam, I do understand. After my own wedding I cried all night. Life is like that but it has to be faced. Courage, Miriam, courage!

LAURA turns again and again is about to descend the stairs. Both women stand listening 

A MAN’S VOICE

From below, loudly Where’s Mrs. Grey? Where’s our bride? What the hell? Is our bride scared out?

ANOTHER MAN’S VOICE

You’ve got her scared, Forest.

WOMAN’S VOICE

NOW, don’t you listen to them, Mr. Forest. I think they are just horrid.

LAURA 

To MIRIAM Courage, Miriam. It will soon be over.
There is a sound of heavy footsteps on the stairs and MIRIAM grasps her mother’s arm

MIRIAM

Mother, some one’s coming up. It may be that drunken man.
She pulls her mother across the room and through the door, left As they cross You can’t leave me alone up here with that man, mother, you can’t.
She half pushes her mother through the door and turns to look toward the stair landing. She speaks Courage — God — Courage for a wedding night.
She follows her mother into the room and closes the door and the noise of heavy feet ascending the stairs continues Two men enter the room. They are JOHN GREY, a big, rather handsome man, of the Warren Harding type, and HENRY EASTMAN, HENRY is a short, fat man with a fat, puffy face. Both are a little drunk. JOHN GREY enters the room first 

HENRY EASTMAN

From the door Weil, John, we got these rubes good and high, didn’t we? That was pretty good champagne I bought for Miriam’s party, wasn’t it, John? How’d you like it? It cost me enough. It ought to be good.
He lowers his voice. He speaks again Say, John, where is she?

HENRY EASTMAN comes into the room and the two men stand talking, HENRY is bracing himself with his hand on the back of a chair, JOHN GREY makes a motion with his hand toward the door, left 

JOHN GREY

She’s in there, I guess, but where the hell’s Laura? God, Henry, I wanted to kick that damn fool Jed Smith. Now he’s got me in bad. I’ll get it hot from Laura.

HENRY EASTMAN

Yeah! I know. And won’t my wife claw into me?

JOHN GREY

Oh, Laura won’t claw. She’ll just be silent. She’ll just go around looking hurt.

HENRY EASTMAN

He points So Miriam’s in there, eh?
He laughs, a half drunken giggle Is that where they are going to be? Will they sleep in there?

JOHN GREY

Sheeee! Be careful, Henry. She’ll hear you.

HENRY EASTMAN

Say, John, I’ll bet she’ll turn him down cold. Nothing doing, eh? Hell, we both know Bob Forest. He’ll be so embarrassed, when they are alone together, he won’t be able to speak. Hell, John, I went through it. D’ye know what, John?
Again he breads into a foolish little giggle My Sally.... You know, John, the first night... she got undressed and then she got scared. Lord, John, it was a circus. We were alone in the house and she ran. I chased her upstairs and down. And what d’ye think, John? I caught her in the cellar. By God, I was pretty drunk, but I caught her.
The two men stand, HENRY talking and giggling and MIRIAM comes through the door, left, followed by her mother, MIRIAM turns and silently pushes her mother back into the room and closes the door. Her hands at her back are holding to the knob. She is flushed and angry, HENRY EASTMAN suddenly stops giggling. He grows serious Look here, John. I followed you up here. We got to have a talk.

JOHN GREY

About what, Henry?

HENRY EASTMAN

Why about Bob Forest, our inventor. You know, John. You know I found him. He wasn’t nothing. Just a little telegraph operator. Now he’s married your daughter.

JOHN GREY

Well, what if he has?

HENRY EASTMAN

You know what well enough, John.

JOHN GREY

No, I don’t, Henry. I don’t know what you’re driving at.

HENRY EASTMAN

Yes, you do.

JOHN GREY

Well, we can’t talk here. We can’t talk now.

HENRY EASTMAN

Yes, we can. Business is business, John. You know me. You and I have cleaned up in this town and we both know Bob Forest is at work on new inventions. I only want a word from you, John. Are we going to stick together?

JOHN GREY steps over to HENRY and puts an arm about his shoulder JOHN GREY

Why yes, Henry. Sure we are. We’ll make this boy we’ve got make money for both of us.

HENRY EASTMAN

You mean that, John?

JOHN GREY

Sure. His being married to Miriam will only make him dead sure for both of us.

HENRY EASTMAN

Well, I just wanted to know. You got to remember that this Bob Forest had nothing when I found him.

JOHN GREY

Sure, we’ll stick together, Henry. Why I never even thought of anything else. You’re always ace high with me, old man.
The two men go into a half-embrace and then HENRY turns towards the stair landing HENRY EASTMAN

Well, that’s O.K., John. Come on now. I’m going to get these people out of this house. You come on down with me. I’ll tell you what, John. You get Laura and come home with me and Sally. That’ll save both our hides.
They go off down the stairs in a half-embrace. JOHN GREY speaking as they go 

JOHN GREY

O.K., Steve. That will be O.K. with me if I can make Laura see it.
The two men go on down the stairs and MIRIAM crosses and stands near the stair landing looking down as LAURA comes through the door, left 

HENRY EASTMAN

From the stairs Miriam’s scared, but she’ll be O.K. after tonight.

LAURA 

Softly Miriam!

MIRIAM 

Turning to face her mother Oh, Mother!

LAURA 

Don’t mind anything I have said, Miriam, She goes to her daughter and puts an arm about her. She speaks rapidly If you don’t want this man, Miriam, you don’t have to have him. I may always have been wrong. I have tried to keep a kind of dignity. I have always submitted. I wanted to be a good wife but I guess I have failed.

MIRIAM becomes suddenly tender

MIRIAM

Mother!

LAURA 

If you are afraid, Miriam, if you want to come away from it, now, tonight, even if you want to run away, I’ll understand.

MIRIAM

Then you heard what father and Henry Eastman said?

LAURA 

Yes, I heard.

HENRY EASTMAN

From below Come on now, folks. Time to go now. Come on! This ain’t your wedding night.
There is the sound of people preparing to depart, the scraping of chairs, etc., as the two women above stand near the stair landing, MIRIAM has her arm about her mother’s waist. JOHN GREY’S voice is heard from below 

JOHN GREY

Laura. Where are you, Laura?

MIRIAM 

To her — mother No, mother, I’ll not run away. I’ve married him. I’m not afraid. I’ll handle things.

LAURA 

Your father will be wanting me to go... you heard... to the Eastmans’ house.

JOHN GREY Below Laura! Laura! Where are you, Laura!
The two women stand listening 

MAN’S VOICE 

Below Well, good night, Forest. — Give her my best.

ANOTHER MAN’S VOICE

Your best! Give her your own best, Bob.
There is a loud outburst of laughter and sounds of departure 

WOMAN’S VOICE 

Below Charles Fuller, I think you are just horrid.

LAURA 

Wearily I suppose I’ll have to go down now.
She goes to the head of the stairs but stops to speak Miriam, I don’t know what to say. It’s too bad it had to be like this. Are you afraid?
She is a little hysterical Do you want me to send him away?

MIRIAM has become suddenly cold and indifferent

MIRIAM

No. I’m not afraid. Don’t you worry. I’ll handle things. I’ll manage.
She stands listening as her mother goes with weary, dragging steps down the stairs The sounds of the departing guests grow fainter and MIRIAM laughs, a hard little laugh. She crosses and goes through the door, left And now again there is a sound of footsteps on the stairs and ROBERT FOREST comes up the stairs and into the room. He is a rather tall, awkward seeming man of thirty, dressed for a wedding. His wedding clothes do not seem to fit him. He looks like a workman or a farmer uncomfortable in such a uniform. He is wearing a long black coat and striped trousers and appears half-frightened, half embarrassed. He comes into the room silently and stands for a moment. He starts toward the door left and stops. He calls in a low frightened voice 

ROBERT FOREST

Miriam.

There is no answer She came up here. Her mother said she was up here.
He crosses and sits in the chair by the bed. He looks worried. He speaks again Oh, why did I do this? Why did I? Why did I ever think I could really have a woman like her?
He gets up and goes to the stair landing and stands hesitatingly I ought to run away. I shouldn’t stay up here, but if I ran away she wouldn’t understand.
He comes hesitatingly back into the room Why do they all have to insult you? Why do they?
He moves silently and easily about, goes to the window that looks out onto a roof and again crosses to the chair by the bed Any way, I ought to speak to her. I ought to explain.
He makes two or three efforts and finally calls softly Miriam! Miriam!
There is no answer. He calls louder Miriam!

MIRIAM 

From offstage, left Well!

ROBERT 

To himself I can’t. I can’t go to her. If I went to her now everything would get ugly. I can’t.

MIRIAM 

From offstage, left Well! Are they gone?

ROBERT 

Softly Yes, Miriam. They’re gone.

MIRIAM 

Offstage What?

ROBERT 

Louder They’re gone.
In a low voice to himself I can’t. I mustn’t.

MIRIAM 

Offstage Well, you may undress out there. I’m undressed.
She laughs, a cold, half-hysterical laugh and ROBERT jumps to his feet When you’re ready, come on in. You have to be a man and a husband now. Don’t be afraid. You’ve got you a wife now.
Again she laughs, the same half-hysterical laugh

ROBERT

I can’t. I can’t. I won’t.
He sits and quickly takes off his shoes and holding them in his hand runs to the stair landing 

WOMAN’S VOICE

From below Look, Mabel, at what a mess they’ve made.

ANOTHER WOMAN’S VOICE

Maud.

FIRST WOMAN’S VOICE

Well.

SECOND WOMAN’S VOICE

Say, let’s try the champagne. Come on. They’re all gone. 

FIRST WOMAN’S VOICE

If Mrs. Grey thinks, just because I’m a servant, I am gonna stay up all night cleaning up this mess she’s got another think coming.

SECOND WOMAN’S VOICE

Come on, Maud. Here’s almost a full bottle. Let’s try it.

FIRST WOMAN’S VOICE

All right, I don’t care if I do. God, Mabel, don’t you wish you was rich?
There is the sound of woman’s laughter from below 

WOMAN’S VOICE

Gee! This is funny stuff. It tickles your nose.

ROBERT FOREST runs back into the room. He seems half distracted. He sits again in the chair, but immediately jumps up nervously. He runs to the center of the stage. He puts down the shoes. He takes off his coat and running over lays it on the bed. He sits again. Again he jumps up

ROBERT

She won’t understand. How can she understand?

MIRIAM 

From offstage Well, are you coming?
Again there is the same kind of cold laughter and ROBERT FOREST runs nervously about the room

ROBERT

I won’t. I won’t. I don’t care if she never understands. I won’t. I can’t.
He picks up the shoes and puts them down again, runs over to the bed and picks up his coat but puts it down again. He crosses to the window and, pulling it up, crawls out. There is a sound as though some heavy object had fallen through bushes 

WOMAN’S VOICE

From below What was that?

ANOTHER WOMAN’S VOICE

I’ll bet it’s some one up to something. It’s that drunken Jed Smith.

ANOTHER WOMAN’S VOICE

I think they ought to be let alone.

ANOTHER WOMAN’S VOICE 

Let’s go see.

MIRIAM opens the door, left, and comes into the room. She is in her nightgown. She looks hurriedly about the room

MIRIAM

Gone! He’s gone!
She runs to the open window and then comes back. She sees the shoes on the floor in the center of stage. She stands looking down at them. She laughs, but now her laughter is joyous. Again she runs and drops to her knees by the bed. She puts her face in her hands and her shoulders shake. She is a little hysterical. She jumps up and runs again to the window and then to the shoes. She looks down at the shoes and laughs again He couldn’t. After all that vulgarity down there, he couldn’t. He isn’t as they are. He is all right. I’ll get him back. I’ll have a real marriage.
She runs to the stairs and down, calling joyously as she runs, the voice growing fainter as she runs through the house calling. There is no response to her calls Mother! Mother! It’s all right. Mother! It’s all right.

CURTAIN
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A colorized photo of Loop Street, Chicago, 1900. Anderson settled in Chicago after his mother’s death in 1895 and maintained close ties with the city for most of his life. In recognition of this, Anderson was inducted into the Chicago Literary Hall of Fame in 2012. 
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FOREWORD
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 — I do not believe that we people of mid-western America, immersed as we are in affairs, hurried and harried through life by the terrible engine — industrialism — have come to the time of song. To me it seems that song belongs with and has its birth in the memory of older things than we know. In the beaten paths of life, when many generations of men have walked the streets of a city or wandered at night in the hills of an old land, the singer arises.

 — The singer is neither young nor old but within him always there is something that is very old. The flavor of many lives lived and of many gone weary to the end of life creeps into his voice. Words run out beyond the power of words. There is unworldly beauty in the song of him who sings out of the souls of peoples of old times and places but that beauty does not yet belong to us.

 — In Middle America men are awakening. Like awkward and untrained boys we begin to turn toward maturity and with our awakening we hunger for song. But in our towns and fields there are few memory haunted places. Here we stand in roaring city streets, on steaming coal heaps, in the shadow of factories from which come only the grinding roar of machines. We do not sing but mutter in the darkness. Our lips are cracked with dust and with the heat of furnaces. We but mutter and feel our way toward the promise of song.

 — For this book of chants I ask only that it be allowed to stand stark against the background of my own place and generation. Honest Americans will not demand beauty that is not yet native to our cities and fields. In secret a million men and women are trying, as I have tried here, to express the hunger within and I have dared to put these chants forth only because I hope and believe they may find an answering and clearer call in the hearts of other Mid- Americans.

 

SHERWOOD ANDERSON.

 

Chicago, February, 1918.


THE CORNFIELDS
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I am pregnant with song. My body aches but do not betray
me. I will sing songs and hide them away. I will tear
them into bits and throw them in the street. The streets
of my city are full of dark holes. I will hide my songs
in the holes of the streets.

In the darkness of the night I awoke and the bands that
bind me were broken. I was determined to bring old
things into the land of the new. A sacred vessel I found
and ran with it into the fields, into the long fields where
the com rustles.

All of the people of my time were bound with chains. They
had forgotten the long fields and the standing com.
They had forgotten the west winds.

Into the cities my people had gathered. They had become
dizzy with words. Words had choked them. They
could not breathe.

On my knees I crawled before my people. I debased myself.
The excretions of their bodies I took for my food. Into
the ground I went and my body died. I emerged in the
com, in the long cornfields. My head arose and was
touched by the west wind. The light of old things, of
beautiful old things, awoke in me. In the cornfields
the sacred vessel is set up.

I will renew in my people the worship of gods. I will set
up for a king before them. A king shall arise before my
people. The sacred vessel shall be filled with the sweet
oil of the corn.

The flesh of my body is become good. With your white
teeth you may bite me. My arm that was withered has
become strong. In the quiet night streets of my city old
things are awake.

I awoke and the bands that bind me were broken. I was
determined to bring love into the hearts of my people.
The sacred vessel was put into my hands and I ran with
it into the fields. In the long cornfields the sacred vessel
is set up.


CHICAGO
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I am mature, a man child, in America, in the West, in the
great valley of the Mississippi. My head arises above
the cornfields. I stand up among the new com.

I am a child, a confused child in a confused world. There
are no clothes made that fit me. The minds of men
cannot clothe me. Great projects arise within me. I
have a brain and it is cunning and shrewd.

I want leisure to become beautiful, but there is no leisure.
Men should bathe me with prayers and with weeping,
but there are no men.

Now — from now — from to-day I shall do deeds of fiery
meaning. Songs shall arise in my throat and hurt me.

I am a little thing, a tiny little thing on the vast prairies.
I know nothing. My mouth is dirty. I cannot tell what
I want. My feet are sunk in the black swampy land, but
I am a lover. I love life. In the end love shall save me.

The days are long — it rains — it snows. I am an old man.
I am sweeping the ground where my grave shall be.

Look upon me, my beloved, my lover who does not come.
I am raw and bleeding, a new thing in a new world. I
run swiftly o’er bare fields. Listen — there is the sound
of the tramping of many feet. Life is dying in me. I
am old and palsied. I am just at the beginning of my life.

Do you not see that I am old, O my beloved? Do you
not understand that I cannot sing, that my songs choke
me? Do you not see that I am so young I cannot find
the word in the confusion of words?


SONG OF INDUSTRIAL AMERICA
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They tell themselves so many little lies, my beloved. Now
wait, little one — we can’t sing. We are standing in a
crowd, by a bridge, in the West. Hear the voices — 
turn around — let’s go home — I am tired. They tell
themselves so many little lies.

You remember in the night we arose. We were young.
There was smoke in the passage and you laughed. Was
it good — that black smoke? Look away to the streams
and the lake. We’re alive. See my hand — how it
trembles on the rail.

Here is song, here in America, here now, in our time. Now
wait — I’ll go to the train. I’ll not swing off into tunes.
I’m all right — I just want to talk.

You watch my hand on the rail of this bridge. I press
down. The blood goes down — there. That steadies me
 — it makes me all right.

Now here’s how it’s going to come — the song, I mean. I’ve
watched things, men and faces — I know.

First there are the broken things — myself and the others.
I don’t mind that — I’m gone — shot to pieces. I’m part
of the scheme — I’m the broken end of a song myself.
We are all that, here in the West, here in Chicago.
Tongues clatter against teeth. There’s nothing but shrill
screams and a rattle. That had to be — it’s a part of the
scheme.

Souls, dry souls, rattle around.
Winter of song. Winter of song.

Now, faint little voices do lift up. They are swept away
in the void — that’s true enough. It had to be so from
the very first. Pshaw — I’m steady enough — let me alone.
Keokuk, Tennessee, Michigan, Chicago, Kalamazoo — 
don’t the names in this country make you fairly drunk?
We’ll stand by this brown stream for hours. I’ll not be
swept away. Watch my hand — how steady it is. To
catch this song and sing it would do much — make much
clear.

Come close to me warm little thing. It is night — I am
cold. When I was a boy in my village here in the West,
I always knew all the old men. How sweet they were
 — quite Biblical too — makers of wagons and harness and
plows — sailors and soldiers and pioneers. We got Walt
and Abraham out of that lot.

Then a change came.

Drifting along. Drifting along.
Winter of song. Winter of song.

You know my city — Chicago triumphant — factories and
marts and the roar of machines — horrible, terrible, ugly
and brutal.

It crushed things down and down. Nobody wanted to hurt.
They didn’t want to hurt me or you. They were caught
themselves. I know the old men here — millionaires. I’ve

always known old men all my life. I’m old myself. You
would never guess how old I am.

Can a singer arise and sing in this smoke and grime? Can
he keep his throat clear? Can his courage survive?

I’ll tell you what it is — now you be still. To Hell with
you. I’m an old empty barrel floating in the stream — 
that’s what I am. You stand away. I’ve come to life.
My arms lift up — I begin to swim.

Hell and damnation — turn me loose. The floods come on.
That isn’t the roar of the trains at all. It’s the flood — 
the terrible, horrible flood turned loose.

Winter of song. Winter of song.
Carried along. Carried along.

Now in the midst of the broken waters of my civilization
rhythm begins. Clear above the flood I raise my ringing
voice. In the disorder and darkness of the night, in the
wind and the washing waves, I shout to my brothers — 
lost in the flood.

Little faint beginnings of things — old things dead — sweet
old things — a life lived in Chicago — in the West — in the
whirl of industrial America.

God knows you might have become something else — just
like me. You might have made soft little tunes — written
cynical little ditties, eh? Why the devil didn’t you make
some money and own an automobile?

Do you believe — now listen — I do. Say, you — now listen — 
do you believe the hand of God reached down to me in
the flood? I do. ’Twas like a streak of fire along my
back. That’s a lie, of course. The face of God looked
down at me, over the rim of the world.

Don’t you see we are all a part of something, here in the
West? We’re trying to break through. I’m a song myself, the broken end of a song myself.

We have to sing, you see, here in the darkness. All men
have to sing — poor broken things. We have to sing here
in the darkness in the roaring flood. We have to find
each other. Have you courage to-night for a song? Lift
your voices. Come.


SONG OF CEDRIC THE SILENT
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Songs come to my lips every hour. I shall hurl my songs
down the winds of the world. Like a blow, a kiss, a
caress, my songs shall come.

Like a guest I am come into the house, the terrible house.
So gentle and quiet I come they do not know me. The
son of Irwin and Emma I am, here in America, come into
a kingship.

I would destroy and build up. I would set up new kings.
The impatience has gone out of me. Hatred and evil
I have put far away.

Do you remember when you crept close to me, wanting to
touch my body? What a night — how it rained.

How could you know, how could you know in me there was
oblivion?

The terrible poison of my body has laid waste the land.
I embrace Hell for you, go to my damnation for my love
of you.

Into the land of my fathers, from Huron to Keokuk, beauty
shall come — out of the black ground, out of the deep
black ground.

Squaw man, red man, old and decrepit, into the mighty
wheels of the engine I hurl these songs.

Twenty weeks I lay on the bleak hillside, waiting for you.
When you came and spoke how I trembled. Down the
lane, through the woods to the meadows you ran. Then
I knew.

Broad long fields. Wheat that stands up.

Cedric, the son of Irwin and Emma, stand up. Give your
life, give your soul to America now. Cedric, be strong.


SONG OF THE BREAK OF DAY
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I AM TIRED and very old — just the muscles of my arms still alive.

Cunning little muscles, betraying, not caring how very old
and tired I am.
Did you think, O my beloved, I was young? Did my
laughing face and laughing eyes tell you lies?
In Chicago many faces, drifting, perplexing, confusing, destroying, betraying, confounding.
Now stop — little love warm and still — try to think.
Nod your head. Sway! Wait! Try to believe.
Stronger, deeper, stronger — good arms, sweep them forth — 
over the land — wide — wide — over the land — break — 
break — come to life.
Ninety, a thousand, a million, a nation. Corn in long fields
and slender young wheat. See my young strength how
it grows. I am casting you forth.
Buried away in the mines in the hills — strong arm, long
arm. Gripping the gold and the ashes of ages. Did you
think I was old and too tired to find love?
Love,
I awake.


SONG OF THE BEGINNING OF COURAGE
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I am come with infinite slowness into my kingship. At
night I lay down by the window. The little flat bands
that bind my body were tense. I am the first to come
into the new kingship.

By the long aisles of the com you must go, little brothers,
narrow and long the way. The com in its struggle whispers and sways. Courage — always new courage.

In — deeper in — far from the stars — let the wide soft corn
leaves whisper to you.

Crush and trample, brother, brother — crush and trample
‘til you die.
Do not hold thy hand from strangling — crush and trample
‘til you die.

Back of the corn — back of the com — bold and free my
kingdoms lie.
Ninety men upon the bridges ninety swift hawks in the
sky.

I am come to the face of the gods through the cornfields.
Back to the womb of my mother I go.
Ache — ache — ache and behold me. Lay thy hot hands on
my thigh.

Crush and trample, brother, brother — crush and trample
‘til you die.
Do not hold thy hand from strangling — crush and trample
‘til you die.


REVOLT
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Bring hither the beams of the corncribs, my children. The
dung heaps are burned. Strong hands have gripped the
rope whereby the horses were tied. The fish nets of the
Northwest and the sheep gates of Michigan are opened
to me.

I have put my neck and my hands to the work, O my children. How black your eyes have become. They gleam
in the darkness. The souls of Ulysses and of Abraham
have been opened to me. By the coal heaps near the
factory door my men are assembled.

Tipping the water-gates of the rivers the night riders assemble. In the cities the grey little foxes lie low. By the
howling of dogs in the silence the decay of men is proclaimed.

Long nights we were weeping the prelude, my brothers.
The madness and washing of hands has been done. The
sweetness of apples — the fatness of cornfields — the whoring of men for strange gods is begun.


A LULLABY
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I AM BECOME one with you. I am old. I am tired.

Watch my hands how they slip. One by one the fingers
let go.

Into my house comes my enemy bold. His beard sweeps
the floor. He is old. He is hatred and lust.

Soft creeps the night in the passages old — creeping along — 
creeping along. Soft creeps the wind in the old standing
corn.

Into my body my enemy comes. Watch my fingers let go — 
slow: — oh, so slow.


SONG OF THEODORE
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O my beloved — men and women — I come into your presence.
It is night and I am alone and I come to you. I open the
window of my room so that you may come in. I am a
lover and I would touch you with the fingers of my hands.
In my eyes a fire burns. The strength of my imaginings
is beyond words to record. I see the loveliness in you that is hidden away. I take something from you. See, I embrace you. I take you in my arms and I run away.

I am alone in my room at night and in me is the spirit of
the old priests. What cunning fingers I have. They
make intricate designs on the white paper. See, the designs are words and sentences. I am not a priest but a
lover, a new kind of lover, one who is of the flesh and
not of the flesh. My cunning fingers are of the flesh.
They are like me and I would make love always, to all
people — men and women — here — in Chicago — in America
 — everywhere — always — forever — while my life lasts.

I am afraid. Do you not understand, O my beloved, that
I am afraid? In me is the old inheritance. The fires
that burn have not burned me. I have not suffered
enough.

Now, my beloved, I am not pure and I dare not come to
you. I run away and hide. I am a priest and my head
is not shaven. I sit in my room and my doors are bolted.
I tremble and am afraid.

It is then that you come to me, O my beloved. Men and
women you crowd in upon me. Through the walls and
the bolted doors you come crowding, hurrying. I was
afraid and trembled, but I have become unafraid.

I cannot tell how many things there are that I understand.
I understand all, everything. The words of the men and
women who have come in to me are without meaning, but
the air of my room has brought health to me.

I was determined to withdraw from the world, to be a priest
with a shaven head. In fancy I saw myself go into the
forest, into the dense silence. For days I lay like a stone
in the midst of the silence.

My body was bathed in a cold stream. Again and again
my body was bathed. The cold water ran over my body
and chilled the warm blood that runs beneath the surface
of the skin.

The inside of my body was made clean. My body was fed
on the white meat of nuts that fell from the trees. I
crunched the nuts with my white teeth. How powerful
my body had become.

In the rain in the streets of my city I stood. My clothes
were foul. In the woven cloth that covered my body the
dust of my city had lodged. The dust of my civilization
was in my soul. I was a murderer — a weeping prostitute

standing by a wall. I was a strong man with strong
arms. In a jail they had lodged me. I was one condemned to be hanged. There was filth on my shoes — 
my shoes were filthy.

It was night and I had come into my room. I was cold and
my body trembled. I was afraid. The pencil was
gripped in my cunning fingers. Words came. Over the
paper my pencil ran — making the words — saying the
words.

There is a song in the pencil that is held in my cunning
fingers. Out — out — out — dear words. The words have
saved me. There is rhythm in the pencil. It sings and
swings. It sings a great song. It is singing the song of
my life. It is bringing life in to me, into my close place.

Out — out — out — out of the room I go. I am become pure.
To the homes of the people I go. Here in these words
I am become a man. The passions and lusts of men have
taken hold of me.

I have gone into the woman’s chamber, into the secret places
of all women and all men I have gone. I have made love
to them. Before me in the chamber lies the naked body
of a woman. She is strong and young.

Do you not see, O my beloved, that I am become strong
to caress the woman! I caress all men and all women.
I make myself naked. I am unafraid. I am a pure
thing. I bind and heal. By the running of the pencil

over the white paper I have made myself pure. I have
made myself whole. I am unafraid. The song of the
pencil has done it.

What cunning fingers I have. They make intricate designs
on the white paper. My cunning fingers are of the flesh.
They are like me and I would make love always — to all
people — men and women — here — in Chicago — in America
 — everywhere — always — forever-while my life lasts.


MANHATTAN
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From the place of the cornfields I went into the new places.
I went into the city. How men laughed and put their
hands into mine.
To a high place overlooking the city I climbed. Men came
running to me. On the stairways there was the endless
threshing of numberless feet. The faces of women appeared. The soft lips of women were on my hands and
my sinewy arms. Understanding came in to me.
I am of the West, the long West of the sunsets. I am of the
deep fields where the corn grows. The sweat of apples
is in me. I am the beginning of things and the end of
things.
To me there came men whose hands were withered. My
soldiers were small and their eyes were sunken. In them
was the pain that sobs, the great pain that sobs. The
sobbing of pain was like the threshing of feet on the
stairways that went up from the city.
In the morning I arose from my bed and was healed. To
the cornfields I went laughing and singing. The men
who are old have entered into me. As I stood on the
high place above the city they kissed me. The caress of
those who are weary has come into the cornfields.


SPRING SONG

[image: img66.jpg]

In the forest, amid old trees and wet dead leaves, a shrine.
Men on the wet leaves kneeling.
The spirit of God in the air above a shrine.

Now, America, you press your lips to mine,
Feel on your lips the throbbing of my blood.
Christ, come to life and life calling,
Sweet and strong.

Spring. God in the air above old fields.
Farmers marking fields for the planting of the com.
Fields marked for corn to stand in long straight aisles.

In the spring I press your body down on wet cold newplowed ground.
Men, give your souls to me.
I would have my sacred way with you.

In the forest, amid old trees and wet dead leaves, a shrine.
Men rising from the kneeling place to sing.
Everywhere in the fields now the orderly planting of com.


INDUSTRIALISM
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In the long house of hate,
In the long hours,
In the never-ending day;
Over the fields — her black hair flying — 
My mistress
Terrible
Gigantic
Gaunt and drear.

I’ve got to die — you’ve got to die.
We do not fancy your thin hands,
That reach and reach into the vase
Where old things rust.
Death to you — 
Now.
Thin dream of beauty,
You be gone.

Our fathers in the village streets
Had flowing beards and they believed.
I saw them run into the night — 
Crushed.
Old knowledge and all old beliefs
By your hand killed — 
My mistress
Grim.

Awake and shake thy dusty locks.
Come, drive the soldiers to their toil.
A million men my mistress needs,

To kiss
And kill
For her desire,
To-night — 
Arise.

Out of the vase the long thin hand,
To grip the sword that men forget
My mistress waits beside the mill
To kiss the sword
Of Christ — 
Or you,
Who dare
For her.


SALVO

[image: img66.jpg]

Thin rift in time,
A wedge of time, forever driven deep ‘twixt days and nights,
A moment only — all winds suspended and all day-dreams
stopped,
The clock upon the wall a dreary lie,
Then death to that and me.

By a chair a woman and a pair of eyes — eyes luminous and
sure.
No word spoken.
Love leaping, whispering, clamoring, crying,
Love making time halt and creating me.

Now my old city sees me pick my burden up.
All sweet dreams fade.
Words, musical and dear, will ne’er be spoken now.
I follow plows that mark my furrows through the world.

Now you watch me, brothers,
Men and boys and new-made wives.
Hear with glowing wonder the story of my ways.
The burden from my back I pass to you.
I go my way, unburdened and alone.

Out of the West and East men came to look at me.
Eyes gleamed in darkness and the world was pure.
Grown old by wondrous looks and dreaming out of time
I pass and do not come to life again.


THE PLANTING
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‘Tis then I am the tiny thing,
A little bug, a figure wondrous small, a sower on prairies
limitless.
Into her arms I creep and wait and dream that I may serve,
And do the work of gods in that vast place.

Awake — asleep — remade to serve,
I stretch my arms and lie — intense — expectant— ‘til her
moment comes.
Then seeds leap forth.
The mighty hills rise up and gods and tiny things like me
proclaim their joy.

Man in the making — seeds in the ground,
O’er all my western country now a wind.
Rich, milky smell of cornfields, dancing nymphs,
And tiny men that turn away to dream.


SONG OF THE MIDDLE WORLD
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I want falling light and an evening sky,
I want to sing my songs low crooning to the moon.
I want men silent and the creeping grace of old gods in their
hearts.
I want night, soft darkness and damp smells
When my songs sing.

From the Allegheny Mountains where the mine fires flare,
To the low hills of Nebraska where my farmers dwell,
Let my songs sweep forth.
Let gods listen and let men stand up.
Let my songs sing.

Great cradle-land of giants where my cornfields lie,
Let me cradle my men,
Let me cradle my men.
Let the factories close and the voices die.
Let me sing now.

I have been to the Dakotas when the fields were plowed.
I have stood by the Ohio when the dawn broke forth.
Promise of com,
Promise of com,
Long aisles running into the dawn and beyond
To the throne of gods.

I want falling light and an evening sky,
I want to sing my songs low crooning to the moon.
I want to bring gods home to sweating men in corn-rows and
in shops
When my songs sing.


THE STRANGER
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Her eyes are like the seeds of melons. Her breasts are thin
and she walks awkwardly. I am in love with her.
With her I have adventured into a new love. In all the
world there is no such love as I have for her.
I took hold of her shoulder and walked beside her. We
went out of the city into the fields. By the still road we
went and it was night. We were long alone together.
The bones of her shoulder are thin. The sharp bone of her
shoulder has left a mark on my hand.
I am come up into the wind like a ship. Her thin hand is
laid hold of me. My land where the corn nods has
become my land.
I am come up into the wind like a ship and the thin hand
of woman is laid hold of me.


SONG OF THE LOVE OF WOMEN
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Have you nothing to offer but bread and your bodies — Women, my women?
Long nights I have lain by you, sleepless and thinking — 
Sisters, my sisters.

In the doorway of the warehouse a tiny twisted body.
Hark, the night is long. Let us talk. One! Two! Three
One! Two! Three! March! March away!

Come to me, sisters, come home to the cornfields — 
Long have I ached for you, body and brain.
Have you nothing to offer but bread and your bodies — 
How long must I wait for you, sisters, in vain?


SONG OF STEPHEN THE WESTERNER
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I am of the West — out of the land — out of the velvety
creeping and straining. I have resolved. I have been
born like a wind. I came sweating and steaming out of
the cornrows.

Deep in the com I lay — ages and ages — folded and broken
 — old and benumbed. My mother the black ground
suckled me. When I was strong I builded a house facing
the east. The hair on my arm was like the long grass
by the edge of the forests.

Behold, I am one who has been building a house and driving
nails with stones that break. The hammer of song has
been given me. I am one with the old gods — an American
from Dakota — from the deep valley of the Mississippi — 
from Illinois — from Iowa — from Ohio.

Would you know what has befallen?
In my warm ignorance I lay dead in the corn-rows. On the
wind came rumors and cries. I squirmed and writhed.
I was frightened and wept. My fathers emerged from
the com and killed each other in battle.

I am a man come into the city of men out of the mouth of
the long house. Hear the wind in the caves of the hills!
My strength is terrible. I stand in the streets and shout.
My children are as the dust of city streets for numbers.
I am so small men do not see me. So tiny am I that I
walk on the ball of your eye.

Saddle a horse — sweep away.
Saddle a horse for liberty.
Harry my men — harry my men.
Broken ground for mine and me.

In the long house at evening the old things were sweet.
The nuts and the raisins lay deep on the tables. The
women cut white bread with long knives. They hid the
sweets of their bodies with clothes. They knew old things
but had forgotten old singers.

On the straw in the stables sat Enid the maker of harness.
Beside him sat old men. Long we lay listening and
listening. On their haunches they sat and talked of old
gods. Above the sound of the tramping of the hoofs of
the horses arose always the voices of old men.

Now, my beloved, I have fallen down from my horse. I
have returned to kill my beloved on the threshing floor.
My throat is sore with the dust of new cities. The voices
of new men shake the drums of my ears. I await long
in the darkness the sweet voice of old things, but the new
death has put its hand into mine. I have killed my
beloved in the place of the deep straw and cast her away.

Saddle a horse — sweep away.
Break-neck speed to liberty.
Harry my men — harry my men.
Broken ground for mine and me.

I am of the West — out of the land — out of the velvety
creeping and straining. It is day and I stand raw and
new by the coal-heaps. I go into the place of darkness
at the beginning of the new house. I shall build my
house with great hammers. New song is tearing the cords
of my throat. I am become a man covered with dust.
I have kissed the black hands of new brothers and cannot
return to bury my beloved at the door of the long house.


SONG TO THE LOST ONES
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Soft thy feet on the floor of the desert,
In the night — 
Running — 
Desperate and breathless.

Blood on the sands of the desert drying,
Drops of blood on the hot sand drying,
Blood from the veins of my beloved
Pouring out on the desert.

Soft in the night the rustle of corn leaves
Young men into the cities pouring,
Blood from the veins of young men pouring into the cities.


FORGOTTON SONG
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Always at the kitchen door the gaunt wolf stands.
Grey wolf — old wolf — evil and old — 
Keep ever thy hungry gleaming eyes,
Thy fangs to kill,
Thy heart of hate.
Now my brother infallible, stay in the darkness there.

Long, long ago, when days were new,
Fresh born of cornfields, undefiled,
Man fought the wolf in open fight,
Under the moon
They fought at night,
Into his body the wolf-love, won in the darkness there.

There is a tale men cannot tell,
Tired women telling,
Tired men telling,
Echoes of tales through the halls of souls,
Telling of ghosts by kitchen doors, dim in the darkness there.

Grey wolf lying in the snow,
Lie low,
Lie low.
Soft lips clinging in the night,
God’s challenge to all in the bitter night, low in the darkness there.

Far in men’s minds the cry of wolves,
Old primal things and snow-clad hills,

In many hearts a challenge grim.
Run with me,
My lady fair,
Run with my wolf to-night.

Always at the kitchen door the cold white face
And cold white teeth of want and woe.
Run forever, lady fair,
Track the grey wolf to his lair — 
A challenge to you in the bitter night, loud in the darkness
there.

Always by the kitchen door the gaunt wolf stands.
Grey wolf — old wolf — evil and old — 
Keep ever thy hungry gleaming eyes,
Thy fangs to kill,
Thy heart of hate.
Now my brother magnificent, stay in the darkness there.


AMERICAN SPRING SONG
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In the spring, when winds blew and farmers were plowing
fields,
It came into my mind to be glad because of my brutality.

Along a street I went and over a bridge.

I went through many streets in my city and over many
bridges.

Men and women I struck with my fists and my hands began
to bleed.

Under a bridge I crawled and stood trembling with joy
At the river’s edge.

Because it was spring and soft sunlight came through the
cracks of the bridge
I tried to understand myself.

Out of the mud at the river’s edge I moulded myself a god,
A grotesque little god with a twisted face,
A god for myself and my men.

You see now, brother, how it was.

I was a man with clothes made by a Jewish tailor,
Cunningly wrought clothes, made for a nameless one.

I wore a white collar and some one had given me a jeweled
pin

To wear at my throat.
That amused and hurt me too.

No one knew that I knelt in the mud beneath the bridge
In the city of Chicago.

You see I am whispering my secret to you.

I want you to believe in my insanity and to understand
that I love God — 

That’s what I want.

And then, you see, it was spring
And soft sunlight came through the cracks of the bridge.

I had been long alone in a strange place where no gods came.

Creep, men, and kiss the twisted face of my mud god.

I’ll not hit you with my bleeding fists.

I’m a twisted god myself.

It is spring and love has come to me — 
Love has come to me and to my men.


THE BEAM
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Eighteen men stood by me in my fall — long men — strong
men — see the oil on their bouts.

I was a guest in the house of my people. Through the years
I clung, taking hold of their hands in the darkness. It
rained and the roar of machines was incessant. Into the
house of my people quiet would not come.

Eighteen men stood by me in my fall. Through their
breasts bars were driven. With wailing and with weeping I ran back and forth. Then I died. Out of the door
of the house of my people I ran. But the eighteen men
stood by me in my fall.


SONG TO NEW SONG
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Over my city Chicago a singer arises to sing.
I greet thee, hoarse and terrible singer, half man, half bird,
strong, winged one.
I see you float in cold bleak winds,
Your wings burned by the fires of furnaces,
In all your cries so little that is beautiful,
Only the fact that you have risen out of the din and roar to
float and wait and point the way to song.

Back of your grim city, singer, the long flat fields.
Com that stands up in orderly rows, full of purpose.
As you float and wait, uttering your hoarse cries
I see new beauties in the standing com,
And dream of singers yet to come,
When you and your rude kind, choked by the fury of your
furnaces,
Have fallen dead upon this coal heap here.

Kneeling in prayer I shall forget you not, grim singer,
Black bird, black against your black smoke-laden sky,
Uttering your hoarse and terrible cries,
The while you do strive to catch and understand
The faint and long forgotten quality of song,
By never sweeter singers to be sung.


SONG FOR DARK NIGHTS
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His Imperial Majesty the Moon!
Sweep down, O moon, past wind-swept towns and cultivated fields,
Past me and all my men that yearn and strive toward gods.

Lying in deep grass my throat hurts and my body aches.
I am with child to dreams.
Cities new-built and all the squirming, changing hoards of
men
Press down on me.
They press me deep into the ground.

In the air above my head men wriggle into life,
The male milk in my breast begins to stir,
Into my body out of many prairies wide
Come roots of thought.

Since gods and peoples stood defying time,
Since men, like little dogs, have bayed the moon,
Since hard-limbed stags have raced into the dawn,
I have been here, time serving for my gods.

In the deep ground roots and seeds,
In my breast seeds growing.
I’ll not flame to life and cry for joy.
My spirit breathes its story of decay.


THE LOVER
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All night she walked and dreamed on the frozen road,
She the insane one, feeling not thinking.
All night she walked and wanted to kill,
Wanted to love and kill.

What did she want?
Nobody knew.
None of us knew why she wanted
To kill.

We were the heavy ones, heavy and sure.
The wind in the cornfields moved us not.
We the Americans, worthy and sure,
Worthy and sure of ourselves.

Tom killed his brother on Wednesday night,
Back of the corncrib, under the hill.
Then she ran to him, sobbing and calling,
She who had loved and could not kill.


NIGHT WHISPERS
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Just midnight quiet and a sundered cloud, — mother I live — 
Aching and waiting to work my way through.

You of the long and the gaunt — silent and grim you stood.
Terribly sweet the touch of your hand — mother, reach down.

Grey the walls and long the waiting — grey the age dust on
the floor.
If they whip and beat us, little mother, need we care?


SONG TO THE SAP
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In my breast the sap of spring,
In my brain grey winter, bleak and hard,
Through my whole being, surging strong and sure,
The call of gods,
The forward push of mystery and of life.

Men, sweaty men, who walk on frozen roads,
Or stand and listen by the factory door,
Look up, men!
Stand hard!
On winds the gods sweep down.

In denser shadows by the factory walls,
In my old cornfields, broken where the cattie roam,
The shadow of the face of God falls down.

From all of Mid-America a prayer,
To newer, braver gods, to dawns and days,
To truth and cleaner, braver life we come.
Lift up a song,
My sweaty men,
Lift up a song.


RHYTHMS
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Sing low my soul — 
To tear and bite
Is but the madness of the beast.
Blow on thy wrath,
Burst not thy bands,
Be quiet,
Wait until thy moment comes.

Sweet in their meaning break the allied winds.
Now all the tiny muscles play the tune.
Man, strike to kill,
Rise now to sing,
Now throw the shaft against the wall of time.

Deep in my old valley lies the naked man.
He is a seed,
Seeds sleep in him.
My man shall be the father of a tribe, a race.
He is the world and all the world has been asleep in him.


UNBORN
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Swift across the night a little cry,
Against the cold white night a stain of red.
The moon dips down,
The dull winds blow.
My unborn son is dead.


NIGHT.
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We creep through darkness ‘neath a rotten wall
Weighing a million tons.
In the darkness, silence and a woman’s cry.
Black night,
The longest, blackest, night of all our lives.
Dear France-
Put out your hand to us.


A VISIT
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Westward the field of the cloth of gold.
It is fall — see the gold in the dust of the fields.

Lay the golden cloth upon me. It is night and I come
through the streets to your window.

The dust and the words are all gone, brushed away. Let
me sleep.


CHANT TO DAWN IN A FACTORY TOWN
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In the ground,
Below the great buildings,
Below the running of waters and the threshing of feet — 
Deep — 
Buried away — 
Long forgotten,
The spirits of strong men.

I hail thee, O love!

In the soft night I have touched the bodies of men,
I have touched with rough fingers the lips of women,
I have become with child to all men,
I, master of life, embrace all men.

I hail thee, O love!

Now, my beloved, the time has come to bury you in the
black ground at the field’s edge.
I am glad.
In my breast gladness is singing.
Now the great engines roar and thrust out.
The unconquerable one goes through the ground to my
desire.
In the long night,
In the long day,
Below and above,
New song, come to life.

Behold!
Song is consuming the terrible engine of life.

I greet thee, O love.

In the fields
Seeds on the air floating.
In the towns
Black smoke for a shroud.
In my breast
Understanding awake.

In my breast the growth of ages,
In my breast the growth of ages,
At the field’s edge,
By the town’s edge,
In my breast the growth of ages.

My beloved,
White, like the lips of the dead Christ,
Far below,
In the black ground,

I hail thee, O love!
I hail thee, O love!

In my breast the growth of ages.
In my breast the growth of ages.


SONG OF THE MATING TIME
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Out of the cornfields at daybreak,
Ready to run through the dawn to the place of beginning,
Creeping, I come, out of the corn,
Wet with the juice of bruised com leaves — out of the com
I come.

Eager to kiss the fingers of queens,
Eager to stand with kings,
To breed my kind and stand with kings.

Out of the com at daybreak,
Brother to dogs,
Big brother to creeping, crawling things,
Stretched full length on the long wet grass at the edge of
the cornfields,
Waiting,
Here I lie through the day, waiting and waiting.

Come, tired little sister, run with me.
See — I kiss your lips — soft — to entice you.
In the still young night we begin our running,
Stripping our clothes away.

Skirting the towns, passing the lonely houses,
Staying away from the sleeping cities,
Running forever — on and on — into the empire of the com.

Come, tired little sister, run with me.
Do you know my brother, the farmer?
Now he grows discouraged and weeps.
I saw him kneeling and praying alone, by a destroyed wheatfield.

It was the time of learning for me.
I fairly choked.
It was the beginning of faith in the gods for me.

Up now, little short-winded sister thing,
I’ll make love to you after awhile.
Save your strength.
Let’s be running.
Let’s be running.

See the trains in the long flat fields at night,
The screaming trains — yellow and black.
In and out of the land they go — 
Yellow and black — screaming and shrieking.

Come, tired little sister, run with me.
Let’s lie down on this hill-side here.
Let our soft mid-western nights creep into you.
See the little things, creeping, creeping,
Hear, in the night, the little things creeping.
Let’s be creeping.
Let’s be creeping.

I’ve got a strong man’s love for you.
See the muscles of my legs — how tense.
Now I leap and cry like a strong young stallion.
Let’s away.
West of Chicago the endless cornfields.
Let’s be running.
Come away.


SONG FOR LONELY ROADS

[image: img66.jpg]

Now let us understand each other, love,
Long time ago I crept off home,
To my own gods I went.

The tale is old,
It has been told
By many men in many lands.
The lands belong to those who tell.
Now surely that is clear.

After the plow had westward swept,
The gods bestowed the corn to stand.
Long, long it stood,
Strong, strong it grew,
To make a forest for new song.

Deep in the com the bargain hard
Youth with the gods drove home.
The gods remember,
Youth forgets.
Doubt not the soul of song that waits.

The singer dies,
The singer lives,
The gods wait in the corn,
The soul of song is in the land.
Lift up your lips to that.


SONG LONG AFTER
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WAS THAT ALL you could do, Woman — loving and giving?

You went pretty far — I admire you for that. Do you remember the night in the upper room when he cried? He
needed you then — God knows he needed you then.
Down below the others were waiting — Judas and Peter and
John — old men — mighty wise. He was crucified for
them. At night when the stars came he went out alone
 — long after that.

How did you know what you did know, Woman? That
puzzles me.
How could you go that far and stop?

Was that all you could do, Woman — loving and giving?


SONG OF THE SOUL OF CHICAGO
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ON THE BRIDGES, on the bridges — swooping and rising, whirling and circling — back to the bridges, always the bridges.

I’ll talk forever — I’m damned if I’ll sing. Don’t you see
that mine is not a singing people? We’re just a lot of
muddy things caught up by the stream. You can’t fool
us. Don’t we know ourselves?

Here we are, out here in Chicago. You think we’re not
humble? You’re a liar. We are like the sewerage of our
town, swept up stream by a kind of mechanical triumph
 — that’s what we are.

On the bridges, on the bridges — wagons and motors, horses
and men — not flying, just tearing along and swearing.

By God we’ll love each other or die trying. We’ll get to
understanding too. In some grim way our own song shall
work through.

We’ll stay down in the muddy depths of our stream — we
will. There can’t any poet come out here and sit on the
shaky rail of our ugly bridges and sing us into paradise.

We’re finding out — that’s what I want to say. We’ll get
at our own thing out here or die for it. We’re going
down, numberless thousands of us, into ugly oblivion.
We know that.

But say, bards, you keep off our bridges. Keep out of our
dreams, dreamers. We want to give this democracy thing
they talk so big about a whirl. We want to see if we
are any good out here, we Americans from all over hell.
That’s what we want.


SONG OF THE DRUNKEN BUSINESS MAN

[image: img66.jpg]

Don’t try, little one, to keep hold of me,
Go home! There’s a place for you by the fire.
Age is waiting to welcome you there.
Go home and sit by the fire.

Into the naked street I ran,
Roaring and bellowing like a cow,
Shaking the walls of the houses down,
Proclaiming my dream of black desire.

If there’s a thing in this world that’s good it’s guts.
I’m a blackbird hovering over the land.
Go on home! Let me alone.

Do you know, little dove, I admire your lips — 
They’re so red.
What are you doing out in the street?
Take my arm! Look at me!

Ah, you be gone. I’m sixty-five years old to-night.
Now what’s the use of beginning again?


SONG TO THE LAUGH
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All night we lay in the cold and the rain in the midst of the
laughter,
The laughter of weaklings,
The laughter of women,
The laughter of those who were strong.

At the end of the lane we lay, beyond the roar and the
rattle.

Hark! In the silence the laughter!

Strong men creeping,
Old men creeping,
Old men and children, creeping and creeping
Far away in the darkness.

Edward, my son,
Thomas, my man,
Why do you creep all night in the darkness?
Why do you creep and wait to strike at night in the darkness?

Nine! Ten! Twelve!
Nine! Ten! Twelve!

Take the knife from the shield and strike in the darkness.
Strike, man! Strike!

All night we lay in the cold and wet at the edge of the
darkness.

Trembling with fear we prepared to welcome the knife
thrust.
Then we kissed and our bodies caressed.
We prepared, my beloved, to add our voices to those of the
others.
In the cold and wet we crept and laughed in the darkness.


HOSANNA
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The cornfields shall be the mothers of men. They are rich
with the milk that shall suckle men. The bearded men
shall arise. They shall come sturdy and strong out of the
West.

You may prick the new men with spears. Their blood shall
run out on the snow but they are my men and shall
survive.

I am a child and I weep. My hands are red and cold.
I run along and blow upon them.

In me is the blood of the strong men. A little I have
endured and shall endure. I am of the blood of strong
bearded men. The milk of the com is in me.

Sweet, sweet, the thought of the new men. I am cold and
run through the streets of Chicago. I blow upon my red
hands. Sweet, sweet the thought of the new men.


WAR
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Long lanes of fire, dead cornstalks burning,
Run now — head downward — plunging and crying,
Hold hard the breath now,
Forward we run.

Out of Nebraska, on into Kansas, now the word runs,
Runs with the wind, runs with the news of war, crying and
screaming.
Now the word runs.

Out on low ridges, black ‘gainst the night sky;
Farmer boys running, factory boys running;
Boys from Ohio
And my Illinois.

Questions and answers, over the land,
Questions that hurt, answers that hurt,
Questions of courage
That cannot but hurt.

Deep in the cornfields the gods come to life,
Gods that have waited, gods that we knew not.
Gods come to life
In America now.


MID-AMERICAN PRAYER
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I sang there — I dreamed there — I was suckled face downward in the black earth of my western cornland.
I remember as though it were yesterday how I first began
to stand up.
All about me the com — in the night the fields mysterious
and vast — voices of Indians — names remembered — murmurings of winds — the secret mutterings of my own
young boyhood and manhood.
The men and women among whom I lived destroyed my
ability to pray. The sons of New Englanders, who
brought books and smart sayings into our Mid-America,
destroyed the faith in me that came out of the ground.
But in my own way I crept out beyond that. I did pray — 
in the night by a strip of broken rail fence — in the rain — 
walking alone in meadows — in the hundred secret places
that youth knows I tried to find the way to gods. Now
you see how confusing life is.
There were my cornfields that I loved — what whisperings
there — what daring dreams — what deep hopes — what
memories of true old savages, Indians striving toward
gods, dancing and fighting and praying while they said
big words — medicine words.
And all this in the long cornfields.
And then in the fall the crackling of cornleaves, the smells,
sights and sounds.
The com stood up like armies in the shocks.

When I was a boy I went into the cornfields at night. I
said words I had not dared to say to people, defying the
New Englanders’ gods, trying to find honest, mid-western
American gods.
And all the time the fields spread west and west. An
empire was building.
Towns grew up, factories multiplied.
You see the com had come into its own but that destroyed
too.
I and my men stood up but we grew fat. We lived in
houses in cities and we forgot the fields and the praying
 — the lurking sounds, sights, smells of old things.
Now I am ashamed and many of my men are ashamed.
I cannot tell how deep my shame lies.
I walk in the streets seeing my own well-clad body and my
fat hands with shame.

I am thinking of lean men fighting in many places over the
world. I am thinking of the voices of my own gods forgotten in the fields.
And now at last after my long fatness I begin to get the old
whisperings.
I go along here in Chicago praying and saying words. Not
the shouting and the waving of flags but something else
creeps into me.
You see, dear brothers of the world, I dream of new and
more subtile loves for me and my men.
My mind leaps forward and I think of the time when our
hands, no longer fat, may touch even the lean dear hands
of France, when we also have suffered and got back to
prayer.

Conceive if you will the mightiness of that dream, that these
fields and places, out here west of Pittsburgh, may become sacred places, that because of this terrible thing, of
which we may now become a part, there is hope of hardness and leanness — that we may get to lives of which we
may be unashamed.
Above the old half-lost shadows, that lurk over our cornfields, now something more than Indians that dance in
the moonlight.
Now older, older things — bearded Slavs dreaming far back,
stout Englishmen marching under Cromwell, Franks and
Celts, presently Scandinavians too.
These to our cornfields, the old dreams and prayers and
thoughts of these men sweetening our broad land and getting even into our shops and into the shadows that lurk
by our factory doors.
It is the time of the opening of doors.
No talk now of what we can do for the old world.
Talk and dream now of what the old world can bring to us
 — the true sense of real suffering out of which may come
the sweeter brotherhood.

God, lead us to the fields now. Suns for us and rains for
us and a prayer for every growing thing.
May our fields become our sacred places.
May we have courage to choke with our man’s hate him who
would profit by the suffering of the world.
May we strip ourself clean and go hungry that after this
terrible storm has passed our sacred fields may feed German, Jew and Japanese.
May the sound of enmity die in the groaning of growing
things in our fields.
May we get to gods and the greater brotherhood through
growth springing out of the destruction of men.
For all of Mid-America the greater prayer and the birth of
humbleness.


WE ENTER IN
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Now you see, brothers, here in the West, here’s how it is — We stand and fall, we hesitate — 
It is all new to us,
To kill, to take a fellow’s life.
Uh! — a nauseous fever takes the light away.

Now we stand up and enter in.
The baseness of the deed we too embrace.
We go in dumbly — into that dark place.
The germ of death we take into our veins.

Do we not know that we ourselves have failed?
Our valleys wide, our long green fields
We have bestrewn with our own dead.
In shop and mart we have befouled our souls.
Our com is withered and our faces black
With smoke of hate.

We make the gesture and we go to die.
Had we been true to our own land our sweetness then had
quite remade the world.
We now are true to failure grim — 
We go in prayer to die.

To our own souls we take the killer’s sin.
Into the waters black our souls we fling.
We take the chances of the broader dream.
Not ours but all the worlds — our fields.
We enter in.


DIRGE OF WAR

[image: img66.jpg]

It begins with little creeping pains that run across the breast.
Good-bye, brother. I see your arm is withered and your
lusts are dead. I did not think the end would come so
soon. It has — good-bye.

In the night we remembered to believe in hell. Wide we
threw the window to behold the fog. Men stumbled in
the darkness — a cry arose — then came war.

Now, brother — let’s ponder — say we draw apart. Woman
come to fatherhood and the world upset. My little
naked soldiers are playing on the floor. I strike and bid
you go. If you go, all is gone.

There is a thing you must do — let’s get back to that.
You must strike out alone, get out of this room. You
must go upon your journey. Don’t stay here — now be
gone — good-bye.

The gray and purple lesson of the night comes on. What
we dare not face must now come home to us. Hear the
guns — dull — in the night.

Back of us our fathers — let that go. Don’t confuse us
here — alone — with memories that can’t stand — and run
 — in our night. I’ll tell you what I want — be still. — |
I want to creep and creep and lie face downward on the rim
of hell. I want your breathing body to be torn from me.
I want hell and guns to be stilled by the aching thrust of
new things into life. I want death perfect and new love
achieved. I want much.

Believe it or not I actually did run in the dusty hallways of
my own life before this began. I went into the long
empty halls, breathed the stale dust of all old things.

I knew and yet I did not know. That’s what I want to
say — by song and by the jarring note of song that cannot
sing.

I was coming with America — dreaming with America — hoping with America — then war came.

I’m an aching old thing and the dream come true. I am
sick with my last sickness here alone. I am creeping,
creeping, creeping — in the night — in the halls. I am
death — I am war: — I am hate.

And that’s all, brother. I dare not hope. The childishness
has left me. I am dead. Over the fields a shriek — a
cry. I pay my fare to hell — I die — I die.


LITTLE SONG TO A WESTERN STATESMAN
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Well, I’m for you, little worm,
Coming to the surface of the ground on warm, wet days,
Digging deep down when it is dry and cold — 
Who elected you to serve in the United States Senate, eh?

Say, you are funny in that black frock coat,
Funny as me, with my fat cheeks and brown woven coat too.
Where’d we get our clothes?
Who made them for us?

You must get serious, now and then,
In the night when it is dark and wild winds blow.
I do. I weep and pray and have big thoughts.
That’s what makes life seem so strange and unbelievable
to me.
You understand, eh?


SONG OF THE BUG
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Now I sing to you the song of my kind that you do not
understand,
I, the tiny thing, swift dancing on a beam of light.
A fillip for your understanding!

On I go in my own way doing my own work,
Biting the tender legs of other little bugs,
Spraying my spermatozoa on the warm ovaries of female
bugs,
Undermining the walls of tall man-made towers.

There is a certain dignity in my life if you could but understand it,
You great bug that keep thinking such almighty thoughts,
Hark to the little song of my kind.
It would be well for you if you could understand that.


ASSURANCE
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I have heard gods whispering in the corn and wind;
In my crude times when thoughts leaped forth,
Conquering, destroying, serving steel and iron,
I have run back to gods, to prayers and dreams.
I have dreamed much and have remembered dreams.

Now in this room, a face stands forth,
A narrow face, with many shadows hid ‘twixt brow and
chin.
The face half turns,
It tells its tale to me,
Now down the drumming way of time it goes and leaves me
shaken here.

Now woman and tall man,
My little brother who has passed my way,
Bestow a kiss on me.
Turn quick thy face, let what is old grow new.
Strike in the darkness at the horrid lie.
Laugh now and pass along.

I remember you forever for a moment’s love.
I pass to you the message in the long relay.
Are you brave — do you dare — will you try?
See, I take the death that came into the room to you.

A face remembered, a desire forgot,
A word caught drifting in the long detour,

A caress to you, a swift hail to you.
Forget — remember — dare to cling to me.
Now wait you in the darkness
Till the moment comes.


REMINISCENT SONG
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Now you are dear to me,
Now my beloved.
You are the one that I did not take.
Even then,
When my body was young,
When the sweetness of you made me drunk,
You are the one that I did not take.

All that is old came into me,
That night by the bush and the stairs in the dark.
Yours were the lips I did not kiss,
Yours the love that I kept.

Long and long I have walked alone,
Past the cornfields and over the bridge,
Sucking the sweetness out of nights,
Dreaming things that have made me old
And young,
Since that night.

Faring away down a lonely road
Now you must go, my beloved,
Thinking your thoughts in the bitter nights,
You that I loved and did not take.


EVENING SONG
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Back of Chicago the open fields — were you ever there?
Trains coming toward you out of the West — 
Streaks of light on the long grey plains? — many a song — 
Aching to sing.

I’ve got a grey and ragged brother in my breast — 
That’s a fact.

Back of Chicago the open fields — were you ever there?
Trains going from you into the West — 
Clouds of dust on the long grey plains.
Long trains go West, too — in the silence
Always the song — 
Waiting to sing.


SONG OF THE SINGER
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Drunken and staggering — 
Saying all profane things — 
Kissing your hands to the gods — 
In the night praying and whimpering — 
Aching to sing and not singing — 
You — 
My brother.

Beating upon it with fists — 
Trying to shake it off — 
Hoping and dreaming you will emerge — 
My sister.

I wrap my arms about you that hunger.
In the long hair of my breast there is warmth.
I look far into the future beyond the noise and the clatter.
I will not be crushed by the iron machine.

Sing.
Dare to sing.
Kiss the mouth of song with your lips.
In the morning and in the evening
Trust to the terrible strength of indomitable song.


A New Testament
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TO

HORACE LIVERIGHT

They talked and their lips
said audible words but the
voices of their inner
selves went on uninterrupted.

While you can see me you shall
not have me.

While you can reach out your
hand and touch my fingers you
shall not know I am alive.

In the time of my death and
decay life shall come out of me
and flow into you.


A YOUNG MAN
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AT TIMES, just for a moment I am a
Cæsar, a Napoleon, an Alexander.
I tell you it is true.
If you men who are my friends and
those of you who are acquaintances
could surrender yourselves to me for just a little while.
I tell you what — I would take you
within myself and carry you around
within me as though I were a pregnant
woman.


ONE WHO LOOKED UP AT THE SKY
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WOULD be strange it, by a
thought, a man could make Illinois pregnant.
It would be strange if the man who
just left my house and went tramping
off in the darkness to take a train to a
distant place came here from a far place,
came over lands and seas, to impregnate me.

There is a testament out of life to the
man who has just left my presence.
There is a testament to be made to a
woman who once held me in her arms
and who got no child.
There is a testament to be made to this house, to the
sunshine that falls on me, to these legs
of mine clad in torn trousers, to the sea
and to a city sleeping on a prairie.


TESTAMENT
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CONTAINING SONGS OF one who

would be a priest


SONG NUMBER ONE
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MY LIFE has passed into a coma of
waiting but I wait no more intelligently than you.
Sometimes as I
walk in the streets a look of intelligence
comes into my eyes. If I had not watched
closely the eyes of my brothers I would
be often deceived by what I see in my own eyes.
It is only by going about in secret I
can stumble into the pathway of truth
When truth has passed through the
streets of a town or has walked on wet
leaves in a forest there is a faint smell.
It is blown about by the wind. I smell
the footsteps of truth but I do not walk
in the footsteps.

I have recently thrown out of my
arms the maiden placed there by my
father — a liar.
I sit in a stone chair in a cold place.
I am beset by many pains.
Pain comes running to me out of the
bodies of men and women.
I am bred out of the lusts of the world.
I am become the abiding place of little
lustful thoughts that weave in and out
of the minds of my people.

It is only to comfort my solitude I
whisper to myself it is thus the new man
emerges. It is a thought to play with, a
ball to bounce off the wall. I have
whispered to myself that the new man
emerges out of the womb of an engine,
that his birth cry arises out of a clangor of sounds.
My thoughts are tossed back and forth on a wall. — 
As you sit with me you shall be compelled to share my fate.
All you who live in the valley have had
sticks thrust into your eyes.

You are shepherds of blind sheep.
You shall sit in the chair of stone.
You shall sit in the narrow place.
You shall be pregnant.
You shall sit in the stone chair at night
and the throbbing of iron cities shall be
in the intricate veins of your being.
There are walls of stone.
There are walls faced with iron.
Between them you shall sit.

* * *

The little tricks of my mind shall
explain nothing to you. If I should dig
myself a grave and bury myself by the
light of a summer moon you would pass
like a flitting shadow along the further
side of the wall.

is, however, my desire to die in the
midst of a more intelligent pain. My
desire is as yet no more than a tiny
white worm that lives under a sidewalk
in an Illinois town.

You shall not know my desire until
you slip into my place in the chair.
The noises of the world are tremendous.
The walls of the cities throb.
There is a new song stuck in the brazen
throats of the cities.
There is an American song.
There is a song nobody knows.
There is a child born of an engine in a
bed of stone. American cities are pregnant.
You understand what I mean. My
insanity is crystal-clear to you as you sit
in the chair of stone.
To you my insanity is a white streak of moonlight
that falls across the smoke-begrimed
streets of your city.

My insanity is a slow creeping vine
clinging to a wall.
My insanity is a white worm with a fire
in its forehead.

* * *

I write only to beguile the hours of
the waiting. It is that I am whispering
about. I have put my lusts into an iron
cage at the side of the chair. I am watching
the people who file up out of the
valley to go like wavering shadows along
the face of the wall.

I sit patiently watching the small
white thing that comes out of my body
to creep on the face of the wall.


SONG NUMBER TWO
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You lie in the arms of your beloved
but you are not in the arms of your
beloved. It rains. The rain pours out of a
broken water-spout into an alleyway.
There is a threshing of feet in wet
streets. The feet hurry along. They carry
the bodies of people bouncing along.
It is my constant desire to draw close to
you. My lover held me close and close
but I have escaped. We understand each
other. You also have drawn close to a
warm body and felt white arms clutched about your neck.
Your tramp soul will fly out with me
into the night, into the wind and the
rain and the cities. The minor things do
not matter to us. I am testifying to you.
Presently you shall testify to me.
Your voice that is a testament shall be
like driven raindrops in a city street.
Your voice shall be like the rustle of
leaves torn by a storm from a tree.
You shall uproot yourself.
You shall come out of the ground with
soil clinging to you.

* * *

We shall walk in many rains.
We shall whisper in many high winds.
We shall be blown like grasshoppers
over the sea in a storm.

If you assert your brotherhood to me
we shall be lost to each other. It is when
you are torn from your moorings and
drift like a rudderless ship I am able to
come near to you.

* * *

My fancy belongs to a high tossing place.
My lover’s arms wither away.
My lover has gone in distress to walk in the rain.
I have been blown out of myself to walk
in the wind and the rain.

* * *

You have come to me out of the arms of your lovers.
You have come to me out of your warm close place.
You have lost yourself in the nothingness.
You are a leaf tossed in a wind.
You are a blade of grass torn out of the ground.


SONG NUMBER THREE
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My throat has not yet been choked
by the dust of cities.
My mind is a Kansas tumble-weed. It
rolls and bounces and skips on wide
prairies. The wind tosses it about. It
scatters its seed.
My spirit has not yet been imprisoned
by walls of stone and iron.
My spirit makes its testament to you.
When I have died, when my body is dry
and has blown away, the dust shall fly into your eyes.
When you have come past me out of the
mouth of the womb there shall be no
looking back. You will not know how
that I have seen you going up and down.
Your voice that testifies emerges out of a
thickness of flesh. It grows faint with
weariness. You stagger in a drunken
stupor along streets past my eyes.
I have watched like a little red fox that
lies at the mouth of a hole.
The coyote runs in the moonlight over the plains.
The body of the brown bear that lives
on the rim of the bowl sings as he goes
out to seek food.
I am very young and very old.
I am unborn.
I lie at the mouth of the womb.
What I have understood is none of your
doing. The secret lies in the fact that
your ugliness is my own. I have not
sought you. In seeking myself I have
come upon you.
I have seen you in many places, in a hall
ringing with the voices of speakers, in a
procession going through the streets, in a
deep hole into which you had climbed
to lay the foundations of a prison.
Your lips were swollen.
I saw you with your throat cut lying in
an alleyway in a city.
An old newspaper had been drawn over your face.
In the morning you were in a tree where
you had climbed to see the face of a god.
You were running in streets at noon with
your hat in your hand.
The gods of insanity played upon you
with thin nervous fingers.
I saw you filling a barn with corn. I saw
you building machines and houses. I saw
sweat in your eyes. I heard your voice
telling little lies. You were a writer of
books. You were a man who shod horses.
You were a drunken man who sat upright in a bed to laugh at the stars.
I saw you as I lay at the mouth of the
womb in the midst of the valley.
I saw you when I sought myself.
I heard your voice making testament
when my voice died away in a stillness.


SONG NUMBER FOUR
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You are a child who sleeps and throws
his hands up over his head.
You are a strong man who walks in a
street at night. In the silence you hear little sounds.
You are a country girl and live in
Nebraska. At evening you drive cows
along a lane to your father’s barn.

* * *

I grope my way toward you in the
darkness.
I feel my way along the face of a wall.
I gather little stones and lay them along
the face of the wall.

* * *

You are an old woman without teeth.
In the stairway of an old building you
sit. You whine at me. Why do you not
arise and sing? Why do you not make a
testament to me?

* * *

You have forgotten that I crawled
into your arms as you lay in a bed. You
have forgotten that we walked in an orchard.

* * *

You are very lame. You have a twisted foot.
It is your occupation to sell
newspapers in the street before a railroad station.
Your fingers have become
like fruit that has been lying a long time
in the sun. Your voice testifies in the
city. You cry aloud in the city.
How gentle you were that time when
together we saw the little shadows playing on the face of the wall.
Do you remember how the tears ran out of your eyes?

* * *

You are a small man sitting in a dark
room in the early morning. Look, you
have killed a woman. Her body lies on
the floor. Your face is white and your
hands tremble. A testament is creeping
from between your teeth. It makes your teeth chatter.
You are a young man in the schools.
You walk up the face of a hill.
You are an insane driver of sheep.
You are a woman in a brown coat, a fish
merchant in a village, a man who throws
coal in at the mouth of a furnace, a
maiden who presses the body of her
lover against the face of the wall.
You are a bush.
You are a wind.
You are the gun of a soldier.
You are the hide that has been drawn
over the face of a drum.
You are a young birch tree swaying in a wind.
You are one who has been slain by a
falling tree in a forest.
Your body has been destroyed by a
flying mass of iron in the midst of a battle.
Your voice comes up out of a great confusion.
Listen, little lost one, I am testifying to
you as I creep along the face of a wall.
I am making a testament as I gather
stones and lay them along the face of a wall.


THE MAN WITH THE TRUMPET
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I STATED it as definitely as I could.
I was in a room with them.
They had tongues like me, and hair and eyes.
I got up out of my chair and said it as
definitely as I could.

Their eyes wavered. Something slipped
out of their grasp. Had I been white and
strong and young enough I might have
plunged through walls, gone outward
into nights and days, gone onto prairies,
into distances — gone outward to the doorstep
of the house of God, gone into God’s
throne room with their hands in mine.
What I am trying to say is this...
By God I made their minds flee out of them.
Their minds came out of them as clear
and straight as anything could be.

I said they might build temples to their lives.
I threw my words at faces floating in a street.
I threw my words like stones, like building stones.
I scattered words in alleyways like seeds.
I crept at night and threw my words in
empty rooms of houses in a street.
I said that life was life, that men in streets
and cities might build temples to their souls.

I whispered words at night into a telephone.
I told my people life was sweet, that men might live.

I said a million temples might be built,
that doorsteps might be cleansed.
At their fleeing harried minds I hurled a stone.
I said they might build temples to themselves.


HUNGER
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ON farms the dogs bark and old
women groan as they crawl into
beds. The scraping feet of old men make
a shuffling sound on the floors.

In the cities the street cars rattle and
bang. The motors make great moving
rivers in streets.

It is winter now but in the spring there
will be flowers in the fields and at the
edge of roadsides. The spring rains will
wash thoughts away. There will be
longstemmed flowers reaching up from shaded
places under the trees.

I am no more true than yourself, no
more alive than yourself.

You are a man and I would take hold
of your hand. You are a woman, I would
embrace you. You are a child, I would be
unashamed to stand in your presence.
The flower that is myself has a long stem.


DEATH
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I DO NOT belong to the company of
those who wear velvet gowns and
look at the stars. God has not taken me
into his house to sit with him. When his
house has burned bright with lights I
have stayed in the streets.

My desire is not to ascend but to go
down. My soul does not hunger to float.
I do not wish to pass out of the animal
kingdom and into the kingdom of birds,
to fold my wings and pitch into the arms
of a wind that blows in from the sea. The
voice of the wind does not call to me.

When I am strong and the noise of the
cities roars in my ears it is my desire to be
a little mole that works under the ground.
I would creep beneath the roots of the grass.
I would go under the foundations of buildings.
I would creep like a drop of rain along
the far, hair-like roots of a tree.

When springs come and strength surges
into my body I would creep beneath the
roots of grasses far out into the fields.
I would go under fields that are plowed.
I would creep down under the black
fields. I would go softly, touching and
feeling my way.

I would be little brother to a kernel of
corn that is to feed the bodies of men.


THE HEALER
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MY body does not belong to me.
My body belongs to tired women
who have found no lovers.
It belongs to half men and half women.
My body belongs to those who lust and
those who shrink from lusting.
My body belongs to the roots of trees.
It shall be consumed with fire on a far horizon.
The smoke that arises from my burning
body shall make the western skies golden.
My body belongs to a Virginia mob that
runs to kill negroes. It belongs to a woman
whose husband was killed in a railroad
wreck. It belongs to an old man dying
by a fire in a wood, to a negress who is
on her knees scrubbing floors, to a
millionaire who drives an automobile.
My body belongs to one whose son has
killed a man and has been sent to a
prison. It belongs to those who have the
lust for killing and to those who kill.
My body is a stick a strong man has
stuck in the ground. It is a post a drunkard has leaned against.
My body is a cunning wind. It is a
thought in the night, a wound that bleeds,
the breath of a god, the quavering end of a song.


MAN SPEAKING TO A WOMAN
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YOU HAVE come to me from a tall
awkward city. You have come to
me from the sister cities of the north. On
your way here to me you have run in and
out of a thousand cities that lie like unhatched eggs on the prairies.

You are a distraught woman with
tangled hair and once you owned a house
in a street where wagons and motor
trucks went up and down.
I am glad you are tangled in a web of thought.
I am glad your thoughts have driven you out of the cities.
You have come up a hill to a place where I sit.
I am glad.
I will take the end of a thought in my
hand and walk back and forth.
I will climb into trees.
I will run in holes under the ground.
I will weave a web over yourself.
You shall sit on a stone under a wall
where a gateway leads into the valley of
truth and as I weave you into oblivion I
will tell you a tale.

Long ago, on a day in October, a woman
like you came here to the face of the
wall. The shadow of many perplexities
lay like a film over her eyes. She sat on
the stone with her back to the wall as
you sit now. My father, who was then a
young man, laid long threads of thought over her body.
A stone fell out of the wall and the woman was killed.
The wall is strong but a stone fell out of the wall.
It made a great noise.
A noise like the firing of guns was heard
to the North and the South.

In the Valley there was a day set aside
for the cleansing of doorsteps.
The sound of the tinkling of bells came over the wall.
A stone fell out of the wall on the head of a woman.
She fled from my father.
She fled like a frightened bird over the wall.


A DREAMER
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I HAVE no desire to fathom the infinite.
It is my desire to walk up and
down in fields and forests and to knock
with bare knuckles on the doorposts of
houses. As I sit on a log at the edge of an
Illinois town the factories and the houses
in which things are bought and sold
crumble into a dust so fine that my breath
can blow it away.

I live in a day and in a place where
pigs are sold on the King’s doorstep.
What I know you also know. Foul smells
arise out of the streets of my cities. The
woman who passes me clad in a fur coat
has a pair of handcuffs concealed under
her gown.

In my arrogant pride I have said to
myself — I shall run through life like a
little lost dog, I shall put my cold nose
against the bodies of people.

I have no end in life beyond that of a
bare-legged boy who climbs into a leafy
tree. I have a hope that when I have
climbed to the topmost branch and have
put out my hand it will for a moment
graze the wings of a thought.

I am a beggar and will accept any
word you may choose to bring me. I am
a man gone blind. I am an aged man
with a beard who carries a staff and strikes
with it on a pavement.
Someone has struck me a hard blow.
The drums of my ears have been destroyed by the scream of a whistle.

It would be better for me to be a beggar
on the doorstep of your house.

I should be one who accepts the singing
of the wind in the hair of one who has
been hanged as the voice of a god. When
you arise from your bed in the morning
and come to your kitchen door you should
find me sitting there with bowed head.
I should be able to whisper to you a word
out of the departed night.
When I have grown beyond my love
of God I shall grow in my comprehension of you.
There shall be a way found by which I
may go through a street to the door of
God’s house. I shall find words to lay on
my lips. I shall find words to speak at
the door of God’s house.


MAN WALKING ALONE
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THE NIGHTS in the valley of the
Mississippi River have the eyes of
an owl. I have risen from the place
where I slept under a tree but cannot
shake the sleep out of my eyes. The
nights in the valley of the Mississippi
River are staring nights. They look at
men with the pupils extended. The skies
are empty over the cities and the plains.
The skies have not formulated a thought
that I can breathe into my being. In the
whole valley of the Mississippi River
there is no bed of thought in which I can lie.

There are farm women living in houses
that stand beside dusty roads in Illinois
and Iowa. In Indiana and Ohio there
are many towns. In Michigan — far up
where the valley is no more and where
the cold finger of the north touches the
earth in September — there are men living
who wear heavy boots and fur caps and
who walk all day under naked trees.

Everywhere are men and women who
arouse wonder in me. I have awakened
the feeling of wonder in myself. I have
awakened from sleeping under a tree.


TESTAMENT OF AN OLD MAN
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I AM AN old man sitting in the sun
before the door of my house. The
wind blows sharply, shaking golden leaves
off the trees. It is late October and cold
but I am not cold. My house protects
me. The fingers of the wind cannot find
me. The sun plays gently over my body.
The dying fires within me are a little
stirred. The blood mounts up through
my body into my brain. My brain is fed
with warm blood. It awakens.

King David, when he was old, could
not be warmed by the virgins lying with
him in a bed but I am warmed by the
soft kiss of the sun. The sun is my sweetheart.
There is nothing in the world so
fair as the sun. The sun is my virgin.
The virgins that were brought to King
David in old times looked at him and the
blood did not mount into their bodies.
They lay in bed with the King but they
did not warm him. There was no warmth
in them. My virgin, the sun, comes very
close. She takes me into her arms. She
warms me. The body of the sun is pressed
close to my body. The sun’s breath,
fragrant with love, warms me.

My brain that has been for many days
asleep, runs madly. It runs down across
plains. My brain is a hound that has
come out of its kennel. It runs with long
strides, swiftly, like a shadow. It runs as a
shadow runs, swiftly, o’er wheat and
corn fields, o’er towns and cities, o’er seas.

My awakened brain is a hound dog
come out of its kennel. It is a hound dog,
white and silent and swift.

My brain runs backward and forward,
it runs on into cities the foundations of
which have never been laid, it runs o’er
fields that shall be planted at the hands
of men not yet come from the womb, not conceived yet.
My hound brain is a whispering wind.
It runs backward and forward. It runs
into new lives. It runs back into old lives.

It has run beside Jesus the Prince as
he walked alone on a mountain. It has
lain all night at the door of a tent where
Cæsar was encamped on a hillside in Gaul.

My hound mind lay whining all night
at the feet of the Cæsar. We ran out of
the camp. We ran into cities. We ran to
where Caesar’s wife lay in a bed. As
Cæsar slept we groveled and fought with
other dogs in the street of the mighty
city of Rome.

My hound mind has seen cities rise out
of the plains and it has seen cities destroyed.
It has seen tall oaks grow,
mature and decay where Ruth went to
glean in the harvest. It once lived in a
slave who carried great stones to build a
cathedral to the glory of God.

My hound first came into my body
when I was a lad tramping the fields.
It went with me to live in the towns.
Through a long life it has stayed in its
kennel but now it is fleeing away.

Look how it runs. O’er towns and
cities it runs. It runs like a shadow o’er
the seas. Some day it will not return to
its kennel. My old body, now warmed
by the sun, shall be put under ground.
Old words will be said. Quivering voices
shall sing quivering songs. My hound
shall sit on its haunches and look. It
shall forget and later remember.

The sun has warmed me. I call my
hound back to me over the plains. I
caress it. My voice is raised in a song.
My house shakes with my cries. I spread
banners afar, over the sky.

My hound mind has brought me the
love of the gold. It has brought me the
love of the lust. It has made me a proud
man who walks on the bodies of slaves.
It has taught me the lust of the purple
robe, the lust of the lovely bodies of
women.

Who knew as I walked among men
how I lusted, what gold coins dripped
from my fingers, how my blood was hot
with the lust of war, of killing, of glory.
Who knew that I was a king walking
the streets of a factory town, begging for
bread, sleeping in straw.

With my hound asleep in its kennel I
walked with a Cæsar. I played at battles
with a Corsican corporal.
I lived in a factory town. I lived in the
palace and walked in the park of a king.

Who knew that I made beautiful American cities.
Who knew I planted purple
and gold flowers on the ash heaps of cities.

Who knew how my soul knelt to the
beauty of lives. Who knew how I knelt
before lives, how like a white Christ I
hungered and loved my way into lives.

My hound mind has been into the
mountains with Jesus. It has been with
the gentle Confucius. It has been with
all gentle men.

It has been with the mighty and proud.
It has been with those who slew in the
darkness and threw the knife into a bush.
It has been with those who stole money
at night, with a boy who crept into a barn
lusting alone, with a woman who opened
softly the door to look for her lover.

I am a man who sits in the sun before the
door of his house. My body grows old.
The hinges creak on the door of the kennel.
My hound mind runs out over the
plains. It runs backward and forward.
It has run back into lives. It runs on into
new lives.

King David could not be warmed by
the virgins that crept with him into a bed
but my sweetheart the sun has brought
warmth into my body.

I shall call my hound back to me over
the plains. I shall caress it. My voice
shall be raised in a song. My house shall
shake with my cries. I shall spread banners afar over the skies.


HALF GODS
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THE LITTLE half-gods are whining
in the street. The strong medicine
of life has burned their bellies and their
skins are wrinkled. Their bones have
become brittle and their voices weak.
They are too cold and too young. Words
without meaning drop from their lips.

In the attempt to walk on the rim of
life the half-gods have made themselves
engines of steel. The air is befouled. The
children of men choke in the streets.

My ears are befouled. I have got a
disease from sitting with half-gods in a
room. My clothes are befouled by the
stench of the engines.


AMBITION
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I AM ONE who has walked out of a
tall building into the streets of a city
and over plains into a forest that fringes
a river. My notion is one of escape. I
can no longer bear the life led in my
father’s house. I am a child and cannot
escape out of my childhood. There is a
door through which I cannot enter, a wall
I cannot climb. The idea of escape long
ago attacked the seat of my reason — a
quaint fancy as well enough I know that
such a thing as reason cannot exist.

In the streets of a city, after I had
walked out at the window of a tall building,
a man came to walk with me. He
held a small stick in his hand and twirled
it over his finger. He said God would
forgive me my transgressions if I would
go in at the door of God’s house and
cease walking up and down.

God lies on the ground in the forest
with his head at the base of a tree.
The fingers of God flutter like the wings of a gnat.
A little leaf in the forest, touched by the
finger of God, whirls and twists in an agony of delight.
I have bathed in a stream and walked up
and down on prairies.
I have been lying at full length in Illinois.
I have put my hands into Iowa, into
Kentucky, into Indiana, Kansas, Ohio,
Nebraska, the Dakotas.

My mind is the mind of a little man
with thin legs who sells cigars in a store.
My mind is the mind of a cripple who
died in an alleyway at Cleveland, Ohio.
My mind is the mind of a child who fell
into a well, the mind of one who cleans
the streets of a city, of an actor who
walks up and down on a stage.

I double my fists and strike the ground
a sharp blow. Ridges of land squirt out
through my fingers.
I have remade the land of my fathers.
I have come out of my house to remake
the land.
I have made a flat place with the palms
of my hands.


IN A WORKINGMAN’S ROOMING HOUSE
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AT TWO o’clock at night a steamboat
whistle blows in the Chicago River.
A man who lives above me gets out of bed
and goes barefooted across the floor. His
feet fall on the boards like the fingers of a
player on a silent piano filled with broken
strings.

He strikes a match. I know what he is
doing. He is lighting a candle in order
that God may see into his room and
remember him in the time of his death.

I do not arise and light a candle for the
sake of God. I lie still and think. God
has multiplied himself so often in my
sight that I cannot see him by the light
of a candle.


A MAN STANDING BY A BRIDGE
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FOR A long time I had the illusion I
was helping to build a house. A
wind has blown the illusion away.
Building is going on but I have nothing to do
with it. It may be that you are the
builder.

I am perplexed with trying to find out
who does the building. I creep in the
dusty hallways and hear many strange
voices. The voices of men and women
resound out of the darkness.

The voices cry out to me that they are
the voices of builders but as I go forward,
feeling with my hands on the walls, I do
not come to the place of the building.

A soft voice has whispered to me that
there is no such thing as a builder. It
was a woman’s voice. “The noise you
hear is made by heavy untruths in the
hands of arrogant men. The men lean
out of a window. They beat on a brazen
sky. They are trying to make holes in
the sky.”


THE RED THROATED BLACK
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GIVE me the word,
Let my red throat and black lips
caress the words of your lips.

Give me the word.
Give me three words, a dozen, a hundred,
a history.
Give me the word.

Give me the word.
Throw a curse at my head.
Throw a threat at my eyes.
Give me the word.

Give me the word.
I will melt song into your words.
I will color your words with song.
I will eat your words and vomit forth song.
Give me the word.

Put a sweet word under my tongue.
My blood is still hot.
The word shall take root. It shall grow.
It shall flower.
Give me the word.

I shall breathe perfume into your words.
I shall make a new word of your word.
My throat is a hot womb in which the
seeds of words have been sown.

Give me the word.
Give me your God.
Give me the Lord God.
Give me Saul and David.
Give me Bildad and Shuhite.
Give me the word.

Give me the stinging end of a whip.
Give me your Christ that died.

Give me the word.
Give me the word.
Give me the word.

Let me put my hands on the word.
Let me touch my red tongue to the word.
Give me the Lord.
Give me the Lord God.

Give me sweet words. Give me profane
words.
My throat hungers for words.
My throat is the womb of song.
My lips shall lap the red wounds of song.

Give me the word.
Give me the word.
I am the singer.
Give me the word.


SINGING SWAMP NEGRO

[image: img66.jpg]

I’LL BRING tears to your eyes with song,
Let me sing.
When I am gone, when I have consumed
the poison my song shall roll and echo
along rivers,
It shall roll through the graveyards of
forests,
O’er fields,
Along deserted wharfs, where ships rot in the sun,
In swamps,
In deserted cabins,
In the hearts of the brethren — gone white.
Let me sing.
Did you hear me singing at night — in the
morning? Did you know I was the soul of song?
Did you hear the song singing in my legs,
my feet, my back, my arms?
Did you hear the wild song, the true song?
Did you see song come into life? Did you
see it play up and down the black skin
of my back?
Let me sing.
I was the song.
I sang as a fish swims. I sang light into dark places.
I took hold of the hand of the mother of song.
I took hold of the hand of the mother of sorrow.
I danced in the night under a moon.
Let me sing.
I am the Christ you crucified.
Why did you bring me the Christ that died?
Let me sing.
I am the song that does not die in the
throat. I am myself the sweet inner meaning of song.
Let me sing.
I will bring tears to your eyes with song.
My hands are building the tomb of song.
Song is dying in me.
Let me sing.


THOUGHTS OF A MAN PASSED IN A LONELY STREET AT NIGHT
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I HAVE gone to walk up and down.
It is night and cold. I want to creep
into you. You have made me by thinking
of me and I declare you should be ashamed
of what you have done.

Why have you not made me more pure?
Why have you not made me more beautiful?

Your conception of me makes me a
little ill. It forces me to run away from
you into a field of fancy, into a forest of
doubt. If I cannot be one who when
weary lies in warm human layers of
thought I shall become for the nonce and
until I am rested something not human.
I have passed out of your presence.

I will multiply myself until I pass like
a vapor out of your mind.

I am a thing hung suspended in life.

There is no life in me, only a desire to
creep into your arms and sleep after my
long walking up and down.


CITIES
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THE NOTION of becoming a Jeremiah
pleases my childish fancy. I
shall be a Jeremiah in the mood that
comes over God when he amuses himself
by tickling a solitary leaf in a forest.

I shall walk a long way and sit down
in the grass. When night comes I shall
weep. The hot tears that run out of my
eyes shall make a little stream in which
fishes shall live.

My tears shall be many and shall make
a broad river over which birds shall fly in
the light of a morning.
My tears shall mature a stalk of corn that
shall feed a little mouse that shall nibble
forever at the foundations of buildings
within which the fancies of men have
decayed.


A YOUTH SPEAKING SLOWLY
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I STAND here on a prairie near a
town. Do you understand that distance
has always been there, before me,
that I breathe distance, that it flows
through me like a prairie wind?
There is Europe there, and Africa and
the land of the Russ. I hear voices out of
your places but they remain voices. I
shall never touch the flesh or soul of you.
I put you aside. You are not in my distance, that I know.
I step three paces forward then I stop.
The wall recedes and stops before me.
In what way does it matter?
You are there at the edge of another town.
You are in a cornfield.
You are in the streets of Denver looking
over the vast rim of my bowl.
You are in the Alleghany Mountains
looking down at me.
You are in any city of the plains looking
out at a factory window or out at the
window of a house.
Houses and factories are but symbols to
us. They are toys that amuse our children
because they are so small in our vast place.

It is my passionate desire to shatter
distances.
It is my passionate desire to distill, to
condense.
Push my wall over and a world will be
destroyed and new worlds will emerge.
It is only because I am so young that I
push with my feeble arms against the
face of the wall.


ONE WHO SOUGHT KNOWLEDGE
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THERE are just as many things to be
found out as anyone knows. No
one I have ever met or talked with knows
very much.

Books are not such great things and
most writers of books are fools. Believe
me that is true. How many books I have
read. How many singers I have gone to
hear sing. How many times I have gone
to galleries to see what paintings painters
have painted.

Life has not advanced very far. We
do not need to be afraid we will be late
to the battle.


THE MINISTER OF GOD
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I WAS on my knees at prayer in a
quiet dark place when lust for women
came to me.


A PERSISTANT LOVER

[image: img66.jpg]

IT IS EARLY morning and you and
I have shaken the sleep out of our
bodies and have renewed our covenant.
We have struck with the flat part of our
hands the face of the wall. We have
bowed our heads in the midst of a cloud
of vapor. By the strength of our understanding
and by that alone we now stand on our feet.
We stand upon our feet in the midst of the waters.

The hillside and green stretches of
country, that yesterday seemed to draw
near, have receded out of our sight. In
our place the grey surface of the waters
runs in little ridges, changing color a
little as the years pass and the days pass.
The waters go on. In their neverending
movement the waters achieve the
insanity we seek in vain. There is a
persistent roaring noise, but the waters do
not break upon the rocks. In the air
above our heads sound breaks against
sound. The hammering voices have not
stopped since the forgotten dawn long
ago when I found you standing alone.

In the morning at the break of dawn
there is a moment of quiet. The noises
do not cease but there is quiet.

In the evening when the day runs like
a frightened rabbit into the hole of night
there is quiet.

It would be a comfort to me to know
that at this moment at the beginning of
our day our minds run together.

It would be a comfort to me to know
that as your mind runs like a tardy streak
of light at the heels of night my mind
also runs.

It would be a joy to me to know that
our two minds plunge forward together
into the receding distance, over the
waters.
In my perplexity I lift my foot out of
the firm sand at the bottom of the river
and then set it slowly down.
My head rocks from side to side.
My hands are like branches of trees.
My hands are like the mottled backs of
poplar trees that stand upright in a
snowstorm that blows down a hill.

I look at my hands and think of minute
physical things concerning myself because
I am loath to begin again thinking of you.
When I lift my eyes the day will be here.
I will see the wet strands of hair falling
across your breasts.
Your tired eyes will look into mine.

The uselessness of all effort will be
indicated by the droop of your shoulders.
An impulse toward love will tighten the
cords of my throat.

I will note again the nakedness of you,
the smallness of the trunk of your body,
the way the corners of your mouth twitch
with weariness.

The lids of your eyes are always very
heavy and grey in the shifting light at the
beginning of a day.
How would it be with me if I could
ride like a passenger on the back of your
mind.

When I have tried we both sank out of
sight under the waters.

Your mind should have been a boat in
which we could lie together, sleeping and
resting, but I am afraid then I should
have become truly insane and run away
in the night.

It has not gone well with us as we
walked, going ever more and more slowly
forward into the drifting current of days.
We have walked too long on the face of
the waters. More than once I have kept
silent when I wanted to thrust you away,
out of my sight.

Had I raised my hand to strike, our
two hands would have met in the air
above the waters.

There would have been a more and
more terrible hammering of sound against sound.

Had I raised my hand to strike, my
hand would have met your hand also
intent upon striking.
You have hidden yourself from me
with lovely assurance.

I did not want to know the thoughts
that came to you in the midst of the day.

I wanted your thoughts put away.

Your legs have grown blue and as we
stand in the waters my own legs have
grown brittle.
The dawn has come.

The hammering of sound against sound
begins in the air over our heads.

I raise my eyes to your eyes.
In a moment perhaps words will come to my lips.
In a moment, my beloved, I shall tell you
anew the story of how, in a grey dawn
long ago, I found you standing alone.


THE VISIT IN THE MORNING
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IT was by the sea — 
I was lying on my belly and God
came and turned me over.
He turned my face out of the sand, the
yellow sightless sand.

God caressed me and his caress was
gentle and soft.
Out of my eyes he took what was sightless,
Out of my ears deafness.

It has been permitted me to live and
that was sweet before your time..
The Divine inheritance God gave in
the morning.
He kissed my lips, my breasts, my arms,
Then my lips again.

Have you walked by a mountain?
Have you walked by the sea?

I have been in the veins of the mountains.
I have been in each drop of water God
spat out of his mouth.
A wind blowing out of my ears troubled
the waters of the seas.

God came to me as a bird comes out
of a bush — softly — into a breaking day.

God came to me in a glaring light.

I have gone into you.
I have become of you.
In my pocket is the key to your house.
In my veins your blood flows.
The breath of you inflates my lungs.
The sweetness of you sleeps in my sleep.

If you do not understand what I am
saying that is of no importance.
That the winds blow in trees and that
deaf men walk under the branches
leading the sightless is of no importance.

I was by the sea when God came to me.
He turned me over, turned my face out
of the eyeless yellow sand.
He kissed my lips and I became alive.


THE DUMB MAN
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THERE is a story. I cannot tell it.
I have no words. The story is
almost forgotten but sometimes I remember.

The story concerns three men in a
house in a street. If I could say the
words I would sing the story. I would
whisper it into the ears of women, of
mothers. I would run through the world
saying it over and over. My tongue
would be torn loose. It would rattle
against my lips.

The three men are in a room in a house.
One is young and dandified. He continually laughs.

There is a second man who has a long
white beard. He is consumed with doubt
but occasionally his doubt leaves him
and he sleeps.

A third man there is who has wicked
eyes and who moves nervously about the
room rubbing his hands together.
The three men are waiting, waiting.
Upstairs in the house there is a woman
standing with her back to a wall, in half
darkness by a window.

That is the foundation of the story.
Everything I will ever know is distilled in it.

I remember a fourth man came to the
house, a white silent man. Everything
was as silent as the sea at night. His feet
on the stone floor of the room where the
three men were made no sound.

The man with wicked eyes became like
a boiling liquid. He ran back and forth
like a caged animal. The old grey man
was infected by his nervousness. He
kept pulling at his beard.

The fourth man, the white one, went
upstairs to the woman.
There she was — waiting.
How silent the house was. How loudly
all the clocks in the neighborhood ticked.

The woman upstairs craved love. That
must have been the story. She hungered
for love with her whole being. She wanted
to create in love. When the white silent
man came into her presence she sprang
forward. Her lips were parted. There
was a smile on her lips.

The white one said nothing. In his
eyes there was no rebuke, no question.
His eyes were as impersonal as stars.

Downstairs the wicked one whined and
ran back and forth like a little lost hungry
dog. The grey one tried to follow him
about but presently grew tired and lay
down on the floor to sleep. He never
awoke again.

The dandified fellow lay on the floor
too. He laughed and played with his
tiny black mustache.
I have no words to tell what happened
in my story. I cannot tell the story.

The white silent one may have been
death.
The waiting eager woman may have been life.
Both the grey bearded man and the
wicked one puzzle me. I think and think
but do not understand them. Most of
the time I do not think of them at all.

I keep thinking about the dandified
man who laughed all through my story.
If I could understand him
I could understand everything. I could run through
the world telling a wonderful story. I
would no longer be dumb.

Why was I not given words? Why was
I not given a mind? Why am I dumb?
I have a wonderful story to tell but know
no way to tell it.

Previously printed in “The Triumph of the Egg”.


A POET
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IF I COULD be brave enough and
live long enough I could crawl inside
the life of every man, woman and child
in America. After I had gone within them
I could be born out of them. I could
become something the like of which has
never been seen before. We would see
then what America is like.


A MAN RESTING FROM LABOR
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THIS TREE on which I am sitting in
the forest fell down here and lies
slowly rotting. Little crawling worms
live in it. They are crawling near where I
sit. The tree was not afraid or ashamed
to fall down. The tree was not afraid or
ashamed to grow or to die.
The sunlight comes down through the
leaves of these trees unafraid and unashamed.
The wind blows when it does blow.


A STOIC LOVER
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I SAW HER little figure near the wall.
She did not see me though she
sensed my presence. I was like a statue
with folded hands and she was like a
little dog with quivering flanks that
coldly waits beside a farmhouse door.

Such a tiny thing she was.
She whined and with her fingers scratched the wall.
Her shaking flanks made a kind of music too.
It was not winter.
Spring came on. The lovely breath of
spring blew in her face. She whined and
scratched the wall.

I saw her nervous fingers making
towns and streets. She played at living
desperately. She built and built, caressed
her own breasts, then fell to tearing at
the wall.

I sat stone still and watched.
Her quivering flanks set up a tremor in
my frame.
My body shook and dust fell down from
my eyes.
I moved and lived and felt the breath of
spring and life blow in my face.


A YOUNG JEW
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DEARS and a life of it,
Sitting in a room,
Walking with my father in a street,
Hungering,
Hating,
Burning my flame out in an empty place.
The smoke from burning bodies goes
straight up.
Fire everywhere.
My world is choked with smoke of
burning men,
With smoldering fumes of fires,
With smoke of burning men.
My mother’s eyes look out at burning men,
At men who burn out in an empty place.
My mother’s breasts are tipped with flames.
She has suckled men in fire.
She has suckled me in flames.
Her breasts are tipped with flames.
My mother’s eyes look out at burning men.
My father’s eyes look back at old things
burned and charred.
They are hungering in the streets,
Their eyes are tipped with flames,
Their eyes flee from their bodies,
hungering in the streets.


THE STORY TELLER
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TALES are people who sit on the
doorstep of the house of my mind.
It is cold outside and they sit waiting.
I look out at a window.
The tales have cold hands.
Their hands are freezing.
A short thickly-built tale arises and
threshes his arms about.
His nose is red and he has two gold teeth.
There is an old female tale sits hunched up in a cloak.

Many tales come to sit for a moment
on the doorstep and then go away.
It is too cold for them outside.
The street before the door of the house of
my mind is filled with tales.
They murmur and cry out, they are
dying of cold and hunger.

I am a helpless man — my hands
tremble.
I should be sitting on a bench like a tailor.
I should be weaving warm cloth out of
the threads of thought.
The tales should be clothed.
They are freezing on the doorstep of the
house of my mind.

I am a helpless man — my hands
tremble.
I feel in the darkness but cannot find the
doorknob.
I look out at a window.
Many tales are dying in the street before
the house of my mind.
Previously printed in “The Triumph of the Egg.”


A THINKER
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I SEE YOU, my beloved, sitting in a
room beside me but I cannot speak
to you. There is not time. You are young
now but when I have turned my head to
blow the smoke from before my eyes you
shall grow old. I do turn my head again.
You are a mumbling old woman. It is
useless to speak to you. You are full of
memories, crammed with them. There is
no room for me to enter into you.

It is quite true my beloved that I have
always seen you as through a glass
darkly. I see all life so.
You are floating in a medium outside
my own. That must be quite apparent.
All men and women I have ever seen
were floating in a medium outside my
own. I a little understand the necessity
for that — now. The day for the cure has
not come. The time when God will
breathe life into our nostrils lies lost in the future.
That I have touched you and others
with my hands, held you in my arms,
caressed your tired eyes, awakened at
night to see you asleep beside me — all
facts, beliefs, suspicions, touching our
belief in the reality of any approach we
have made to each other are myths,
fairy tales we have whispered to ourselves
in the darkness of long nights.
I believe that.
However there is something more
curious than what I am now saying to
you. The fact of the impossibility of an
approach to each other is so obviously
curious. It is curious as the formation of
a cliff may be curious. It is puzzling as
the slippery, exhausted cross rhythms of
waves are puzzling. You have seen the
waves run on when the wind died on the
face of the sea. You have seen many
things I have seen.

We have not approached the time
when we may speak to each other but in
the mornings, sometimes I have heard,
echoing far off, the sound of a trumpet.

It is apparent that nations cannot
exist for us. They are the playthings of
children, such toys as children break
from boredom and weariness. The branch
of a tree is my country. My freedom
sleeps in a mulberry bush.

What remains that is articulate is
simply my desire to express to you
something out of the now, the present. It is
morning and you have gone, quite nude,
to bathe on a beach. I see you there and
you are lovely. Your head is turned a
little to one side. Listen. I have put the
bugle to my lips. Do you hear faintly the
sound of it, running on the face of the
waters. How stupidly I blow the trumpet.
There is no music in me.

I consume myself in my own attempt
to find myself. It is thus I die, hourly, in
every moment.

You must understand however that
it is my desire to communicate to you
something out of the now, the present.
I am a sea and a wind sweeps across
the face of me. My words are little
waves, thrust up. They are attempts to
grasp, to lay hold of a passing thing. My
words have, I well know, little to do with
the actuality of you and of me.

Yesterday a disease attacked the fields
here, back of my house. A million winged
grasshoppers descended upon the field.
As I walked they arose in clouds. The
grass in the field has become suddenly
brown and dead. What was green has
become brown, an ashy grey. Tomorrow
another disease, a trick of the wind, a
match thrown into dead grass will carry
the grasshoppers away.

It is true that you and I have looked
about us a little. We have seen how
empires are formed and civilizations crushed
as a grasshopper is crushed under foot.
There would be tragedy in that if
empires or civilizations mattered to us.

If I am a sea into which you may
throw things there is a purpose in that.
It is that things may be thrown into me that I exist.

Let us return to yourself and myself.
We stand here, now, in this instant, in
the presence of the breathing sea that is
myself, yourself, we are in the presence
of a wind that runs, we are at the head
of a street, watching the people pass, we
are in a forest under trees.

How strong, how swift, how sure we
are. The grasshopper in flight, the gull
twisting and turning in the air currents
over a sea — nothing that lives is more
strong and sure than ourselves. There is
nothing in life superior to ourselves. We
are ourselves superior to nothing in life.

I have a passionate hunger to take a
bite out of the now — the present. The
now is a country to discover which, to be
the pioneer in which I would give all
thought, all memories, all hopes. My
ship has but skirted the shores of that
country. What is growing there? I would
take a bite out of the present. I would
consume it quite. I would live my life in
the present, in the now only.

For that purpose I would be ageless,
impotent, potent, swift, a sluggish slow
crawling worm, a singing rhythmical
thing beating my wings, carried along for
an instant in the flight of time. I would
myself create a lull in the storm that is
myself. I am a stream gone dry. Fill me

with living waters. There is something
stagnant in me. As I write, breathe,
move back and forth in this room life is
passing from me. Do you not see how I
pass from one present into another unknowing.
I would leave nothing unknown.
To live in the presence of the
unknown is death to me.

Memories constantly create the disease of misunderstanding.
It is the disease that shall destroy you and me.
Only in the present, the now, is there
awareness. All memories are disease.
They corrupt, pervert life. They are
clouds descended upon the clear sky.
They shut out the sun. By their presence
we are made blind.

I would testify always out of the
present and have come to realize that my
ambition is a vain thing — an impossible dream.

How often have I seen your face, a
thousand faces passing in the street, in a
street of the city of my mind. A face
came toward me. It was unconscious of
me. I was conscious of it and at the same
time unconscious. The face spoke to me
in the language of the instant, the now,
the present. Golden words fell from lips

that were ripe with life. The words were
strong arms that lifted me up. What unspoken words I have heard.

I tell you there is a language of which
it may be said that every word in it
comprehends more than all I have ever
written, thought, dreamed. There is a
country in which suns stand still. Hope is
not dead. There is something living in you, in me.

The words of those I have seen passing
through the land of the now, the present,
created as they went. They were pregnant
words throwing off children as the
sun throws off light.

In my own person, and later I began
to think, to remember. The glorious and
living present became corrupt. It passed
from me.

It is not true that God created the
world in six days, or rather perhaps he
did — a fact that would account for the
corruption of the world. Worlds should
be created as gestures of gods.

As I cannot live in the present, stay in
it, it is impossible I should approach you.
I am impotent. I cannot swim, fly,
propel myself forward swiftly enough.
Time has departed from me. What I
was I shall never be again. What I may
be today, tomorrow, cannot matter to
you. You cannot grasp me now. I cannot
lay hold of the fact of you.

We were aware but we were but half
aware. The bugle blew but we did not
arise from our sleep. Even as I write the
now, the present is passing from me. In a
moment I shall begin to think, to remember.
What is corrupt, corroding shall
enter into me. Although I have died
many times I shall in a moment and as
you stand looking repeat over again the
death scene I constantly strive to escape.


THE MAN IN THE BROWN COAT
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NAPOLEON went down into a battle riding on a horse.
Alexander went down into a battle riding on a horse.
General Grant got off a horse and walked into a wood.
General Hindenburg stood on a hill. The
moon came up out of a clump of bushes.
I am writing a history of the things
men do. I have written three such histories and I am but a young man.
Already I have written three hundred, four
hundred thousand words.

My wife is somewhere in this house
where for hours I have been sitting and
writing. She is a tall woman with black
hair turning a little grey. Listen, she is
going softly up a flight of stairs. All day
she goes softly doing the housework in
our house.

I came here to this town from another
town in the state of Iowa. My father was
a house-painter. I worked my way
through college and became a historian.
We own this house in which I sit. This is
my room in which I work. Already I have
written three histories of peoples. I have
told how states were formed and battles
fought. You may see my books standing
straight up on the shelves of the libraries.
They stand up like sentries.

I am tall like my wife and my shoulders are a little stooped.
Although I write boldly I am a shy man. I like being in
this room alone at work with the door
locked. There are many books here.
Nations march back and forth in the

books. It is quiet here but in the books a
great thundering goes on.

Napoleon rides down a hill and into a battle.
General Grant walks in a wood.
Alexander rides down a hill and into a
battle. — 

My wife has a serious, almost stern
look. In the afternoon she leaves our
house and goes for a walk. Sometimes
she goes to stores, sometimes to visit a
neighbor. There is a yellow house opposite our house.
My wife goes out a side
door and passes along our street between
our house and the yellow house.

The window before my desk makes a
little framed place like a picture. The
yellow house across the street makes a
solid background of yellow.

The side door of my house bangs.
There is a moment of waiting. My wife’s
face floats across the yellow background
of the picture.
General Pershing rode down a hill and
into a battle.
Alexander rode down a hill and into a battle.
Little things are growing big in my
mind. The window before my desk makes
a little framed place like a picture. Every
day I wait staring. I wait with an odd
sensation of something impending. My
hand trembles. The face that floats
through the picture does something I do
not understand. The face floats, then it
stops. It goes from the right hand side to
the left hand side then it stops.

The face comes into my mind and goes
out. The face floats in my mind. The pen
has fallen from my fingers. The house is
silent. The eyes of the floating face are
turned away from me.

My wife is a girl who came here from
Ohio. We have a servant but she sweeps
the floors and sometimes makes the bed
in which we sleep together.
We sit together in the evening but I do not know
her. I cannot shake myself out of myself.
I wear a brown coat and I cannot
come out of my coat. I cannot come out
of myself. My wife is very silent and
speaks softly but she cannot come out of herself.

My wife has gone out of the house.
She does not know that I know every
little thought of her life. I know about

her when she was a child and walked in
the streets of an Ohio town. I have heard
the voices of her mind. I have heard the
little voices. I heard the voices crying
when she was overtaken with passion and
crawled into my arms. I heard the voices
when her lips said other words to me as
we sat together on the first evening after
we were married and moved into this house.

It would be strange if I could sit here
as I am doing now while my own face
floated across the picture made by the
yellow house and the window.

It would be strange and beautiful if I
could meet my wife, come into her
presence.

The woman whose face floated across
my picture just now knows nothing of
me. I know nothing of her. She has gone
off, along a street. The voices of her
mind are talking. I am here in this room
as alone as any man God ever made.

It would be strange and beautiful if I
could float my face across a picture. If
my floating face could come into her
presence, if it could come into the
presence of any man or any woman that
would be a strange and beautiful thing
to have happen.

* * *

Napoleon went down into a battle riding
on a horse.
General Grant went into a wood.
Alexander went down into a battle riding
on a horse. — 

* * *

Some day I shall make a testament unto
myself. — 

* * *

I’ll tell you sometimes the whole life
of this world floats in a human face in
my mind. The unconscious face of the
world stops and stands still before me.
Why do I not say a word out of
myself to the others? Why in all our life
together have I never been able to break
through the wall to my wife? Already I
have written three hundred, four hundred thousand words.
Are there no words
for love? Some day I shall make a testament unto myself.
Previously printed in “The Triumph of the Egg”.


ONE PUZZLED CONCERNING HIMSELF
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I HAD BEEN to the flesh pots all
night — standing beside them, walking back and forth in the moonlight. I
had gorged myself. My body was distended.

I walked home to the city at dawn.
The moonlight was gone.
The streets were empty.
The voice of a drunken man shouted
from an alleyway.

I was smug brother to fat men.
I was tired but fattened.
I had been at the flesh pots.
All night the moonlight fell down like
rain on the roofs but I stayed at the pots,
gorging myself.

In the midst of the night as I walked,
feeling myself full and complete, a child
cried and its little voice, filled with
strangeness in the quiet place, ran under
the low black trees.

The voice found no empty place in me.
There was no vacant place where it could
echo and reecho.
I was full and complete.
I had been gorging myself at the flesh pots.


THE DREAMER
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THE FANCY comes to me that
thoughts like layers of smoke are
lying along the street through which I
have been walking. There are always
banks of smoke hanging in the streets of
my city. There is a sensual gratification
to me in the notion that the crowds of
men and women who have just passed
me and who have gone before me have
also lost themselves in the thoughts I
have been lost in. By indirection I have
been making love to all the men and
women of a city.

I am one who has no yesterdays and
gropes dreamily toward a tomorrow. I
am like you. You are not at all the thing
you have so foolishly imagined yourself
to be. I am nothing. I believe nothing.
I would like to walk with you. If possible
I would like to imagine you beautiful
while you are in my presence.
By indirection I wish to caress you, to touch

with soft fingers the lids of your eyes, to
lie like a gem in the hollow of your hand.
For the moment that is the height of my desire.

Many people have walked before me
in the street, having as I have declared
had a sort of intercourse with me. Before
me, as I walked, in the forefront of my
fancy, went a trembling old man. Ahead
of him was a glorious woman, full breasted,
strong at the shoulders. The wind blew
her skirts and I saw that her legs were
shapely and strong. She did not know
that I knew what she was thinking about.

Before the old man and the strong
beautiful woman went many others in
the canyon of the street. They walked
like myself under the smoke pall of the
city and like myself they walked in and
out of the layers of thought. They were
all like myself fanciful folk. They were
making — each of them — designs in the
darkness. In the dark street they felt
for the threads of life with the fingers of
their hands.

How very many people going in and
out of the thoughts. I fancied that I
found a blank, a vacant place. Some
brash impertinence out of my conscious

life made me want to attempt to fill the blank.

“I will put in this blank place a thought,
a thought of my own,” I said. It will be
passed through by men, women and children.
I crept into a doorway and watched,
hoping childishly that the whole rhythm
of the universe would be changed.

Nothing happened of course, I suspect
because my act was more than half conscious.
My thought had no strength of
its own. The wind blew it away.

The streets of the city are roaring
whirling places. Shrill human cries run
like brightly colored threads through the
thoughts of every man and woman who
walks abroad. It is very foolish to try to
be definite as I was as I attempted to lay
down the thought. Nothing is to be
achieved by being smart and definite,
and to be vague — they keep telling me — 
is to be insane, a little unbalanced.

In a plow factory, in the suburbs of the
city, there are great tanks in the floor.
The tanks are kept filled with many
colored liquids. By machinery plows are
lifted from the factory floor and swung
above the tanks. They are dipped and
become instantly and completely black,
red, brown, purple, blue, grey, pink.

Can a plow be pink? I have the trick
of thinking too rapidly in color. I cannot
remember the color of the eyes of my
sister. The color of the cheeks of my
mistress I cannot remember.

An endless clanking goes on in my
head. It is the machinery of the life in
which I hang suspended. I and all the
men and women in the streets are at this
moment being dipped anew in the life of
the city. There are no yesterdays for any
of us. We hang by a hook in the present.
Whatever lies behind this second of
conscious time is a lie and I have set myself
to lie to the limit. By my lying and by
that road only will I succeed in
expressing something of the truth of the life into
which I also have been flung.

This is evidently true. Plows may not
be pink but the prevailing color of the
flesh of people is pink. We have all been
dipped in a dawn.

Had I not been betrayed by my egotism into
trying to fill the blank space in
the thought layers in the street my whole
life might have been different. But for
my act I might have found in the fane;
that had come to me the rhythm of m;
age and got fame like a great man.
I am instead a man of infinite little
ness, a maker of words, an eater of food
a weaver of the cast-off clothing of sheep
The gratification to me is that I am so
much like you. That is why I understand
and love you. I will not however attempt
to become your lover.
There is destruction in that and we are a long way from
being fit to destroy each other.
If however we find as we go along that
your insanity strikes the same chord as my own
something lovely may happen.


A VAGRANT
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I AM BECOME a brightly colored insect.
I am a boy lying by a river on a summer day.
At my back is an orchard.
 I look dreamily out over warm stagnant
waters. There is a reed grows out of the
yellow mud. In the orchard at my back
a hog grunts. An insect with brightly
colored back and wings comes swinging
down stream. He has lived more freely
than the waters of a river. I go with him
as I would go in at the door of God’s
house if I knew the street in which God’s
house stands, as I would go into you if
you would leave the door open for me.


YOUNG MAN IN A ROOM
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THERE is a woman has just passed
by the door of my house. There was a
barely perceptible quickening of the
pulse of my body. “She is beautiful”, I
thought, and said so aloud. I arose and
went to the door to follow her with my
eyes. At the moment when I thought her
beautiful a wind had just come skipping
and shouting down the street. It lifted
the woman’s hat and she threw up her
hand. Her hand made a lovely gesture.
My neighbor the wind whispered the
story of her beauty to me.


NEGRO ON THE DOCKS AT MOBILE, ALA
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I HAVE given out of the richness of
myself to many mornings.

At night when the waters of the seas
murmured I have murmured.

I have surrendered to seas and suns
and days and swinging ships.

My blood is thick with surrender, it
shall be let out through wounds and shall
color the seas and the earth.

My blood shall color the earth where
the seas come for the night kiss and the
seas shall be red.

I have come out and I shall go back.

 I grew and I shall decay.

have given myself to days and nights.
I have been warm and cold. I have been
asleep and awake.

What you see with your eyes I do not
see.

What you have felt with your fingers
creeps unasked through my sleeping body.

I have not gone into your days and
your poison has not come into me.

I Open my body and drink — my soul is
sweet.

I have absorbed suns and seas and
days and your poison has not come into me.


WORD FACTORIES
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LONG AGO an old man sat on a log
 at the edge of a cornfield and talked
to me of God.
His words leaked away.
They would not stay in my head.
The rustling of the leaves of a tree near
at hand drowned his voice.
It ran the scale like the voice of an Oriental.
The little drums in my ears were tickled
by rising and diminishing waves of sound.

I His words ran into the rows of corn
and became rows of sounds, an army of sounds.
They hopped and ran like little naked children.
He did not teach me much of God but
fragments of God’s truth clung to me.
It fell on me like drops of warm rain
out of a wet sky.
Did I not learn from him that words are
living, breathing things. They are the
children of men that have been put to
work in a factory. Their little bodies
have become bent and stooped and twisted.

The female words have found no lovers.
They are barren.
It was not God’s wish that it be so.
I am one who would serve God.

Have not my brothers the male words
been castrated and made into eunuchs.

I would be nurse to many distorted words.
I would make my book a hospital for
crippled words.

From this day I shall wear a white
garment and deny myself the pleasures
of the body. The words of old time men
have been reborn in the factory towns of
my country. They are choked with
smoke and drowned in waves of new
sounds. Will you give a word nourishing
food, carry him for a day in the warm

body of yourself, as a maid carries with
due modesty a babe in her belly.

It is time for the old men to come back
out of their sleeping stupor.
They must sit again at the edge of the cornfields.
The words of our lips are being destroyed.
They are undernourished and work in the factories.

There is a tough gnarled new word
that has lived for a long time in a corner
of my brain. He has set up an insanity
there. Sometimes for days I do not dare
go near the corner of myself where the
word sits crouched, ready to strike, to
spring. I start to walk boldly in at the
door of my house and then grow afraid
and run away.

I run out of the present and into the past.
I run past clanging factory towns, past
long bridges, over lakes and seas, into
the deserts, into the forests.

It is by chance that I recover and
come back into myself.

A twisted word seeks warmth in a
corner of my brain. His body is bent and

his lips twitch. Something tells me he is
the son of an old sweet word born on a
hillside long ago in the night.

They have brought the little twisted
word into the West. In the service in
which they put him the air was bad. The
flying end of a broken wheel hit him and
broke his back. His body twitches when
he breathes. He lives but the air whines
and whistles as it works its way through
his lungs. He has escaped from his servitude and has got into my brain.

My twisted word will live long enough
to breed and to perpetuate his kind.

Bring me quickly the female words
that are barren and waiting.

If you do not hurry, my twisted word
will die in the corner of my brain.
I am a breeding place for a twisted word.
I await the time of the breeding.


MAN LYING ON A COUCH
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I AM A TREE that grows beside the
wall. I have been thrusting up and
up. My body is covered with scars. My
body is old but still I thrust upwards,
creeping towards the top of the wall.
It is my desire to drop blossoms and
fruit over the wall.
I would moisten dry lips.
I would drop blossoms on the heads of
children over the top of the wall.
I would caress with falling blossoms
the bodies of those who live on the
farther side of the wall.


THE RIPPER
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I CAN TELL it all quite sanely now.
Look at these hands, how quiet.
Look in these quiet eyes.
I went forth out of this iron house where
I have lived.
Myself black with hate,
Mothered I was at the breast of hate.

A knife was in my hand.

I ripped the people open as I came to
them,
Slashed them as a pig is slashed on
wintry mornings in a farmhouse yard.

Through dreary years I went,
Crawling on my belly in the dark,
Leaping,
Making my knife strokes straight and true.

I cut them open every one.

In each the same dead child.

And then I came to her.
From her a child stepped forth and took
my hands,
A quiet child with quiet hands.

Look in these eyes, how quiet.
Look at these quiet hands.


ONE MAN WOULD NOT GROW OLD
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I HAVE wished that the wind would
stop blowing, that birds would stop
dead still in their flight without falling
into the sea, that waves would stand
ready to break upon shores without
breaking, that all time, all impulse, all
movement, mood, hungers, everything
would stop and stand hushed and still
for a moment.

It would be wonderful to be sitting on
a log in a forest when it happened.

When all was still and hushed, just as
I have described, I would get off the log
and walk a little.

The insects would all lie still on the
ground or float fixed and silent in the air.
An old frog that lives under a stone and
that had opened his mouth to snap at a
fly would sit gaping.

There would be no movement in
Chicago, in New York, down by the
stock exchange, in towns, in factories, on
farms.

Away out in Colorado where a man is
at this moment riding his horse furiously
striving to catch a steer to be sent to
Chicago to be butchered and eaten — 

He would stop and the steer would stop.

You and I would walk a little way in
the forest or on a prairie and stop. We
would be the only moving things in the
world and one of us would start a thought
rolling and rolling down time, down
space, down mind, down life too.

I am sure I would let you do it if later
you would be still and keep all the voices
of your mind hushed while I did it in my turn.

I would wait ten lives while others did
it for my turn.


THE NEW ENGLANDER
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I TAKE this phone up, then put it
down and turn my back.
My fingers grope until they find its lips.

Here now, in this room, the spirit’s
sword has cut down sharp and clear.
There is as much to be found out as I
know or you know. I can put the world
down and can turn my back to it. I can
cut more worlds out of my silence than
you will ever build. I can feel the lips of
this thing, can caress its lips. Like David
I can tear the lion’s jaws apart.

The roaring world in my white hands
becomes a pool of whirling soot.

What I want to say to you can be said
in fifty ways. * * *

I have stood at the door of this house
now for many years.
I stand here with the knob held in my
hand.

I have seen you pass the house, going
forward in the street. I have seen snows
come and icy winds. In the spring the
green things grew for me as I have often
said they grew for you. The birds flew
past and in the evening darkness settled
down.

I have made a stone god of myself, at
my back a house, at my hand an open
door.

My dream is I shall pass through you
into the dawning of new days.

There is my condensed, compressed,
distilled desire, to go through doors, to
walk in hallways, walled about by life.


THE BUILDER
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I AM building me a house slowly — 
a house in which I may live. Day by
day the bricks are piled in long rows
making walls. Doors are hung and shingles
are being cut for the roof. The air is
heavy with the perfume of logs, new cut.

In the morning you may see my housebuilding
 — in your street, on the corner
there by the church — in the valley beyond
your house where the road dips down and
crosses a bridge. It is morning and the
house is almost complete. Take this key.
Go in.

 It is evening and my house is in ruins.
Weeds and vines have grown on the
broken walls. The rafters of the house I
aspired to build are buried in long grass.
They have decayed. Worms live in them.
You will find the ruins of my house in a
street of your town, on a country road,
in a long street black with smoke clouds
in a city.

This is a day, a week, a month, a year.
My house is not built. Would you come
into my house. Take this key. Come in.

My house is in the perfume of the wild
rose that grows by a roadside, it sleeps
in the eyes of a nigger who works on the
docks at New Orleans. It is built on the
foundation of a thought I have not dared
to express. I am not subtle enough to
build my house. The foundation walls
of my house stand on the shivering legs
of a little lost dog standing at the closed
door of your house on a cold morning in
November. The doors of my house creak
like the voice of a guinea hen. At night
the creaking of the doors of my house is
like the voice of a child given over to
sadness.

I am building me a house slowly. Take
this key. Go in.


YOUNG MAN FILLED WITH THE FEELING OF POWER
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THE FIRM grip of my fingers on the
thin paper of this cigarette is a sign
I am very quiet now. Sometimes it is not
so. When I am unquiet I am weak but
when I am quiet, as I am now, I am
very strong.

Just now I went along one of the streets
of my city and in at a door and came up
here where I am now, lying on a couch
and looking out at a window. Very
suddenly and completely the knowledge
has come to me that I could grip the sides
of tall buildings as freely and as easily
as I now grip this cigarette. I could hold
the building between my fingers, put it to
my lips and blow smoke through it. I
could blow confusion away. I could blow
a thousand people out through the roof
of one tall building into the sky, into the
unknown. Building after building I could
consume as I consume the cigarettes in
this box. I could throw the burned ends
of cities over my shoulder and out through
a window.
It is not often I get in the state I am
now in — so quiet and sure of myself.
When the feeling comes over me there is
a directness and simplicity in me that
makes me love myself. To myself at such
times I say strong sweet words.

I am on a couch by this window and I
could ask a woman to come here to lie
with me or a man either for that matter.

 I could take a row of houses standing
on a street, tip them over, empty the
people out of them, squeeze and compress
all the people into one person and
love that person.

Do you see this hand? Suppose it held
a knife that could cut down through all
the falseness in you. Suppose it could
cut down through the sides of buildings
and houses where thousands of people
now lie asleep.

It would be something worth thinking
about if the fingers of this hand gripped
a knife that could cut and rip through
all the ugly husks in which millions of
lives are enclosed.


A DYING POET

TO EMANUEL CARNEVALI
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I FOUND you fighting in the waves of a sea.
A soldier came to my house. His hands
were dirty. He had made a mess and besmeared himself.
He told me you had
thrown yourself into the sea. He said you
were fighting desperately to make your
way back out of the sea.
I went to the seashore but did not find you.
You were walking in the streets of a city.
Something had made you proud and arrogant.
You spoke of a goddess who walks by
the seashore in silence. She wears heavy
gold wristlets and in her hair is a chain of
finely wrought silver.

It was your intention to go on a long
journey. We spoke of the matter at
length. I watched you closely and understood
your most intimate thoughts. You
muttered that something had been sacrificed.
You spoke of blood that had befouled the grass in the fields.
For a long time I was absorbed in
watching you. Your coming cold and in
doubt out of the sea did not interest me
but your intention of going on a journey
was intensely interesting.
Your journey no doubt lasted a lifetime.
 It lasted through the lifetime of
yourself and your father and grandfather.
Wherever you went you bathed yourself.
Bathing had become a passion with
you.
You bathed in a brook.
You bathed yourself with prayers in a church.
You bathed yourself with love in the
presence of men.
You went into a lonely place to bathe
yourself with thoughts.
What is the most curious fact of all is
that you became an unreality to me. For
a long time I had the notion that you had
ceased to exist — that you had been blown
out like a candle. I thought you had
died and that someone had erected a
statue to you — that you had become a
thing of stone and iron.
I have just found out that you have
come out of the sea and home from a journey.
By the shore of the sea there are bushes
and I have seen you crawling beneath
bushes to look at a goddess who walks by
the seashore in silence.

She wears heavy gold wristlets and in
her hair is a chain of finely wrought silver.


BROTHER
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GOOD BROTHER, walking up and
down, it is my feet you hear running in the shadows by the trees.

You, good brother, are standing by a
pig pen at the edge of a field. You are
walking in a road behind a threshing
engine. You are standing in a dusty place
at the mouth of a mine.

Good brother, walking up and down,
it is my voice you hear calling to you out of a city.

There is a wild wind.
There is a snow storm whirls about your head.
There is a soft wind that blows down the
channel of a river.
There is a dawn has come and you, my
brother, are the father of many lovers.
You have gone to walk in a dawn.


THE LAME ONE
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AT NIGHT when there are no lights
my city is a man who arises from a
bed to stare into darkness.

In the daytime my city is the son of a
dreamer. He has become the companion
of thieves and prostitutes. He has denied his father.

My city is a thin old man who lives in
a rooming house in a dirty street. He
wears false teeth that have become loose
and make a sharp clicking noise when he
eats. He cannot find himself a woman
and indulges in self abuse. He picks
cigar ends out of the gutter.

My city lives in the roofs of houses, in
the eaves. A woman came to my city
and he threw her far down out of the
eaves on a pile of stones. Nobody knew.
Those who live in my city declare she fell.

There is an angry man whose wife is
unfaithful. He is my city. My city is in
his hair, in his eyes. When he breathes
his breath is the breath of my city.

There are many cities standing in
rows. There are cities that sleep, cities
that stand in the mud of a swamp.
I have come here to my city.
I have walked with my city.
I have limped slowly forward at night with my city.

My city is very strange. It is tired and
nervous. My city has become a woman
whose mother is ill. She creeps in the
hallway of a house and listens in the
darkness at the door of a room.

I cannot tell what my city is like.
My city is a kiss from the feverish lips
of many tired people.
My city is a murmur of voices coming out of a pit.


TWO GLAD MEN

FIRST GLADMAN

[image: img66.jpg]

MEN ARE sometimes born who are
lords of life and I am one of them.
It is true. What things have I taken
from life and will take.

You see me here standing by this fence
in a field. The morning sun is shining.
There below me, past those trees and
down that dusty road, is a town with
factory chimneys pouring forth smoke.

There have been hot dry days. The
fields are brown and the corn ripens.
Sweaty men are between me and the
town, toiling in fields, covered with dust.

In the town are houses in long rows.
Tired-eyed women are standing by kitchen
stoves. They are standing in doorways,
looking off over fields, toward me.

It is true and must not be denied. I
am one of the lords of life. My belly has
received food. It is warm.

I have been drunk with glad-eyed
women, receiving me into themselves.
I have been drunk with wine, with food,
with smells, sights, sounds.
Soft beds have received me.
Soft arms have received me.
Soft nights have sheltered my adventures.

I am neither at the beginning nor at
the end. There are no beginnings and no endings.

Hail to thee, sweet life.
Do you hear singing?
Do you smell sweet smells?
Are you erect and ready?

The long day will come unto thee and
the night. There shall be the soft pattering
of feet on the stairways of houses.
There shall be laughter and glad cries.

In my land the time of joy has not
come. The gloomy terrible men have
denied themselves to the women. They
have denied themselves to the stars, to
the night winds, to the blustering rains.

The lords of life have been asleep on
the hillsides, they have buried themselves
away under the corn leaves. They have
gone down into mines. They have disguised
themselves as workers in factories.
They have hidden in houses and shops.

The fat strong men shall come into the land.

There shall be wine drinking.
There shall be love making.
There shall be sweet smells, sweet sounds.

I am but one man but in my loins is
the seed that shall be planted in fields
and in town. The lords of life shall come
into the land.

I await, smiling and laughing.
I lean on this fence.
I look about me.
My eyes are open.
God has opened my eyes.

I am of the breed of the men who shall
be the lords over life.
I am glad in the morning.


ANSWERING VOICE OF A SECOND GLAD MAN
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Who is singing?
I am singing.

Who is praying?
I am praying.

Who is walking about among people?
I am walking about among people.

Who is hearing voices?
I am hearing voices.

Who is eating ripe fruit?
I am eating ripe fruit.

Who is kissing the maiden in the shadow
of the church?
It is I. I am kissing the maiden in the
shadow of the church.

For whom are arms opened?
It is for me. Arms are opened to receive me.

Who is in the body of the man I see
walking with people, talking with people,
embracing the maidens, drinking sweet wines?

I am the man.
I am in the body of the man.
I, the singer, live in his body.


CHICAGO
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TRAINS go out of the city of Chicago
and into her sister cities of the
valley but the minds of men do not go.

The minds of men do not run out over
the flat prairies.
The minds of my brothers stay in their
houses.
The fancies of men are bound with iron bands.
They sleep in a prison.

The flesh of women is no longer sweet.
Women are laid in beds.
They have not walked where the wind is.
Their legs have not been caressed by
winds that blow low, leaping along,
scampering over the ground.

Women weave laces with their fingers
and open their breasts to the eyes of the
windows but they do not open their eyes
to the morning light.


CHALLENGE OF THE SEA
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THE MOUNTAINS shall fall down
and the winds go in at the womb of
earth ere you shall take me in at the door
of your house. Cleanse the doorsteps of
houses. Sweeten the air by burning of
barks. I am unborn unto you. I sleep
unborn in the womb.

You who grope in strange roads may
make seas red and spread greens and
blues on the walls of your houses but my
soul remains untouched by your hands.
When your voyage of discovery is ended
I shall wriggle out from under your
fingers. I shall creep out of your sight.
I shall abide in the distance.

What I am at this moment I shall
never be again.

Let the madness of that thought creep
into your brain.
Suckle your soul at the black breast of defeat.
Accept me as your master.

You have thought me within your
grasp. You have thought to take me in
at the door of your house.
At night when you have gone to sleep
in the arms of a woman I have not slept.
When you have cried out in the joy pains
of embraces I have stood still, and my
stillness has been as the orgasms of gods.

Suppose a stone to arise and sing songs.

Suppose a tree to come out of the
ground and go in at the door of a church.

Suppose a man to walk with true reverence
where my lips and teeth bite
the land.

When the day comes I shall have escaped
out of your grasp. When the lids
of your eyes lift I shall flee. As the
intaking of the breath of a running woman
I shall disappear into distances. Only
the fluttering fingers of God shall caress
my breasts for the stirring of passions.
Until the gods arise from their slumbers
I shall sleep in the womb.


POET

TO ALFRED STEIGLITZ
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THREW his weight against the
gate. Holding nothing back he
hurled himself and there was something
lovely to be seen.

With a spring and with all his nerves
drawn taut he hurled himself, blood and
bone and flesh, against the cold unyielding iron of the gate.

It did begin to yield a little. Inch by
inch the gate began to swing. He turned
a cut, a bleeding face to look at me and
joy shone from his eyes.

The gate swung wide and he walked
in and fell into the arms of death.

But there was joy in him.
In a time of little faith joy and love and
faith shone from his eyes.


AT THE WELL
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IN THE evening I went to the well
to drink again. How my bones ached!
All the little nerves and muscles of my
body cried out.

I had been fighting with God in the
long level plain. I ran and ran into a hot
dry place and then God came. I fought
with him because of the self-satisfaction
I saw on his face.

Had God been substance, had he been
a true man I might have laid hold of him.
I wrestled all day with a shadow and
when afternoon came God smiled again.

Then I went to the well. A few men
and women lay on the ground. How
softly they talked! There was a negro
and a prostitute and two old men who
had been robbers.

It was very quiet and peaceful by the
well. My hot weary feet touched softly
the ground. About the well trees grew
and the grass was green. Horses grazed
under the trees.
Shall I go again into the plains to fight
the self-satisfied God? It is morning and
I am thinking now. At the well the negro,
the worn-out woman and the two old
men are waiting. Knowledge shines out
of their eyes. They stay at the well.


AN EMOTION
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To E. P.

HE WALKED softly in the dust of
the road, whispering words. A
silver sky dropped down and in circled
her head. She was clad in a gold and
silver gown. — 

The little bells were calling, calling.

I ran into the road, plunged into the
road. My torn feet were touched by the
golden dust of the road. My fingers tore
at the gold and silver gown that wrapped
her about. With a little whispering laugh
she passed into me. I was drawn into her
and was healed.

The little bells were calling, calling.

She came with me in at the door of my
house. My house stands at the edge of
the road, at the edge of the forest. The
little tinkling bells sound in the rooms of
my house.
The little bells are calling, calling.


DER TAG
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I SAW it in the morning when all was silent.
I walked in the streets.

Men and women were silently washing
the door sills of houses. All the openings
to the houses were being made clean.

When a guest came in at the door of
one of the houses he stooped to kiss the
doorsill. Women had brought soft furs
and had dropped them on the steps before
the houses. Inside the houses the
air was warm with life. The floors had
been washed. A fragrance arose.

In every eye there was a light shining.
Wine was poured forth. Lips met. There
was laughter.

Before there had been a great meaningless noise.
All was in disorder. The
inner walls of houses were black and the
doorsills were foul.

Now old walls had broken down and
the dust of old walls had settled. The
dust had become black fertile soil. Dust
to dust and ashes to ashes.

It was a new day. Morning had come.


ANOTHER POET
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MY LIFE runs out and out — dancing
in the light like the tongue of
a serpent.

It goes out and comes back.
My life is a bearer of poison.

I have gone into the plains to poison
the well at which I must drink — at which
you must drink.

That we must destroy each other is
obvious. That does not concern me. The
old poets knew that. It was whispered in
the shadows of sheep sheds ages ago.

I have thrust out of myself for another
purpose.

I am striving to generate a poison that
shall be sweeter than the drippings of
honey combs, sweeter than the lash of
the wind.


A MAN AND TWO WOMEN STANDING BY A WALL FACING THE SEA

FIRST WOMAN
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MY EYES are very small. I cannot
see. I look out through narrow
slits into a world of light. The world is
bathed in light. I cannot see.

My fingers clutch at little warm spots
on the broad face of the world. This
house is a post stuck in the ground. This
tree is a hair growing on the face of a
giant.

I cannot see or feel what life is like.
My eyes are but two narrow slits into
which the light creeps slowly, feeling its
way. The light from a lighted world
tries to creep into me but the womb of
my own life is closed.
I lean against the wall with closed
eyes and wait.

Would that the light of life could come
clambering in through the narrow closed
gate of myself.

Would that the gate could be broken
and light come to flood the dark interior of me.


THE MAN
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A god threw up to me out of the sea a
little god and I picked it up.

It was thus I became a holy man.
My journeys began.
Holding the little god in my hands I ran.

I ran through houses, through cities,
through towns, through halls, through
temples. I opened doors and went in.
I opened doors and came out. I was a
thread held in the hand of a weaver. They
wove me. They wove me. They wove me.

I became a holy man.
Their hands beat me. Their hands flayed me.

I knelt in streets, I knelt in silent hills,
I knelt by factory doors, on coal heaps,
at the mouths of mines, on slag heaps.
I crept in at the door of a furnace.

It was then I smelled, tasted and ate.
I have put my teeth in.
Their hands beat me, they flayed me.
Those who knew love and those who
were afraid of love flayed me.

The hands came toward me out of the
darkness, out of the sunlight. They beat
upon me as I knelt in a church. They
crept through walls into the room where
I had gone to sleep. The hands of children beat me.
The doubled fists of men
and women beat down upon me.

I became a holy man.
The blood came out of my body. The
blood came out of my body as a stream
flows in the sunlight.

The hands flayed me like windmills.
The never ceasing hands beat upon me.
My holiness became an insanity.
It became a joy.
It became a relief.

I clung to the little god flung up to me
out of the sea.
I became a holy man.


SECOND WOMAN
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I have crept out of the egg into a wide
colorful world.

My hands reach feebly up.
All about me is the color, the smell of life.

There is the color of cut hillsides, of
ships sailing, of seas, of riotous death.

I am born — why do I not die and become colorful?
I am born — why am I not born?

Why am I grey?
Why do I build me grey houses and cities?
Why do I wear grey colorless clothes?
Why do I walk always in grey streets?
I am born — why am I not born?
I am feeble — why do I not become strong?
I am young — why do I not become old?
I am very old — why do I not become
young? — 

Why do I not die and fade into colorful
splendor.

I have come out of the egg.

I am born.
Why am I not born?

THE END


The Poems

[image: img67.jpg]

Ripshin — Anderson’s last home in Troutedale, Virginia, which he had specially designed on the site of an old farm in 1925 by his friend, the architect James Spratling 
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Colón, Panama — where Anderson died in 1941, after being hospitalised whilst on a cruise. The cause of death was peritonitis, as a result of the damage caused by a swallowed tooth-pick.
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This book, consisting of two autobiographical essays, was published in a limited print run of 530 in 1929, by London publisher Elkin Matthews and Marrott. It was volume ten of the publishers’ Woburn Books series. “Alice” is a meditation on lost love, while “The Lost Novel” is a personal reflection on the relationship between a writer and his art.
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THERE IS A great deal of talk made about beauty but no one defines it. It dings to some people.

Among women now. The figure is something of course, the face, the lips, the eyes.

The way the head sets on the shoulders.

The way a woman walks across the room may mean everything.

I myself have seen beauty in the most unexpected places. What has happened to me must have happened also to a great many other men.

I remember a friend I had formerly in Chicago. He had something like a nervous breakdown and went down into Missouri — to the Ozark mountains I think.

One day he was walking on a mountain road and passed a cabin. It was a poor place with lean dogs in the yard.

There were a great many dirty children, a slovenly woman and one young girl. The young girl had gone from the cabin to a wood pile in the yard. She had gathered an armful of wood and was walking toward the house.

There in the road was my friend. He looked up and saw her.

There must have been something — the time, the place, the mood of the man. Ten years later he was still speaking of that woman, of her extraordinary beauty.

And there was another man. He was from central Illinois and was raised on a farm. Later he went to Chicago and became a successful lawyer out there. He was the father of a large family.

The most beautiful woman he ever saw was with some horse traders that passed the farm where he lived as a boy. When he was in his cups one night he told me that all of his night dreams, the kind all men have and that are concerned with women, were concerned with her. He said he thought it was the way she walked. The odd part of it was that she had a bruised eye. Perhaps, he said, she was the wife or the mistress of one of the horse traders.

It was a cold day and she was bare footed. The road was muddy. The horse traders, with their wagon, followed by a lot of bony horses, passed the field where the young man was at work. They did not speak to him. You know how such people stare.

And then she came along the road alone.

It may just have been another case of a rare moment for that man.

He had some sort of tool in his hand, a corn-cutting knife, he said. The woman looked at him. The horse traders looked back. They laughed. The woman may have sensed what the moment meant to him. The corn- cutting knife dropped from his hand. Women must know when they register like that.

And thirty years later she was still registering.

All of which brings me to Alice.

Alice used to say the whole problem of life lay in getting past what she called the “times between.”

I wonder where Alice is. She was a stout woman who had once been a singer. Then she lost her voice.

When I knew her she had blue veins spread over her red cheeks and short grey hair. She was the kind of woman who can never keep her stockings up. They were always falling down over her shoes.

She had stout legs and broad shoulders and had grown mannish as she grew older.

 

Such women can manage. Being a singer, of some fame once, she had made a great deal of money. She spent money freely.

For one thing, she knew a great many very rich men, bankers and others.

They took her advice about their daughters and sons. A son of such a man got into trouble. Well, he got mixed up with some woman, a waitress or a servant. The man sent for Alice. The son was resentful and determined.

The girl might be all right and then again — 

Alice took the girl’s part. “Now, you look here,” she said to the banker. “You know nothing about people. Those who are interested in people do not get rich as you have.”

“And you do not understand your son either. This affair he has got into. His finest feelings may be involved in this matter.”

Alice simply swept the banker, and perhaps his wife, out of the picture. “You people.” She laughed when she said that.

Of course the son was immature. Alice did really seem to know a lot about people. She took the boy in hand — went to see the girl.

She had been through dozens of such experiences. For one thing, the boy wasn’t made to feel a fool. Sons of rich men, when they have anything worthwhile in them, go through periods of desperation, like other young men. They go to college, read books.

Life in such men’s houses is something pretty bad. Alice knew about all that. The rich man may go off and get himself a mistress — the boy’s mother a lover. Those things happen.

Still the people are not so bad. There are all sorts of rich men, just as there are poor and middle class men.

After we became friends, Alice used to explain a lot of things to me. At that time I was always worried about money. She laughed at me. “You take money too seriously,” she said.

“Money is simply a way of expressing power,” she said. “Men who get rich understand that. They get money, a lot of it, because they aren’t afraid of it.

“The poor man or the middle class man goes to a banker timidly. That will never do.

“If you have your own kind of power, show your hand. Make the man fear you in your own field. For example, you can write. Your rich man cannot do that. It is quite all right to exercise your own power. Have faith in yourself. If it is necessary to make him a little afraid, do so. The fact that you can do so, that you can express yourself makes you seem strange to him. Suppose you uncovered his life. The average rich man has got his rotten side and his weak side.

“And for Heaven’s sake do not forget that he has his good side.

“You may go at trying to understand such a one like a fool if you want to — I mean with all sorts of preconceived notions. You could show just his rottenness, a distorted picture, ruin his vanity.

“Your poor man, your merchant or lawyer. Such men haven’t the temptations as regards women, for example, that rich men have. There are plenty of women grafters about — some of them are physically beautiful, too.

“The poor man or the middle class man goes about condemning the rich man for the rotten side of his life, but what rottenness is there in him?

“What secret desires has he, what greeds buried under a placid, commonplace face?”

In the matter of the rich man’s son and the woman he had got involved with, Alice in some way did manage to get at the bottom of things.

I gathered that in such affairs she took it for granted people were on the whole better than others thought them or than they thought themselves. She got further with it than you would have ever thought possible.

 

It may be that Alice really had brains. I have met few enough people I thought had.

Most people are so one-sided, so specialized. They can make money, or fight prize-fights or paint pictures, or they are men who are physically attractive and can get women who are physically beautiful, women who can tie men up in knots.

Or they are just plain dubs. There are plenty of dubs everywhere.

Alice swept dubs aside, she did not bother with them. She could be as cruel as a cold wind.

She got money when she wanted it. She lived around in fine houses.

Once she got a thousand dollars for me. I was in New York and broke. One day I was walking on Fifth Avenue. You know how a writer is when he cannot write. Months of that for me. My money gone. Everything I wrote was dead.

I had grown a little shabby. My hair was long and I was thin.

Lots of times I have thought of suicide when I cannot write. Every writer has such times.

Alice took me to a man in an office building. “You give this man a thousand dollars.”

“What the devil, Alice? What for?”

“Because I say so. He can write, just as you can make money. He has talent. He is discouraged now, is on his uppers. He has lost his pride in life, in himself. Look at the poor fool’s lips trembling.”

It was quite true. I was in a bad state.

In me a great surge of love, for Alice. Such a woman! She became beautiful to me.

She was talking to the man.

“The only value I can be to you is now and then when I do something like this.”

“Like what?”

“When I tell you where and how you can use a thousand dollars and use it sensibly. lo give it to a man who is as good as yourself, who is better. When he is down — when his pride is low.”

Alice came from the mountains of East Tennessee. You would not believe it. When she was twenty-four, at the height of her power as a singer, she had seemed tall. The reason I speak of it was that when I knew her she appeared short — and thick.

Once I saw a photograph of her when she was young.

She was half vulgar, half lovely.

She was a mountain woman who could sing. An older man, who had been her lover, told me that at twenty-four and until she was thirty, she was like a queen.

“She walked like a queen,” he said. To see her walk across a room or across the stage was something not to be forgotten.

She had lovers, a dozen of them in her time.

Then she had a bad period — for two years she drank and gambled.

Her life had apparently become useless to her and she tried to throw it away.

But people who believe in themselves make others believe. Men who had been lovers of Alice never forgot her. They never went back on her.

They said she gave them something. She was sixty when I knew her.

* * * * * * * * *

Once she took me up to the Adirondacks. We went together in a big car with a negro driver to a house that was half a palace. It took us two days to get up there.

The whole outfit belonged to some rich man.

It was the time when Alice said she was flat. “I got you something once when you were flat, now you come with me,” she had said when she saw me in New York.

She did not mean flat as regards money. She was spiritually flat.

So we went and stayed alone together in a big house. There were servants there. They had been provided for. I don’t know how.

We had been there a week and Alice had been silent. One evening we went to walk.

This was in a wild country. There was a lake before the house and a mountain at the back.

It was a chilly night with a clear sky and a moon and we walked in a country road.

Then we began to climb the mountain. I can remember Alice’s thick legs and her stockings coming down.

She was short winded too. She kept stopping to puff and blow.

We ploughed on silently like that. Alice, at herself, was seldom silent.

We got clear to the top of the mountain before she spoke.

She talked about what flatness is, how it hits people — floors them. Houses gone all flat, people all flat, life flat. “You think I am courageous,” she said. “The hell with that. I haven’t the courage of a mouse.”

We sat down on a stone and she began to tell me of her life. It was an odd complex story, told in that way, in little jerks by an old woman.

There it was, the whole thing. She had come down out of the Tennessee mountains as a young girl to the city of Nashville, in Tennessee.

She got in with a singing master there who knew she could sing. “Well, I took him as a lover. He wasn’t so bad.”

The man spent money on her, he interested some Nashville rich man.

That man also may have been her lover. Alice did not say. There were plenty of others.

One of them — he must have amounted to less than any of the others — she had loved.

She said he was a young poet. There was something crooked in him. He did sneaking things.

That was when she was past thirty and he was twenty- five. She lost her head, she said, and of course lost him.

It was then she went to drinking, gambled, went broke. She declared she lost him because she loved him too much.

“But why wasn’t he any good? Why did you have to love that sort?”

She did not know why. It had happened.

It must have been an odd experience in the life of such a strong person. It may have been the experience that had tempered her.

But I was speaking of beauty in people, what an odd thing it is, how it appears, disappears and reappears.

I got a glimpse of it in Alice that night.

It was when we were coming back to the house, from the mountain, down the road.

We were on a hillside and stout Alice was in front. There was a muddy stretch of road and then a wood and then an open space.

The moonlight was in the open space and I was in the woods, in the darkness of the wood, but a few steps behind.

She crossed the open space ahead of me and there it was.

The thing lasted but a fleeting second. I think that all of the rich powerful men Alice had known, who had given her money, helped her when she needed help, and who have got so much from her, must have seen what I saw then. It was what the man saw in the woman by the mountain cabin and what the other man saw in the horse trader’s woman in the road.

Alice when she said she was flat wasn’t flat. Alice trying to shake off the memory of an unsuccessful love.

She was walking across the open moonlit stretch of road like a queen, as that man who was once her lover said she used to walk across a room or across a stage.

The mountains out of which she came as a child must have been in her at the moment and the moon and the night.

Myself in love with her, madly, for a moment.

Is anyone in love longer than that?

Alice shaking her head slightly. There may have been a trick of the light. Her stride lengthened and she became tall, and young. I remember stopping in the woods and staring. I was like the two other men of whom I have spoken. I had a cane in my hand and it fell to the ground. I was like the man in the road and the other man in the field.
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HE SAID IT was all like a dream. A man like that, a writer. Well, he works for months and, perhaps, years on a book and there is not a word put down. What I mean is that his mind is working. What is to be the book builds itself up and is destroyed.

In his fancy figures are moving back and forth.

But there is something I neglected to say. I am talking of a certain English novelist who has got some fame, of a thing that once happened to him.

He told me about it one day in London when we were on the Embankment of the Thames when he told me about his lost novel.

He had come to see me early in the evening at my hotel. He spoke of certain stories of my own. “You almost get at something, sometimes,” he said.

We agreed that no man ever quite got at — the thing.

If someone once got at it, if he really put the ball over the plate, you know, if he hit the bull’s-eye.

What would be the sense of any one trying to do anything after that?

I’ll tell you what, some of the old fellows have come pretty near.

Keats, eh? And Shakespeare. And George Borrow and Defoe.

We spent a half-hour going over names.

We went off to dine together and later walked. He was a little black, nervous man with ragged locks of hair sticking out from under his hat.

I began talking of his first book.

But here is a brief outline of his history. He came from a poor farming family in some English village. He was like all writers. From the very beginning he wanted to write.

He had no education. At twenty he got married.

She must have been a very respectable, nice girl. If I remember rightly, she was the daughter of a priest of the Established English Church.

Just the kind he should not have married. But who shall say whom any one shall love — or marry? She was above him in station. She had been to a woman’s college; was well educated.

I have no doubt she thought him an ignorant man.

“She thought me a sweet man, too. The hell with that,” he said, speaking of it. “I am not sweet. I hate sweetness.”

We had got into that sort of intimacy walking in the London night, going now and then into a pub to get a drink.

I remember that we each got a bottle, fearing the pubs would close before we got through talking.

What I told him about myself and my own adventures I can’t remember.

The point is he wanted to make some kind of a pagan out of his woman, and the possibilities weren’t in her.

They had two children.

Then suddenly he did begin to burst out writing — that is to say, really writing.

You know a man like that. When he writes he writes. He had some kind of a job in his English town. I believe he was a clerk.

Because he was writing he, of course, neglected his job, his wife, his kids.

He used to walk about the fields at night. His wife scolded. Of course she was all broken up — would be. No woman can quite bear the absolute way in which a man who has been her lover can drop her when he is at work.

I mean an artist, of course. They can be first-class lovers. It may be they are the only lovers.

And they are absolutely ruthless about throwing direct personal love aside.

You can imagine that household. The man told me there was a little bedroom upstairs in the house where they were living at that time. This was while he was still in the English town.

The man used to come home from his job and go upstairs. Upstairs he went and locked his door. Often he did not stop to eat, and sometimes he did not even speak to his wife.

He wrote and wrote and wrote and threw away.

Then he lost his job. “The hell,” he said when he spoke of it.

He didn’t care, of course. What is a job?

What is a wife or child? There must be a few ruthless people in this world.

Pretty soon there was practically no food in the house.

He was upstairs in that room behind the door, writing. The house was small and the children cried. “The little brats,” he said, speaking of them. He did not mean that, of course. I understood what he meant. His wife used to come and sit on the stairs outside the door back of which he was at work. She cried audibly and the child she had in her arms cried.

“A patient soul, eh?” the English novelist said to me when he told me of it. “And a good soul, too,” he said. “To hell with her,” he also said.

You see, he had begun writing about her. She was what his novel was about, his first one. In time it may prove to be his best one.

Such tenderness of understanding — of her difficulties and her limitations, and such a casual, brutal way of treating her — personally.

Well, if we have a soul that is worth something, eh?

It got so they were never together a moment without quarrelling.

And then one night he struck her. He had forgotten to fasten the door of the room in which he worked. She came bursting in.

And just as he was getting at something about her, some understanding of the reality of her. Any writer will understand the difficulty of his position. In a fury he rushed at her, struck her and knocked her down.

And then. Well, she quit him then. Why not? However, he finished the book. It was a real book.

But about his lost novel. He said he came up to London after his wife left him and began living alone. He thought he would write another novel.

You understand that he had got recognition, had been acclaimed.

And the second novel was just as difficult to write as the first. It may be that he was a good deal exhausted.

And, of course, he was ashamed. He was ashamed of the way in which he had treated his wife. He tried to write another novel so that he wouldn’t always be thinking. He told me that, for the next year or two, the words he wrote on the paper were all wooden. Nothing was alive.

Months and months of that sort of thing. He withdrew from people. Well, what about his children? He sent money to his wife and went to see her once.

He said she was living with her father’s people, and he went to her father’s house and got her. They went to walk in the fields. “We couldn’t talk,” he said. “She began to cry and called me a crazy man. Then I glared at her, as I had done that time I struck her, and she turned and ran away from me back to her father’s house, and I came away.”

Having written one splendid novel, he wanted, of course, to write some more. He said there were all sorts of characters and situations in his head. He used to sit at his desk for hours writing and then go out in the street and walk as he and I walked together that night.

Nothing would come right for him.

He had got some sort of theory about himself. He said that the second novel was inside him like an unborn child. His conscience was hurting him about his wife and children. He said he loved them all right but he did not want to see them again.

Sometimes he thought he hated them. One evening, he said, after he had been struggling like that, and long after he had quit seeing people, he wrote his second novel. It happened like this.

All morning he had been sitting in his room. It was a small room he had rented in a poor part of London. He had got out of bed early, and without eating any breakfast had begun to write. And everything he wrote that morning was also no good.

About three o’clock in the afternoon, as he had been in the habit of doing, he went out to walk. He took a lot of writing-paper with him.

“I had an idea I might begin to write at any time,” he said.

He went walking in Hyde Park. He said it was a clear, bright day, and people were walking about together. He sat on a bench.

He hadn’t eaten anything since the night before. As he sat there he tried a trick. Later I heard that a group of young poets in Paris took up that sort of thing and were profoundly serious about it.

The Englishman tried what is called “automatic writing.”

He just put his pencil on the paper and let his pencil make what words it would.

Of course the pencil made a queer jumble of absurd words. He quit doing that.

There he sat on the bench staring at the people walking past.

He was tired, like a man who has been in love for a long time with some woman he cannot get.

Let us say there are difficulties. He is married or she is. They look at each other with promises in their eyes and nothing happens.

Wait and wait. Most people’s lives are spent waiting.

And then suddenly, he said, he began writing his novel. The theme, of course, was men and women — lovers. What other theme is there for such a man? He told me that he must have been thinking a great deal of his wife and of his cruelty to her. He wrote and wrote. The evening passed and night came. Fortunately, there was a moon. He kept on writing. He said it was the most intense writing he ever did or ever hoped to do. Hours and hours passed. He sat there on that bench writing like a crazy man.

He wrote a novel at one sitting. Then he went home to his room.

He said he never was so happy and satisfied with himself in his life.

“I thought that I had done justice to my wife and to my children, to every one and everything,” he said.

He said that all the love he had in his being went into the novel.

He took it home and laid it on his desk.

What a sweet feeling of satisfaction to have done — the thing.

Then he went out of his room and found an all-night place where he could get something to eat.

After he got food he walked around the town. How long he walked he didn’t know.

Then he went home and slept. It was daylight by this time. He slept all through the next day.

He said that when he woke up he thought he would look at his novel. “I really knew all the time it wasn’t there,” he said. “On the desk, of course, there was nothing but blank empty sheets of paper.”

“Anyway,” he said, “this I know. I never will write such a beautiful novel as that one was.”

Of course when he said it he laughed.

I do not believe there are too many people in the world who will know exactly what he was laughing about.
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Anderson, 1933


A Story Teller’s Story
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In 1924, Anderson published this memoir. Although ostensibly the story of the author’s life, the writer’s modernist influences are still in play and the book is fragmented in its approach; it is chiefly chronological, but is also fused with tales from the writer’s childhood and events that happened much later – and actual events with episodes from the writer’s novels. Real people are treated with the same impressionistic focus as the fictional character portraits contained in Anderson’s stories. The result is an insight not only into Anderson’s real life, but also his imaginative world – into imagination more generally and how it can survive in the supremely materialistic world of the twentieth century. 

Its self-reflexive insights into the imaginative growth of the writer and the difficulties faced by the writer in telling his own story has led to A Story Teller’s Story being regarded as a classic of literary autobiography, reflected in the publication of a critical edition by Michigan University Press in 2005.
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Title page of the first edition


TO ALFRED STIEGLITZ,

 who has been more than father to so many puzzled, wistful children of the arts in this big, noisy, growing and groping America, this book is gratefully dedicated.


BOOK ONE


NOTE I
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IN ALL THE towns and over the wide countrysides of my own mid-American boyhood there was no such thing as poverty, as I myself saw it and knew it later in our great American industrial towns and cities.

My own family was poor, but of what did our poverty consist? My father, a ruined dandy from the South, had been reduced to keeping a small harness-repair shop and, when that failed, he became ostensibly a house-and-barn painter. However, he did not call himself a house-painter. The idea was not flashy enough for him. He called himself a “sign-writer.” The day of universal advertising had not yet come and there was but little sign-writing to do in our town, but still he stuck out bravely for the higher life. At any time he would let go by the board the privilege of painting Alf Mann the butcher’s house (it would have kept him busily at work for a month) in order to have a go at lettering signs on fences along country roads for Alf Granger the baker.

There was your true pilgrimage abroad, out into the land. Father engaged a horse and a spring wagon and took the three older of his sons with him. My older brother and the one next younger than myself were, from the first, adept at sign-writing, while both father and myself were helpless with a brush in our hands. And so I drove the horse and father supervised the whole affair. He had a natural boyish love for the supervision of affairs and the picking out of a particular fence on a particular road became to him as important a matter as the selection of a site for a city, or the fortification that was to defend it.

And then the farmer who owned the fence had to be consulted and if he refused his consent the joy of the situation became intensified. We drove off up the road and turned into a wood and the farmer went back to his work of cultivating corn. We watched and waited, our boyish hearts beating madly. It was a summer day and in the small wood in which we were concealed we all sat on a fallen log in silence. Birds flew overhead and a squirrel chattered. What a delicate tinge of romance spread over our commonplace enough business!

Father was made for romance. For him there was no such thing as a fact. It had fallen out that he, never having had the glorious opportunity to fret his little hour upon a greater stage, was intent on fretting his hour as best he could in a money-saving prosperous corn-shipping, cabbage-raising Ohio village.

He magnified the danger of our situation. “He might have a shotgun,” he said, pointing to where in the distance the farmer was again at work. As we waited in the wood he sometimes told us a story of the Civil War and how he with a companion had crept for days and nights through an enemy country at the risk of their lives. “We were carrying messages,” he said, raising his eyebrows and throwing out his hands. By the gesture there was something implied. “Well, it was an affair of life or death.

Why speak of the matter? My country needed me and I, and my intrepid companion, had been selected because we were the bravest men in the army,” the raised eyebrows were saying.

And so with their paint pots and brushes in their hands my two brothers presently crept out of the wood and ran crouching through cornfields and got into the dusty road. Quickly and with mad haste they dabbed the name of Alf Granger on the fence with the declaration that he baked the best bread in the State of Ohio, and when they returned to us we all got back into the spring wagon and drove back along the road past the sign. Father commanded me to stop the horse. “Look,” he said, frowning savagely at my two brothers, “your N is wrong. You are being careless again with your Bs. Good gracious, will I never teach you two how to handle a brush?”

If our family was poor, of what did our poverty consist? If our clothes were torn the torn places only let in the sun and wind. In the winter we had no overcoats, but that only meant we ran rather than loitered. Those who are to follow the arts should have a training in what is called poverty. Given a comfortable middle-class start in life, the artist is almost sure to end up by becoming a bellyacher, constantly complaining because the public does not rush forward at once to proclaim him.

The boy who has no warm overcoat throws back his head and runs through the streets, past houses where smoke goes up into a dear cold sky, across vacant lots, through fields. The sky clouds and snows come and the bare hands are cold and chapped. They are raw and red but at night, before the boy sleeps, his mother will come with melted fat and rub it over the raw places.

The warm fat is soothing. The touch of a mother’s fingers is soothing. Well, you see, with us, we were all of us — mother father and the children — in some way outlaws in our native place and that thought was soothing to a boy. It is a soothing thought in all my memories of my boyhood. Only recently one connected with my family said to me:— “You must re member, now that you are an author, you have a respectable place in the world to maintain”; and for a moment my heart swelled with pride in the thought.

And then I went out of the presence of the cautious one to associate with many other respectables and into my mind flashed thoughts of the sweetness I have seen shining in the eyes of others — of waiters, horsemen, thieves, gamblers, women, driven by poverty to the outer rim of society. Where were the respectables among those who had been kindest and sweetest to me?

Whatever may be said in this matter, and I admit my feet have slipped many times toward solid respectability we of our family were not too respectable then.

For one thing father never paid his rent and so we were always living in haunted houses. Never was such a family to take the haunts out of a house. Old women riding white horses, dead men screaming, groans, cries — all were quieted when we came to live in a haunted house. And how often because of this talent — inherent in my family — we lived for months scot-free in a fairly comfortable house, while at the same time conferring a benefit on the property owner.

It is a system — I recommend it to poets with large families.

There were not enough bedclothes so three boys slept in one bed and there was a window that, in summer, looked out upon fields, but in winter had been painted by the hand of the frost king so that moonlight came softly and dimly into the room. It was no doubt the fact that there were three of us in one bed that drove away all fear of the “haunts.”

Mother was tall and slender and had once been beautiful. She had been a bound girl in a farmer’s family when she married father, the improvident young dandy. There was Italian blood in her veins and her origin was something of a mystery. Perhaps we never cared to solve it — wanted it to remain a mystery. It is so wonderfully comforting to think of one’s mother as a dark, beautiful and somewhat mysterious woman. I later saw her mother — my own grandmother — but that is another story.

She the dark evil old woman with the broad hips and the great breasts of a peasant and with the glowing hate shining out of her one eye would be worth a book in herself. It was said she had shuffled off four husbands and when I knew her, although she was old, she looked not unwilling to tackle another. Some day perhaps I shall tell the tale of the old woman and the tramp who tried to rob the farm house when she was staying alone; and of how she, after beating him into submission with her old fists, got drunk with him over a barrel of hard cider in a shed and of how the two went singing off together down the road — but not now.

Our own mother had eyes that were like pools lying in deep shadows at the edge of a wood but when she grew angry and fell into one of her deep silences lights danced in the pools. When she spoke her words were filled with strange wisdom (how sharply yet I remember certain comments of hers — on life — on your neighbors!), but often she commanded all of us by the strength of her silences.

She came into the bedroom where three boys lay on one bed, carrying in one hand a small kerosene lamp and in the other a dish in which was warm melted fat.

There were three boys in one bed, two of them almost of the same size. The third was then a small silent fellow. Later his life was to be very strange. He was one who could not fit himself into the social scheme and, until he was a grown man, he stayed about, living sometimes with one, sometimes with another of his brothers — always reading books, dreaming, quarrelling with no one.

He, the youngest of the three, looked out at life always as from a great distance lie was of the stuff of which poets are made. What instinctive wisdom in him. All loved him but no one could help him in the difficult business of living his life and when on summer evenings, as the three lay in the bed the two older boys fought or made great plans for their lives, he lay beside them in silence — but sometimes he spoke and his words came always as from a far place. We were perhaps discussing the wonders of life. “Well,” he said, “it is so and so. There will be no more babies, but the new babies do not come as you say. I know how they come. They come the same way you grow corn. Father plants seed in the earth and mother is the earth in which the seed grows.”

I am thinking of my younger brother after he had grown a little older — I am thinking of him grown into a man and become habitually silent like mother — I am thinking of him as he was just before he mysteriously disappeared out of our lives and never came back.

Now, however, he is in bed with the other brother and myself. An older brother, he who crept through the cornfields to paint the name of Alf Granger on the fence, had already gone from our lives. He had a talent for drawing, and a drunken half-insane cutter of stones for graveyards has taken him away from our town to another town where he is already sitting at a desk drawing designs for gravestones. A dove descends out of the sky and holds a leaf in its bill. There is an angel clinging to a rock in the midst of a storm at sea.

 

Rock of ages, cleft for me, 

Let me hide myself in Thee.

 

The three boys are in the bed in the room and there are not enough bedclothes. Father’s overcoat, now too old to be worn, is thrown over the foot of the bed and the three boys have been permitted to undress downstairs, in the kitchen of the house, by the kitchen stove.

The oldest of the boys remaining at home (that is myself) must undress first and must arrange his clothes neatly on a kitchen chair. Mother does not scold about such a trifling matter. She stands silently looking and the boy does as he has been told. There is something of my grandmother in a certain look that can come into her eyes. “Well, you’d better,” it says. How unsuccessfully I have tried all my life to cultivate just that look, for myself!

And now the boy has undressed and must run in his white flannel nightgown barefooted through the cold house, past frosted windows, up a flight of stairs and, with a flying leap into the bed. The flannel nightgown has been worn almost threadbare by the older brother — now gone out into the world — before it has come down to him who wears it now.

He is the oldest of the brothers at home and must take the first plunge into the icy bed, but soon the others come running. They are lying like little puppies in the bed but as they grow warmer the two older boys begin to fight. There is a contest. The point is not to be compelled to lie on the outside where the covers may come off in the night Blows arc struck and tense young bodies are intertwined. “It’s your turn to-night! No it’s yours! You’re a liar! Take that! Well then, take that! I’ll show you!”

The youngest brother of the three brothers has already taken one of the two outside positions. It is his fate. He is not strong enough to fight with either of the other two and perhaps he does not care for fighting. He lies silently in the cold in the darkness while the fight between the other two goes on and on. They are of almost equal strength and the fight might possibly last for an hour.

But there is now the sound of the mother’s footsteps on the stairs and that is the end of the struggle. Now — at this moment — the boy who has the coveted position may keep it. That is an understood thing.

The mother puts the kerosene lamp on a little table by the bed and beside it the dish of warm, comforting melted fat. One by one six hands are thrust out to her.

There is a caress in her long toil-hardened fingers.

In the night and in the dim light of the lamp her dark eyes are like luminous pools.

The fat in the little cracked china dish is warm and soothing to burning itching hands. For an hour she has had the dish sitting at the back of the kitchen stove in the little frame house far out at the edge of the town.

The strange, silent mother! She is making love to her sons, but there are no words for her love. There are no kisses, no caresses.

The rubbing of the warm fat into the cracked hands of her sons is a caress. The light that now shines in her eyes is a caress.

The silent woman has left deep traces of herself in one of her sons. He is the one now lying stilly in the bed with his two noisy brothers. What has happened in the life of the mother? In herself, in her own physical life, even the two quarrelling, fighting sons feel that nothing can matter too much. If her husband, the father of the boys, is a no-account and cannot bring money home — the money that would feed and clothe her children in comfort — one feels it does not matter too much. If she herself, the proud quiet one, must humiliate herself, washing — for the sake of the few dimes it may bring in — the soiled clothes of her neighbors, one knows it does not matter too much.

And yet there is no Christian forbearance in her.

She speaks sometimes as she sits on the edge of the bed in the lamplight rubbing the warm fat into the cracked frost-bitten hands of her children and there is often a kind of smoldering fire in her words.

 

One of the boys in the bed has had a fight with the son of a neighbor. He, the third son of the family, has taken a hatchet out of the neighbor boy’s hands. We had been cramming ourselves with the contents of a book, “The Last of the Mohicans,” and the neighbor boy, whose father is the town shoemaker, had the hatchet given him as a Christmas present. He would not lend it, would not let it go out of his hands and so my brother, the determined one, has snatched it away.

The struggle took place in a little grove of trees half a mile from the house. “Le Renard Subtil,” cries my brother jerking the hatchet out of the neighbor boy’s hand. The neighbor boy did not want to be the villain— “Le Renard Subtil.”

And so he went crying off toward his home, on the farther side of the field. He lived in a yellow house just beyond our own and near the end of the street at the edge of the town.

My brother now had possession of the hatchet and paid no more attention to him but I went to stand by a fence to watch him go.

It is because I am a white man and understand the whites better than he. I am Hawkeye the scout, “La Longue Carabine,” and as I stand by the fence la longue carabine is lying across the crook of my arm. It is represented by a stick. “I could pick him off from here, shall I do it?” I ask, speaking to my brother with whom I fight viciously every night after we have got into bed but who, during the day, is my sworn comrade in arms.

Uncas— “Le Cerf Agile” — pays no attention to my words and I rest the stick over the fence, half determined to pick off the neighbor boy but at the last withholding my fire. “He is a little pig, never to let a fellow take his hatchet. Uncas was right to snatch it out of his hand.”

As I withhold my fire and the boy goes unscathed and crying across the snow-covered field I feel very magnanimous — since at any moment I could have dropped him like a deer in flight. And then I see him go crying into his mother’s house. Uncas has, in fact, cuffed him a couple of times in the face. But was it not justified? “Dare a dirty Huron — a squaw man — dare such a one question the authority of a Delaware? Ugh!”

And now “Le Renard Subtil” has gone into his mother’s house and has blabbed on us, and I tell Uncas the news but, with the impenetrable stoicism of a true savage, he pays no attention. He is as one sitting by the council fire. Are words to be wasted on a dog of a Huron?

And now “Le Cerf Agile” has an idea. Drawing a line in the snow, he stands some fifty feet from the largest of the trees in the grove and hurls the hatchet through the air.

What a determined fellow! I am of the paleface race myself and shall always depend for my execution upon la longue carabine but Uncas is of another breed. Is there not painted on his breast a crawling tortoise?

In ink I have traced it there myself from a drawing he has made.

During the short winter afternoon the hatchet will be thrown not once but a hundred, perhaps two hundred, times. It whirls through the air. The thing is to throw the hatchet so that, at the end of its (light, the blade goes, just so, firmly into the soft bark of the tree. And it must enter the bark of the tree at just a particular spot.

The matter is of infinite importance. Has not Uncas, “The Last of the Mohicans,” broad shoulders? He will later be a strong man. Now is the time to acquire infinite skill.

He has measured carefully the spot on the body of the tree where the blade of the hatchet must enter with a soft chug, deep into the yielding bark. There is a tall warrior, a hated Huron, standing by the tree and young Uncas has measured carefully so that he knows just where the top of the warrior’s head should come. An idea has come to him. He wilt just scalp the unsuspecting warrior with the blade of the tomahawk; and has not he, Uncas, crept for many weary miles through the forest, going without food, eating snow for his drink? A skulking Huron has dared creep into the hunting grounds of the Delawares and has learned the winter abiding place of our tribe. Dare we let him go back to his squaw-loving people, bearing such knowledge? Uncas will show him!

He, Uncas, is absorbed in the problem before him and has not deigned to look off across the fields to where the neighbor boy has gone crying to his mother. “Le Renard Subtil” will be heard from again but for the present is forgotten. The foot must be advanced just so. The arm must be drawn back just so. When one hurls the hatchet the body must be swung forward just so. An absolute silence must be maintained. The skulking Huron who has dared come into our hunting grounds is unaware of the presence of the young Uncas. Is he, Uncas, not one whose feet leave no traces in the morning dew?

Deep within the breasts of my brother and myself there is a resentment that we were born out of our time. By what a narrow margin in the scroll of time have we missed the great adventure! Two, three, at the most a dozen generations earlier and we might so well have been born in the virgin forest itself. On the very ground where we now stand Indians have indeed stalked one another in the forest, and how often Uncas and myself have discussed the matter. As for our father, we dismiss him half contemptuously. He is born to be a dandy of the cities and has turned out to be a village house-painter, in the dwelling places of the paleface. The devil! — with luck he might have turned out to be an actor, or a writer or some such scum of earth but never could he have been a warrior. Why had not our mother, who might have been such a splendid Indian princess, the daughter of a great chief, why had she also not been born a few generations earlier? She had just the silent stoicism needed for the wife of a great warrior. A deep injustice had been done us, and something of the feeling of that injustice was in the stern face of Uncas as he crept each time to the line he had marked out in the snow and sent the hatchet hurtling through the air.

The two boys, filled with scorn of their parentage, on the father’s side, are in a little grove of trees at the edge of an Ohio town. In later days the father — also born out of his place and time — will come to mean more to them but now he has little except their contempt. Now Uncas is determined — absorbed — and I, who have so little of his persistence, am impressed by his silent determination. It makes me a little uncomfortable for, since he has snatched the hatchet out of the neighbor boy’s hand, saying, “Go on home, crybaby,” no word has passed his lips. There is but a small grunting sound when the hatchet is hurled and a scowl on his face when it misses the mark.

And “Le Renard Subtil” has gone home and blabbed to his mother, who in turn has thrown a shawl over her head and has gone to our house, no doubt to blab, in her turn, to our mother. “La Longue Carabine,” being a paleface, is a little intent on disturbing the aim of “Le Cerf Agile.”

“We’ll catch hell,” he says, looking at the hatchet thrower who has not so far unbent from the natural dignity of the Indian as to reply. He grunts and taking his place solemnly at the line poises his body. There is the quick abrupt swing forward of the body. What a shame Uncas did not later become a professional baseball player. He might have made his mark in the world. The hatchet sings through the air. Well, it has struck sideways. The Huron is injured but not fatally, and Uncas goes and sets him upright again. He has marked the place where the Huron warrior’s head should be by pressing a ball of snow into the wrinkled bark of the tree and has indicated the dog’s body by a dead branch.

And so Hawkeye the scout— “La Longue Carabine.”

 — has gone creeping off among the trees to see if there are any more Hurons lurking about and has come upon a great buck, pawing the snow and feeding on dry grass at the edge of a small creek. Up goes la longue carabine and the buck pitches forward, dead, on the ice. Hawkeye runs forward and swiftly passes his hunting knife across the neck of the buck. It will not do to build a fire now that there are Hurons lurking in the hunting ground of the Delawares so Uncas and he must feed upon raw meat. Well, the hunter’s life for the hunter! What must be must be! Hawkeye cuts several great steaks from the carcass of the buck and makes his way slowly and cautiously back to Uncas. As he approaches he three times imitates the call of a catbird and an answering call comes from the lips of “Le Cerf Agile.”

“Aha! the night is coming on,” Uncas now says, having at last laid the Huron low. “Now that the dirty lover of squaws is dead we may build a fire and feast. Cook the venison ere the night falls. When darkness has come we must show no fire. Do not make much smoke — big fires for the paleface, but little fires for us Indians.”

Uncas stands for a moment, gnawing the bone of the buck, and then of a sudden becomes still and alert. “Aha! I thought so,” he says, and goes back again to where he has drawn the mark in the snow. “Go,” he says; “see how many come.”

And now Hawkeye must creep through the thick forests, climb mountains, leap canyons. Word has come that “Le Renard Subtil” but feigned when he went off crying, across the field — fools that we were! While we have been in the forest he has crept into the very teepee of our people and has stolen the princess, the mother of Uncas. And now “Le Renard Subtil,” with subtle daring, drags the stoical princess right across the path of her warrior son. In one moment from a great height Hawkeye draws the faithful Deer Killer to his shoulder and fires, and at the same moment the tomahawk of Uncas sinks itself in the skull of the Huron dog.

“‘Le Renard Subtil’ had drunk firewater and was reckless,” says Uncas, as the two boys go homeward in the dusk.

 

The older of the two boys now homeward bound is somewhat afraid but Uncas is filled with pride. As they go homeward in the gathering darkness and come to the house, where lives “Le Renard Subtil,” to which he has gone crying but a few hours before, an idea comes to him. Uncas creeps in the darkness, halfway between the house and the picket fence in front and, balancing the hatchet in his hand, hurls it proudly. Well for the neighbor’s family that no one came to the door at that moment for Uncas’ long afternoon of practicing has got results. The hatchet flies through the air and sinks itself fairly and deeply into the door panel as Uncas and Hawkeye run away home.

 

And now they are in the bed and the mother is rubbing the warm grease into their chapped hands. Her own hands are rough, but how gentle they are!  She is thinking of her sons, of the one already gone out into the world and most of all at the moment of Uncas.

There is something direct brutal and fine in the nature of Uncas. It is not quite an accident that in our games he is always the Indian while I am the despised white, the paleface. It is permitted me to heal my misfortune a little by being, not a storekeeper or a fur trader but that man nearest the Indian’s nature of all the palefaces who ever lived on our continent, “La Longue Carabine”; but I cannot be an Indian and least of all an Indian of the tribe of the Delawares. I am not persistent patient and determined enough. As for Uncas, one may coax and wheedle him along any road and I am always clinging to that slight sense of leadership that my additional fifteen months of living gives me, by coaxing and wheedling, but one may not drive Uncas. To attempt driving him is but to arouse a stubbornness and obstinacy that is limitless. Having told a lie to mother or father, he will stick to the lie to the death while I — well, perhaps there is in me something of the doglike, the squaw man, the paleface, the very spirit of “Le Renard Subtil” — if the bitter truth must be told. In all my after years I shall have to struggle against a tendency toward slickness and plausibility in myself. I am the tale-teller, the man who sits by the fire waiting for listeners, the man whose life must be led into the world of his fancies, I am the one destined to follow the little, crooked words of men’s speech through the uncharted paths of the forests of fancy. What my father should have been I am to become. Through long years of the baffling uncertainty, that only such men as myself can ever know, I am to creep with trembling steps forward in a strange land, following the little words, striving to learn all the ways of the ever-changing words, the smooth-lying little words, the hard, jagged, cutting words, the round, melodious, healing words. All the words I am in the end to come to know a little and to attempt to use for my purpose have, at the same time, the power in them both to heal and to destroy. How often am I to be made sick by words, how often am I to be healed by words, before I can come at all near to man’s estate!

And so as I lie in the bed putting out my chapped hands to the healing touch of mother’s hands I do not look at her. Already I am often too conscious of my own inner thoughts to look directly at people and now, although I am not the one who has cuffed the neighbor boy and jerked the hatchet out of his hands, I am nevertheless busily at work borrowing the troubles of Uncas. I cannot let what is to be be, but must push forward striving to change all by the power of words. I dare not thrust my words forward in the presence of mother, but they are busily getting themselves said inside myself.

There is a consciousness of Uncas also within me. Another curse that is to lie heavily on me all through my life has its grip on me. I am not one to be satisfied to act for myself, think for myself, feel for myself but I must also attempt to think and feel for Uncas.

At the moment slick plausible excuses for what has happened during the afternoon are rising to my lips, struggling for expression. I am not satisfied with being myself and letting things take their course, but must be inside the very body of Uncas, striving to fill his stout young body with the questioning soul of myself.

As I write this I am remembering that my father, like myself, could never be singly himself but must always be a playing some rôle, everlastingly strutting on the stage of life in some part not his own. Was there a rôle of his own to be played? That I do not know and I fancy he never knew, but I remember that he once took it into his head to enact the rôle of the stern and unyielding parent to Uncas and what came of it.

The tragic little comedy took place in the woodshed back of one of the innumerable houses to which we were always moving when some absurd landlord took it into his head that he should have some rent for the house we occupied, and Uncas had just beaten with his fists a neighbor boy who had tried to run away with a baseball bat belonging to us. Uncas had retrieved the bat and had brought it proudly home, and father, who happened along the street at that moment, had got the notion fixed in his mind that the bat belonged, not to us, but to the neighbor boy. Uncas tried to explain, but father, having taken up the rôle of the just man, must needs play it out to the bitter end. He demanded that Uncas return the bat into the hands of the boy from whom he had just ravaged it and Uncas, growing white and silent, ran home and hid himself in the woodshed where father quickly found him out.

“I won’t,” declared Uncas; “the bat’s ours”; and then father — fool that he was for ever allowing himself to get into such an undignified position — began to beat him with a switch he had cut from a tree at the front of the house. As the beating did no good and Uncas only took it unmoved, father, as always happened with him, lost his head.

And so there was the boy, white with the sense of the injustice being done, and no doubt father also began to feel that he had put his foot into a trap. He grew furious and, picking up a large stick of wood from a woodpile in the shed, threatened to hit Uncas with it.

What a moment! I had run to the back of the shed and had thrown myself on the ground where I could look through a crack and as long as I live I shall never forget the next few moments — with the man and the boy, both white, looking at each other; and, that night, in the bed later, when mother was rubbing my chapped hands and when I knew there was something to be settled between her and Uncas, that picture danced like a crazy ghost in my fancy.

I trembled at the thought of what might happen, at the thought of what had happened that day in the shed.

Father had stood — I shall never know how long — with the heavy stick upraised, looking into the eyes of his son, and the son had stared, with a fixed determined stare, back into the eyes of his father.

At the moment I had thought that — boy as I was — I understood how such a strange unaccountable thing as a murder could happen. Thoughts did not form themselves definitely in my mind but after that moment I knew that it is always the weak, frightened by their own weakness, who kill the strong, and perhaps I also knew myself for one of the weak ones of the world. At the moment, as father stood with the stick upraised, glaring at Uncas, my own sympathies (if my own fancy has not tricked me again) were with father. My heart ached for him.

He was saved by mother. She came to the door of the shed and stood looking at him and his eyes wavered, and then he threw the stick back upon the pile from which he had taken it and went silently away. I remembered that he tramped off to Main Street and that, later in the evening when he came back to the house, he was drunk and went drunken to bed. The trick of drunkenness had saved him from the ordeal of looking into the eyes of Uncas or of mother, as so often words have later saved me from meeting fairly some absurd position into which I have got myself.

 

And so there was I now, in the bed and up to one of father’s tricks: upstart that I was, dog of a Huron myself, I was trembling for mother and for Uncas — two people very well able to take care of themselves.

Mother dropped my hand and took the outstretched hand of my brother.

“What happened?” she asked.

And Uncas told her, fairly and squarely. “He was a cry-baby and a big calf and I walloped him one. I wanted the hatchet and so I took it — that’s what I did. I banged him one on the nose and jerked it out of his hand.”

Mother laughed — a queer unmirthful little laugh. It was the kind of laugh that hurts. There was irony in it and that got to Uncas at once. “It doesn’t take much of a fellow to snatch a hatchet out of the hands of a cry-baby,” she said.

That was all. She kept on rubbing his hands and now it was my eyes, and not the eyes of Uncas, that could look directly into our mother’s eyes.

Perhaps it was in that moment, and not in the moment when I lay on the ground peeking through the crack into the shed, that the first dim traces of understanding of all such fellows as father and myself came to me. I looked at mother with adoration in my own eyes, and when she had taken the kerosene lamp and had gone away, and when we boys were all again curled quietly like sleeping puppies in the bed, I cried a little, as I am sure father must have cried sometimes when there was no one about. Perhaps his getting drunk, as he did on all possible occasions, was a way of crying too.

And I cried also, I suppose, because in Uncas and mother there was a kind of directness and simplicity that father and all fellows, who like myself are of the same breed with him, can never quite achieve.


NOTE II
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A FAMILY OF five boys and two girls — a mother who is to die, outworn and done for at thirty — 

A father, whose blood and whose temperament I am to carry to the end of my days. How futile he was — in his physical life as a man in America in his time — what dreams he must have had!

There was a dream he had of something magnificent — a lone rider on a horse, dressed in shining armor and riding in a city before a vast multitude of people — the beating of drums... “The man — he comes! Hurra!” People who live their lives by facts can never understand such a fellow. “He comes! All hail!” What has he done? Well, never mind — something grand, you may be sure of that. The dream that never can become a fact in life can become a fact in fancy. “There he goes... ‘Teddy the magnificent’!” One both laughs and cries over the memory of him.

The showman was there, in him — it flowered within him — and it is in me too. When Carl Sandburg, the poet, long after said to me — speaking of his lecturing and reading his poetry aloud, to make a living— “I give ’em a good show,” I understood what he meant and I understood the pride in his voice when he said it. And then, later still, when I was writing my own novel, “Poor White”; and when my boyhood friend, John Emerson, gave me a job — doing publicity for movie people, in order that I might have some income to write at my leisure — and for a time I saw a good deal of that strange perverted hand,!  could understand them also. They were people like my own father, robbed of their inheritance. In an odd way they were my own people too.

John Emerson, a boyhood friend from my own village, had given me the movie job, knowing I would be no good at it. He was a successful man, a moneymaker, and was always planning out schemes for giving me money and leisure. I went often to the movie studios and watched the men and the women at work. Children, playing with dreams — dreams of an heroic kind of desperado cowboy, doing good deeds at the business end of a gun — dreams of an ever-virtuous womanhood walking amid vice — American dreams — Anglo-Saxon dreams. How they wanted to be the things they were always playing, and how impossible it all was!

My father lived in a land and in a time when what one later begins to understand a little as the artist in man could not by any possibility be understood by his fellows. Dreams then were to be expressed in building railroads and factories, in boring gas wells, stringing telegraph poles. There was room for no other dream and since father could not do any of these things he was an outlaw in his community. The community tolerated him. His own sons tolerated him.

As for the movie people I saw, they worked in a strange land of fragments of dreams. The parts they were to play were given them in fragments. Everything was fragmentary and unfinished. A kind of insanity reigned. A “set” having been made, at a certain cost in dollars and cents, half a dozen little bits of the dream they were to enact were gone through — sometimes a dozen times — and the very piece the actors were supposed to play they often did not know. A strange greenish light fell down over them, and when they were not playing, they sat stupidly hour after hour arrayed in their motley, often pawing one another over listlessly with their hands and seeking outside the studios — in drink, in dope, in futile lovemaking, in trying to carry on an absurd pretense to being ladies and gentlemen of parts — seeking in all these things to compensate themselves for being robbed of their inheritance as artists — the right to pour their emotional energies into their work.

The result of all this perversion of workmanship and of emotional energy in the movie world seemed to me to reduce human beings to a state that most of all suggested to my mind angleworms squirming in a boy’s bait-can; and why any human being, under the conditions in which they must work and with the materials with which they must work, should want to be a movie actor or a writer for the movies is beyond my comprehension.

But to return to my father. At least, there was little of the dull listlessness of the angleworm in him. He created his own, “dope,” inside himself, most of the time.

Once he actually set up as a showman. With a man of our town, named Aldrich, who owned a broken-down horse and a spring wagon he went forth to strut his own little hour upon the boards.

It was winter and there was no work for father to be had in our town and I presume Aldrich also had no work. I remember him as a quiet-looking middle-aged man with a red face. He also was a house-painter, during the summer months, and he and father had by some chance got hold of a secondhand magic-lantern outfit.

They were to show at country schoolhouses in the farming districts of northern Ohio. There was to be a sheet hung across the end of the room, near the place where the teacher’s desk would sit, and on this would be thrown certain pictures Aldrich had got hold of.

Those of you who have lived in the farming sections of mid-America, in the days before the movies, will understand that show. There would be a picture of Niagara Falls — taken in the winter — Niagara Falls frozen into a series of ice bridges and with small black figures of men running over the bridges.

These, you are to understand, however, would not be moving men. They would be frozen still and still — petrified men with legs upraised to take a step, and holding them there — to the end of time — forever.

Then there would be a picture of President McKinley and one of Abe Lincoln and Grover Cleveland — one of an emigrant wagon going across the Western plains to California, with Indians on ponies circling in the middle distance — a picture of the driving of the last railroad spike, when the railroad builders coming from the West had met the railroad builders coming from the East — somewhere out on the plains. The spike would be a golden one, as everyone in the audience would know, but in the picture it would be black. Several men with silk hats on their heads stood about while a workman drove the spike. The hammer was upraised. It stayed there. In the background was an engine, and several Indians wrapped in blankets and looking sad, as though to say:— “This cooks our bacon.”

Most of the pictures would be in dead blacks and whites, but there would be, at the very end, in colors, the old flag floating — that last of all. It was as good for a hand then as it was later when George Cohan got rich and became famous with it, and father and Aldrich evidently knew it would “go.”

The admission charge would be ten cents.

As I have said, Aldrich was a red-faced mild middle-aged appearing man. What things will not such quiet-looking fellows sometimes do? No one in the world would ever be understood at all if your mild quiet-looking man did not have, buried away in him somewhere, the possibility of being almost any known sort of a fool.

In the arrangement that had been made father was to be the actor — a comedian. He was to sing certain songs.

First, a few pictures from the magic lantern; then a song by father, with a little dance. Then more pictures and another song; and at last the colored pictures, ending with the flag flying. The inference might be that the flag, at any rate, had survived the ordeal.

And a dream of a harvest of dimes too. As for expense — well, let us say, a dollar for the use of the country schoolhouse and enough firewood to heat it for the evening. A boy would build the fire for the chance to be admitted free; and the horse and the two men would be fed at the bounty of some farmer. Father would have promised that — he would have been very sure of being able to accomplish that — would have depended upon his personal charm. I can fancy him explaining to Aldrich, or rather not explaining. He would smile and throw out his hands in a peculiar way. “You leave that to me, just you leave that to me:”

And his hopes would not be unjustified either. What a boon for a quiet, dull, farming family in the winter, to have such a one light down upon it! He and his companion would have to stay in the one school district for two or three days. Arrangements would have to be made about getting the schoolhouse, and he and Aldrich would have to drive around the neighborhood and distribute the play bills.

AT THE SCHOOLHOUSE FRIDAY EVENING MAJOR IRWIN ANDERSON THE ACTOR IN SONG AND DANCE  MARVELOUS MAGIC-LANTERN SHOW A VISIT TO ALL THE WONDERS OF THE WORLD

10 CENTS

And then the evenings in the farmhouses! Aldrich would sit like an Indian in his corner by the farmhouse stove; and he must have been saying to himself constantly:— “Now, how did I get into this? How did I get into this?”

The farmer’s wife the hired man and perhaps a grown daughter would be there and there would be a maiden of uncertain age — the farm woman’s sister, who had never married and so just stayed about and worked for her board — and, in a corner, two or three towheaded boys who would presently have to go off to bed.

All the others silent, but father talking and talking. An actor in the house! It was wonderful, like having Charlie Chaplin to dinner with you nowadays!  Father was in his element now. This was pie for him. No hungry sons about, no sick wife, no grocery bills or rent to be paid. This the golden age — timeless; there was no past, no future — the quiet, unsophisticated people in the room were putty to his hands.

Surely there was something magnificent in my father’s utter disregard for the facts of life. In the picture I have of him’ — that is to say in my fancy — in the picture I have of him during his pilgrimages of that winter I always see his partner in the affair, Aldrich, fast asleep in a chair.

But the farmer and his wife, and the wife’s sister — they are not asleep. The unmarried woman in the house is, let us say, thirty-eight. She is tall and gaunt and has several teeth missing and her name is Tilly. It would be bound to be Tilly.

And when father has been in the house two hours he is calling her “Tilly,” and the farmer he is addressing familiarly as “Ed.”

After the evening meal the farmer has had to go to his stable to look at his stock, to bed the stock down for the night, and father has gone with him. Father runs about the stable holding the lantern. He boasts about the horses and cattle in his father’s stables when he was a boy. Whether that early home of his ever existed anywhere but in his fancy is doubtful.

What a fellow, wanting to be loved, was my father!

And now he is in the farmhouse sitting room and it is late evening and the towheaded children have gone regretfully to bed. There is something in the air of the room, a kind of suspense, a feeling that something is about to happen. Father has so carefully worked that up. He would do it by silences, by sudden breakings out into suppressed laughter, and then by quickly looking sad. I have seen him do the thing, oh, many times. “My dear people — you wait! There is something inside me that is wonderful, and if you will only be patient you will presently see or hear it come forth,” he seemed to be saying.

He is by the fire with his legs spread out and his hands are in his trousers pockets. He stares at the floor. He is smoking a cigar. In some ways he always managed to keep himself supplied with the little comforts of life.

And he has so placed his chair that he can look at Tilly, who has retired into her corner, without anyone else in the room seeing the look. Now she is sitting in deep shadows, far away from the kerosene lamp with which the room is lighted and as she sits there, half lost in the darkness, there is suddenly something — a haunting kind of beauty hangs over her.

She is a little excited by something father has managed in some indescribable way to do to the very air of the room. Tilly also was once young and must at some time have had her grand moment in life. Her moment was not very prolonged. Once, when she was a young woman, she went to a country dance and a man, who dealt in horses, took a fancy to her and carried her home after the dance in his buggy. He was a tall man with a heavy mustache and she — it was a moonlight night in October — she grew sad and wistful. The horse dealer half intended — well, he had been buying horses for a trucking company at Toledo, Ohio, had secured all he wanted and was leaving the neighborhood on the next day — the thing he felt during that evening later quite went out of his mind.

As for father he is, at the moment perhaps thinking of mother, when she was young and lovely and was a bound girl in just such another farmhouse, and surely he wanted something lovely for mother then as he does for Tilly now. I have no doubt at all that father always wanted lovely things for people — to happen to people — and that he had also an absurd and never-dying faith in himself — that he was, in some inscrutable way, appointed to be the bearer of lovely things to obscure people.

However, there is something else in his mind also. Is he not the fellow who, by his personal charm, is to earn for himself, Aldrich and the horse, board, a bed, a welcome — without pay — until the show is pulled off at the schoolhouse? That is his business now and this is his hour.

In fancy I can hear the tale he would now begin telling. There was that one about his escape from the guards when he was a Union soldier in the Civil War and was being marched off to a Southern prison camp. He would no doubt use that. It was a bull’s-eye story and always hit the mark! Oh, how often and under what varying circumstances has not my father escaped from prisons! Benvenuto Cellini or the Count of Monte Cristo had nothing on him.

Yes, the story he would now tell would be that once when it rained and the Union prisoners, father among them — some forty men in all — were being marched off along a road in the deep mud — 

That was indeed a night of adventure! It was a tale he loved telling, and what realistic touches he could put into it: the rain that wet the prisoners to the skin — the cold — the chattering teeth — the groans of weary men — the closeness of the dark forest on either hand — the steady weary chug-chug of the feet of the prisoners in the mud — the line of guards at either side of the road, with the guns over their shoulders — the curses of the Rebel guards when they stumbled in the darkness.

What a night of weary anguish on the part of the prisoners! When they stopped to rest the guards went into a house and left the prisoners to stand outside in the rain, or lie on the bare ground, guarded by part of the company. If any died of exposure — well, there would be that many less men to feed when they were got into the Southern prison camp.

And now, after many days and nights, marching thus, the souls of the prisoners were sick with weariness. A dreary desolated look would come upon father’s face as he spoke of it.

They marched steadily along in the deep mud and the rain. How cold the rain was! Now and then, in the darkness, a dog barked, far away somewhere. There was a break in the solid line of timber along the road and the men marched across the crest of a low hill. There are lights to be seen now, in distant farmhouses, far away across a valley — a few lights like stars shining.

The story-teller has got his audience leaning forward in their chairs. Outside the farmhouse in which they sit a wind begins to blow and a broken branch from a near-by tree is blown against the side of the house. The farmer, a heavy, stolid-looking man, starts a little and his wife shivers as with cold and Tilly is absorbed — she does not want to miss a word of the tale.

And now father is describing the darkness of the valley below the hill and the lights seen, far off. Will any of the little company of prisoners ever see their own homes again, their wives, their children, their sweethearts? The lights of the farmhouses in the valley are like stars in the sky of a world turned upside down.

The Rebel commander of the guard has issued a warning and a command:— “It’s pretty dark here, and if any of the Yanks make a stir to move out of the centre of the road fire straight into the mass of them. Kill them like dogs.”

A feeling creeps over father. He is, you see, a southern man himself, a man of the Georgia hills and plains. There is no law that shall prevent his having been born in Georgia, although to-morrow night it may be North Carolina or Kentucky. But to-night his birthplace shall be Georgia. He is a man who lives by his fancy and to-night it shall suit his fancy and the drift of his tale to be a Georgian.

And so he, a prisoner of the Rebels, is being marched over the low hill, with the lights from distant farmhouses shining like stars in the darkness below, and suddenly a feeling comes to him, a feeling such as one sometimes has when one is alone in one’s own house at night. You have had the feeling. You are alone in the house and there are no lights and it is cold and dark. Everything you touch — feel with your hands in the darkness — is strange and at the same time familiar. You know how it is.

The farmer is nodding his head and his wife has her hands gripped, lying in her lap. Even Aldrich is awake now. The devil! Father has given this particular tale a new turn since he told it last. “This is something like.” Aldrich leans forward to listen.

And there is the woman Tilly, in the half darkness. See, she is quite lovely now, quite as she was on that evening when she rode with the horse dealer in the buggy! Something has happened to soften the long, harsh lines of her face and she might be a princess sitting there now in the half-light.

Father would have thought of that. It would be something worth while now to be a tale-teller to a princess. He stops talking to consider for a moment the possibilities of the notion, and then with a sigh gives it up.

It is a sweet notion but it won’t do. Tale-teller to a princess, eh! Evenings in a castle and the prince has come in from hunting in a forest. The tale-teller is dressed in flashy clothes and with a crowd of courtiers, ladies in waiting — whatever hangers-on a princess has — is sitting by an open fire. There are great, magnificent dogs lying about too.

Father is considering whether or not it is worth trying sometime — the telling of a tale of himself in just that rôle. An idea crosses his mind. The princess has a lover who creeps one night into the castle and the prince has become aware of his presence, is told of his presence by a trusty varlet. Taking his sword in hand the prince creeps through the dark hallways to kill his rival, but father has warned the lovers and they have fled. It afterward comes to the ears of the prince that father has protected the lovers and he — that is to say, father — is compelled to flee for his life. He comes to America and lives the life of an exile, far from the splendor to which he has been accustomed.

Father is thinking whether it would be worth trying — the telling of such a fable of his former existence, some evening at some farmhouse where he and Aldrich are staying; and for a moment a sort of George Barr McCutcheon light comes into his eyes, but with a sigh he gives it up.

It wouldn’t go over — not in a farmhouse in northern Ohio, he concludes.

He returns to the tale, that so evidently is going over; but, before he resumes, casts another glance at Tilly. “Oh, Tilly, thou dear lovely one,” he sighs inwardly.

The farmhouse is in the North and he has set himself forth as a southerner enlisted in the northern army. An explanation is in order, and he makes it, with a flourish.

Born a southerner, the son of a proud southern family, he was sent to school, to a college in the North. In college he had a roommate, a dear fellow from the state of Illinois. The “roommate’s father was owner and editor of the Chicago Tribune” he explains.

And during one summer, a few years before the breaking out of the war, he went on a visit to the home of his Illinois friend, and while he was there he, with his friend, went to hear the famous Lincoln-Douglas debates. It was odd, but the facts were that the young fellow from Illinois became enamored of the brilliant Douglas while he — well, to tell the truth, his own heart was wrung by the simplicity and nobility of the rail-splitter, Lincoln. “Never shall I forget the nobility of that countenance,” he says in speaking of it. He appears about to cry and does in fact take a handkerchief from his pocket and wipe his eyes. “Oh, the noble, the indescribable effect upon my boyhood heart of the stirring words of that man. There he stood like a mighty oak of the forest breasting the storms. ‘A nation cannot exist half slave and half free. A house divided against itself cannot stand,’ he said, and his words thrilled me to the very marrow of my being.”

And then father would have described his homecoming after that terrific experience. War was coming on and all the South was aflame.

One day at table in his southern home, with his brothers, his father and mother and his beautiful and innocent young sister sitting with him, he dared to say something in defense of Lincoln.

What a storm was then raised! The father getting up from his place at table pointed a trembling finger at his son. All eyes, except only those of his younger sister, were turned on him in wrath and disapproval. “Mention that hated name again in this house and I will shoot you like a dog, though you are my son,” his father said, and the son got up from the table and went away, filled with the sense of filial duty that would not let a born southerner answer his own father, but nevertheless determined to stick to the faith aroused in him by the words of the noble Lincoln.

And so he had ridden away from his southern home in the night and had finally joined the Union forces.

What a night — riding away from his father’s house in the darkness, leaving his mother behind, leaving all tradition behind, condemning himself to be an outlaw in the hearts of those he had always loved — for the sake of duty!

One can imagine Aldrich blinking a little and rubbing his hands together. “Teddy is laying it on rather thick,” he no doubt says to himself; but he must nevertheless have been filled with admiration.

However, let us, who are together revisiting the scene of my father’s triumph on that evening in the farmhouse long ago, be not too much in fear for the heart of the woman Tilly. At any rate her physical self, if not her heart, was safe.

Although there can be little doubt that the presence of the virgin Tilly, sitting in the half darkness, and the kindliness of the shadows that had temporarily enhanced her failing beauty, may have had a good deal to do with father’s talent on that evening, I am sure nothing else ever came of it. Father, in his own way, was devoted to mother.

And he had his own way of treasuring her. Did he not treasure always the lovelier moments of her?

He had found her in a farmhouse when he was by way of being something of a young swell himself and she was a bound girl; and she was then beautiful — beautiful without the aid of shadows cast by a kerosene lamp.

In reality she was the aristocrat of the two, as the beautiful one is always the aristocrat; and oh, how little beauty in woman is understood! The popular magazine covers and the moving-picture actresses have raised the very devil with our American conception of womanly beauty.

But father had delicacy, of a sort, of that you may be quite sure; and do you not suppose that Tilly, in the Ohio farmhouse, sensed something of his attitude toward what fragment of beauty was left in her, and that she loved him for that attitude — as I am sure my own mother also did?

My fruit shall not be my fruit until it drops from my arms, into the arms of the others, over the top of the wall.

And now the weary prisoners with their escort have come down off the hillside to a valley and are approaching a large old southern mansion, standing back from the road they have been traveling, and the officers in charge of the prisoners — there were two of them — command the guards to turn in at a gate that leads to the house.

There is an open space before the house where the prisoners are gathered and the ground — covered with firm turf during most of the year — has, under the continuous rains, become soft and yielding. Where each prisoner stands a puddle gathers about his feet.

The house is dark, but for a single light at the back, and one of the officers begins shouting. A large pack of hunting dogs have come from a shed, hidden away in the darkness somewhere, and are gathered growling and barking in a half circle about the prisoners.

One of the dogs rushes through the mass of prisoners and with a glad cry leaps upon father, and all the others follow so that guards are compelled to drive the dogs off, kicking them and using the butts of their guns. Lights are lit inside the house. The people are astir.

You will understand what a moment this was for father. By one of those strange streaks of fate — which he is very careful to explain to his audience happen much more frequently in life than one imagines — he had been led, as a prisoner on his way to a southern prison pen, right to the door of his own father’s house.

What a moment indeed! Being a prisoner he has of course no idea how long he will be kept there. Thank God, he has grown a thick, bushy beard since he left home.

As to his fate — if the prisoners are kept in the yard until daylight comes — well, he knows his own mother.

His own father, old man though he is, has gone off to the war and all his brothers have gone; and his mother has come from a proud old southern family, one of the oldest and proudest. Had she known he was there among the prisoners she would have seen him hanged without a protest and would herself have lent a hand at pulling the rope.

Ah, what had not my father given for his country! Where will his equal be found, even among the whole world’s heroes? In the eyes of his own mother and father, in his brother’s eyes, in the eyes of all the branches and ramifications of his southern family, in the eyes of all — except only one unsophisticated and innocent girl — he had brought everlasting disgrace on one of the proudest names of the South.

Indeed it was just because he, the son, had gone off to fight with the northern army that his father, a proud old man of sixty, had insisted on being taken into the southern army. “I have a strong old frame and I insist,” he had said. “I must make good the loss to my Southland for my own son, who has proven himself a dog and a renegade.”

And so the old man had marched off with a gun on his shoulder, insisting on being taken as a common soldier and put where he could face constant and terrible danger, and the seeds of an undying hatred against the son had been planted deep in the hearts of the whole family.

The dullest mind surely will comprehend now what a position father was in when, in answer to the shouts of the officer, lights began to appear all through the house. Was it not a situation to wring tears from the heart of a man of stone! As for a woman’s heart — one can scarcely speak of the matter.

And in the house, before father’s eyes, there was one — a pure and innocent southern girl of rare beauty — a pearl of womanhood in fact — rarest example of the famed spotless womanhood of the Southland — his younger sister — the only woman child of the family.

You see, as father would so carefully have explained that evening in the farmhouse, he did not care so much for his own life. That had already been given to his country, he would have said proudly.

But, as you will understand quickly enough, had his presence among the prisoners been discovered, his proud mother — eager to wipe out the only stain on the family escutcheon — would at once have insisted that he be hanged to the doorpost of the very house in which he was born, her own hand pulling at the rope that was to jerk him up, into the arms of death — to make white again the family escutcheon, you understand.

Could a proud southern woman do less?

And in the event of such an outcome to the adventures of the night, see how that younger sister — the love of his life at that time — see how she would have suffered.

There she was, the pure and innocent girl, the one who understood nothing, to be sure, of the import of his decision to stick to the old flag and fight for the land of Washington and Lincoln, and who, in her innocent way, just loved him. On that day at his father’s table, when he — so deeply affected by the Lincoln-Douglas debates — had dared say a word for the cause of the North, it had been her eyes and her eyes alone that had looked at him with love, when all the other eyes of his family had looked at him with hatred and loathing.

And she would just be bursting into womanhood now. The aroma of awakening womanhood would be lying over her as perfume over the opening rosebud.

Think of it! There she, the pure and innocent one, would have to stand and see him hanged. A blight would be brought down upon her young life and her head would, ever after that night, be bowed in lonely and silent sorrow. That brave pure and just girl made old before her time. Ah; well might it be that in one night the mass of golden locks, that now covered her head like a cloud just kissed by the evening sun — that very golden hair might be turned as white as snow!

I can, in fancy, hear my father saying the words I have set down here and coming very near to crying himself as he said them. At the moment he would have believed without question the story he himself was telling.

And now the front door to the old southern mansion is thrown open and there, in the doorway facing the prisoners in the rain, stands a gigantic young negro — my father’s own body servant before he left home. (Father stops the flow of his talk long enough to explain how he and the negro boy, as lads together, had fought, wrestled, hunted, fished and lived together like two brothers. I will not go into that, however. Any professional southerner will tell you all about it, if you care to hear. It would have been the most trite part of father’s evening’s effort.)

Anyway, there the gigantic young negro stands in the doorway and he is holding in his hand a candle. Back of him stands my grandmother and back of her the young and innocent sister.

The figure of father’s mother is erect. She is old but she is yet tall and strong. One of the officers explains to her that he and his men have been on an allnight march, taking the crowd of Yankee prisoners to a prison camp, and asks for the hospitality of the house. Being a southerner himself he knows that southern hospitality can never fail, even at midnight. “A bite to eat and a cup of hot coffee in the name of our Southland,” he asks.

It is granted, of course. The proud woman beckons him and his brother officer into the house and herself steps out into the cold, drizzling rain.

She has ordered the young negro to stand on the porch, holding the candle aloof, and now, marching across the wet lawn, approaches the prisoners. The southern guards have stepped aside, bowing low before southern womanhood, and she goes near the prisoners and looks at them, as well as one may in the uncertain light. “I have a curiosity to see some of the unmannerly dogs of Yanks,” she says, leaning forward and staring at them. She is very near her own son now but he has turned his face away and is looking at the ground. Something however causes him to raise his head just as she, to express more fully her contempt, spits at the men.

A little speck of her white spittle lands upon father’s thick, tawny beard.

And now his mother has gone back into the house and it is again dark on the lawn in front. The Rebel guards are relieved — two at a time — to go to the kitchen door, where they are given hot coffee and sandwiches. And once his young sister, she of the tender heart, tries to creep to where the prisoners stand in the darkness. She is accompanied by an old negro woman and has planned to give food aid and comfort to the weary men but is prevented. Her mother has missed her inside the house and coming to the door falls to her. “I know your tender heart,” she says, “but it shall not be. The teeth of no Yankee dog shall ever bite into food raised on the land of your father. It shall not happen, at least while your mother is alive to prevent.”


NOTE III
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SO THERE WAS father, sitting comfortably in the warm farmhouse living room — he and Aldrich having been well fed at the table of a prosperous farmer — and having before him what he most loved, an attentive and absorbed audience. By this time the farmer’s wife would be deeply moved by the fate of that son of the South that father had represented himself as being? and as for Tilly — while, in the fanciful picture he is making, he stands in the cold and wet outside the door of that southern mansion, Heaven knows what is going on in poor Tilly’s heart. It is however bleeding with sympathy, one may be sure of that.

So there is father and, in the meantime, what of his own actual flesh-and-blood family, the family he had left behind in an Ohio village when he set forth on his career as an actor?

It is not suffering too much. One need not waste too much sympathy on his family. Although he was never what we called in our Ohio country, “a good provider,” he had his points and as one of his sons I at least would be loath to trade him for a more provident shrewd and thoughtful father., It must however have been a fairly hard winter, for mother at least and in connection with that winter and others that followed I have often since had an amusing thought. In later years, when my own name had a little got up in the world as a teller of tales I was often accused of having got my impulse, as a story-teller, from the Russians. The statement is a plausible one. It is, in a way, based upon reason.

When I had grown to be a man, and when my stories began to be published in the pages of the more reckless magazines, such as The Little Review, the old Masses and later in The Seven Arts and The Dial, and when I was so often accused of being under the Russian influence, I began to read the Russians, to find out if the statement, so often made concerning me and my work, could be true.

This I found, that in Russian novels the characters are always eating cabbage soup and I have no doubt Russian writers eat it too.

This was a revelation to me. Many of the Russian tales are concerned with the lives of peasants and a Boston critic once said I had brought the American peasant into literature; and it is likely that Russian writers, like all the other writers who have ever lived and have not pandered to the popular demand for sentimental romances were fortunate if they could live as well as a peasant. “What the critics say is no doubt true,” I told myself; for, like so many of the Russian writers, I was raised largely on cabbage soup.

Let me explain.

The little Ohio farming community, where I lived as a lad had in it, at that time, no factories, and the merchants artisans lawyers and other townspeople were all either owners of land which they rented out to tenant farmers, or they sold goods or their services to farmers. The soil on the farms about the town was a light sandy loam that would raise small fruits, corn, wheat, oats or potatoes, but that did particularly well when planted to cabbages.

As a result the raising of cabbages became a sort of specialty with us in our country; and there are now, I believe, in my native place, some three or four prosperous factories, devoted to the making of what before the war was called “sauerkraut.” Later, to help win the war, it was called:— “Liberty Cabbage.”

The specialization in the raising of cabbage began in our Ohio country in my day, and in a good year some of the fields produced as high as twenty tons of cabbage an acre.

The cabbage fields grew larger and larger and, as we grew older, my brothers and I went every spring and fell to work in the fields. We crawled across the fields, setting out cabbage plants in the spring, and in the fall went out to cut cabbages. The huge round hard heads of cabbage were cut from their stalks and pitched to a man who loaded them upon a hay wagon; and on fall days I have often seen twenty or thirty wagons, each bearing its two or three tons of cabbages and waiting its turn to get to the cars on the railroad siding. The waiting wagons filled our streets as tobacco-laden wagons fill the streets of a Kentucky town in the fall, and in the stores and houses everyone for a time talked of nothing but cabbages. “What would the crop bring on the markets at Cleveland or Pittsburgh?” Pittsburgh, for some reason I have never understood, had a passion for cabbages; and why Pittsburgh hasn’t produced more so-called realistic writers, in the Russian manner, I cannot understand.

However, one may well leave that to the modern psychologists.

During the fall of that year, after father had set out on his adventures as an actor, mother did something she had often done before. By a stroke of strategy she succeeded in getting a winter’s supply of cabbages for her family, without the expenditure of any monies.

The fall advanced, father had gone, and the annual village cut-up time, called among us “Hallowe’en,” came on.

It was the custom among the lads of our town, particularly among those who lived on the farms near town, to make cabbages part of their celebration of the occasion. Such lads, living as they did in the country, had the use of horses and buggies, and on Hallowe’en they hitched up and drove off to town.

On the way they stopped at the cabbage fields and, finding in some of the fields many cabbages yet uncut, pulled them out by the roots and piled them in the backs of their buggies.

The country lads, giggling with anticipated pleasure, drove into one of the quieter residence streets of our town and, leaving the horse standing in the road, one of them got out of the buggy and took one of the cabbages in his hand. The cabbage had been pulled out of the ground with the great stalklike root still clinging to it and the lad now grasped this firmly. He crept toward one of the houses, preferably one that was dark — an indication that the people of the house, having spent a hard day at labor, had already gone to bed. Approaching the house cautiously, he swung the cabbage above his head, holding it by the long stalk, and then he let it go. The thing was to just hurl the cabbage full against the closed door of the house. It struck with a thunderous sound and the supposition was that the people of the house would be startled and fairly lifted out of their beds by the hollow booming noise, produced when the head of cabbage landed against the door and, as a matter of fact, when a stout country boy had hurled the cabbage the sound produced was something quite tremendous.

The cabbage having been thrown the country boy ran quickly into the road, leaped into his buggy and, striking his horse with the whip, drove triumphantly away. He was not likely to return unless pursued, and there it was that mother’s strategy came into play.

On the great night she made us all sit quietly in the house. As soon as the evening meal was finished the lights were put out and we waited while mother stood just at the door, the knob in her hand. No doubt it must have seemed strange to the boys of our town that one so gentle and quiet as mother could be so infuriated by the hurling of a cabbage at the door of our house.

But there was the simple fact of the situation to tempt and darkness had no sooner settled down upon our quiet street that one of the lads appeared. It was worth while throwing cabbages at such a house. One was pursued, one was scolded, threats were hurled:— “Don’t you dare come back to this house!

I’ll have the town marshal after you, that’s what I’ll do! If I get my hands on one of you I’ll give you a drubbing!” There was something of the actor in mother also.

What a night for the lads! Here was something worth while and all evening the game went on and on. The buggies were not driven to our house, but were stopped at the head of the street, and town boys went on pilgrimages to cabbage fields to get ammunition and join in the siege. Mother stormed scolded and ran out into the darkness waving a broom while we children stayed indoors, enjoying the battle — and when the evening’s sport was at an end, we all fell to and gathered in the spoils. As she returned from each sally from the fort mother had brought into the house the last cabbage thrown — if she could find it; and now, late in the evening when our provident tormentors were all gone, we children went forth with a lantern and got in the rest of our crop. Often as many as two or three hundred cabbages came our way and these were all carefully gathered in. They had been pulled from the ground, with all the heavy outer leaves still clinging to them, so that they were comparatively uninjured and, as there was also still attached to them the heavy stalklike root, they were in fine shape to be kept. A long trench was dug in our back yard and the cabbages buried, lying closely side by side, as I am told the dead are usually buried after a siege.

Perhaps indeed we were somewhat more careful with them than soldiers are with their dead after a battle. Were not the cabbages to be, for us, the givers of life? They were put into the trench carefully and tenderly with the heads downward and the stalks sticking up, mother supervising, and about each head straw was carefully packed — winding sheets. One could get straw from a strawstack in a near-by field at night, any amount of it, and one did not pay or even bother to ask.

When winter came quickly, as it did after Hallowe’en, mother got small white beans from the grocery and salt pork from the butcher, and a thick soup, of which we never tired, was concocted. The cabbages were something at our backs. They made us feel safe.

And there was also a sense of something achieved. In the land in which we lived one did not need to have a large income. There was food all about, plenty of it, and we who lived so precariously in the land of plenty had, by our “mother’s wit,” achieved this store of food without working for it. A common sense of pride in our cleverness held us together.

One went out into our back yard on a winter’s night when there was snow on the ground and looked abroad. Already we lads read books, and snow-covered fields stretching away under the winter moon suggested strange, stirring thoughts — travelers beset by wolves on the Russian Steppes — emigrant trains lost in whirling snowstorms on the Western sagebrush deserts of our own country, men in all sorts of strange terrible places wandering, desperate and starving, under the winter moon — and what of us? The place where the cabbages were buried made a long white mound, directly across our back yard, and when one looked at it there was a sense of fullness and plenty in the land. One remembered that down under the snow, buried away in the straw, were those long rows of cabbages. Deer, buffaloes, wild horses and equally wild long-horned cattle, far out on the Western plains, did not worry about food because the ground was covered with snow. With their hoofs they pawed the snow away, and found buried beneath the snow the sweet little clusters of bunch grass, that again sent the Warmth of life singing through their bodies.

It was a chance for the fancy to play, to kick up its heels and have a good time. One could imagine the house in which one lived as a fort, set far out on the Western frontier. The cabbages had been put into the ground with the stalks straight up. They stuck up straight and stiff, like sentinels standing and, after looking, one went into the fort and slept quietly and peacefully. There the soldiers were — they were standing firm and unyielding. Were there enemies prowling out there in the white darkness, the little wild dogs of want? One could laugh at such thoughts. Were not the sentinels standing — quietly and firmly waiting? One could go into the fort and sleep in peace, hugging that thought.

To us at home, father was always, somewhat strangely, a part and at the same time not a part of our lives. He flew in and out as a bird flies in and out of a bush, and I am quite sure that, all through the years of our childhood, it never occurred to him to ask, when he set off on one of his winter adventures, whether or not there was anything to eat in our house. The fall came with its snows, and the little creeping fear of actual starvation for her brood, that must often have been in mother’s mind, followed by the spring, the warm rains, the promise of plenty and his return. If he brought no money, he did bring something — a ham, some combs of honey, a jug of cider, or even perhaps a quarter of beef. There he was again and there was food on the table. He made a gesture, “There!” he seemed to be saying; “you see.! Who says I’m not a provider?”

There were tales to be told and he was the teller of tales. “It is sufficient. Can man live by bread alone? There is food on the table now. Eat! Stuff yourselves! Spring has come and there are signs to be painted. The night has passed and it is another day. I am a man of faith. I tell you a sparrow shall not fall to the ground without my notice. I will make a tale of it — tell why and how it fell. The most marvelous tale in the world might be made from the fall of a sparrow. Is not the workman worthy of his hire? What about the lilies of the field, eh? They toil not and neither do they spin — do they?”

And yet, was Solomon, in all his glory, arrayed like one of these?

I remember a day in the early spring when we were compelled to move out of one house and into another. The rent for the house in which we had lived all during the winter had been long unpaid and mother had no money. Father had just returned from one of his long adventures, but early in the day of the moving he disappeared again and, as we could not afford a moving wagon, mother and we boys carted our poor belongings to the new place on our backs.

As for father, he had managed to borrow a horse and a spring wagon from a neighbor and had set off again into the country. The house to which we were moving was far out at the edge of the town and next to it was a field in which there was a great straw stack — a convenience, as what we called our “bed ticks,” on which we slept, had to be emptied of the straw that had become fine and dustlike from long use, and then refilled with the new straw.

When all was done and we were quite settled in the new place, father drove into the yard. He had noticed, he explained, a special kind of straw at a farmhouse some five miles away, at a place he had visited during his wanderings of the winter just past, and he had thought he would give us all a treat by getting that particular kind of straw for our beds.

And so he had driven off at daybreak, and, while we packed our furniture to the new place, had dined with the farmer and his family and had now returned. Although our beds had been made for the night the bed ticks must all be brought down again, the straw tumbled out and the special straw put in. “There,” he said, with one of his grand gestures, as we lads tramped wearily up the stairs with the refilled bags and as mother stood smiling — a little resentfully perhaps, but still smiling; “there, you kids, try sleeping on that. There is nothing on earth too good for my kids.”


NOTE IV
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LET US, HOWEVER, return to father and the tale he is telling as he sits in the farmhouse on the winter’s evening. I am too good a son of my father to leave such a tale hanging forever thus, in the air.

As it turned out on that night, when it rained and when he in his young manhood stood just outside the door of that southern mansion house of his childhood, and when his mother, that proud woman of the Southland, spat at him and his companions in misery, so that a white speck of her spittle landed on his beard — where, as he said, it lay like a thing of fire burning into his soul — on that night, I say, he did, by a stroke of fortune, escape the fate that seemed to have him in its clutches.

Dawn was just beginning to break when the two Confederate officers came out at the door of the house and marched their prisoners away.

“We went off into the gray dawn, up out of the valley and over the hills, and then I turned to look back,” father explained. Gray and weary and half dead with starvation, he turned to look. If he dropped dead from starvation and weariness on his way to the prison pen, what did it matter now? The light of his life had gone out. He was never again to see any of his own people, that he knew.

But even as he looked he did see something. The company had stopped to rest for a moment and stood where a sharp wind blew over them, just at the crest of a hill. Down in the valley the dawn was just breaking and, as father looked, he could see the gray Of the old house and against the gray of it, on the front veranda, just a fleck of white.

That would be his young and innocent sister, come out of the house, you will understand, to look along the road taken by the prisoners, whose evident misery had touched her young heart.

For father it would be, as he would so elaborately explain, a very high spot in his life, perhaps the highest spot he was to reach in all his weary march to the grave.

He stood there on the hillside, quite cold and miserable — in just that utterly miserable and weary state when one is sometimes most alive — the senses, that is to say, are most alive. At the moment he felt, as any man must feel sometime in life, that an invisible cord does extend from the innermost parts of himself to the innermost parts of some other person. Love comes. For once in a lifetime a state of feeling becomes as definite a thing as a stone wall touched with the hand.

And father had that feeling, at that moment on the hill; and that the person for whom he had it was a woman and his own sister, made it even more an assured thing. He might have expressed the feeling by saying that, as by a miracle, the hill dropped away and he stood on dry level ground in the very presence of his younger sister, so close to her in fact that he might very easily have put out his hand and touched her. So strong was the feeling that he lost for the moment all sense of his presence among the prisoners, all sense of the cold hunger and weariness of the hour and — exactly as the thing might be done, quite ridiculously, by a second-rate actor in the movies — he did in fact step out from among the ranks of prisoners and, with his hands extended before him and his eyes shining, took several steps down the hillside, only to be stopped by an oath from one of the guards.

In the farmhouse, as he told of that moment he would get out of his chair and actually take several steps. He would at bottom be always a good deal of an actor as well as a story-teller, as every story-teller worth his salt inevitably is.

And then came the oath from the guard and an upraised gun, the heavy butt of a gun, ready to swing down upon his head, and back he goes into the ranks of prisoners. He mutters some excuse:— “I just wanted to have a look” — and is thus jerked down from the high place, to which his imagination had suddenly lifted him, and back into the weariness of his apparently hopeless journey. Gone, he thought at the moment, was the sister he loved, his boyhood with its memories, all his past life, but it wasn’t quite true.

Father did make an escape. How many escapes he, in fancy, made from the hands of the enemy during that Civil War! He lived, you will understand, in a rather dull farming community and loved at least some air of probability hanging over his tales.

And so the Civil War became for him the canvas, the tubes of paint, the brushes with which he painted his pictures. Perhaps one might better say his own imagination was the brush and the Civil War his paint pot. And he did have a fancy for escapes, as I myself have always had. My own tales, told and untold, are full of escapes — by water in the dark and in a leaky boat, escapes from situations, escapes from dullness, from pretense, from the heavy-handed seriousness of the half artists. What writer of tales does not dote upon escapes? They are the very breath in our nostrils.

It is just possible that upon that occasion, father would have put it to his audience, that the sight, or the imagined sight, of his sister that morning had given him new hope. She was a virgin and there was something catholic about father. — 

Very well, then, off he goes down the road with his head held high, thinking of the possible schemes for escape and of his sister. He had been given something, a new flair for life. A ray of new hope had come into the black night of his situation. He walked more stoutly.

Stout Cortes — 

Silent upon a peak in Darien.

It was just that stout way in which he now walked that gave him his opportunity for escape — that time. All that day the other prisoners went with hanging heads, tramping through the deep mud of the southern roads in winter, but father walked with his head up.

Another night came and they were again in a forest, on a dark and lonely road, with the guards walking at the side and sometimes quite lost in the shadows cast by the trees — the prisoners a dark mass in the very centre of the road.

Father stumbled over a stick, the heavy branch of a tree, quite dead and broken off by the wind, and, stooping down, picked it up. Something, perhaps just the impulse of a soldier, led him to sling the stick lightly over his shoulder and carry it like a gun.

There he was, stepping proudly among those who were not proud — that is to say, the other prisoners — and not having any plan in mind — just thinking of his virginal sister back there, I dare say; and one of the two officers of the guard spoke to him kindly.

“Don’t walk in there so close to the Yanks, in the deep mud, John,” the officer said; “it’s better going out here. There is a path here at the side. Get in here back of me.”

By his very pride, lifted up out of the ranks of the prisoners, father’s mind acted quickly and with a muttered thanks he stepped to the side of the road and became as one of the guards. The men came out on the crest of another low hill and again, in the valley below, there was the faint light of a farmhouse. “Haiti” one of the officers gave command; and then — the younger of the two officers having been told by his superior to send a man down into the valley to the farmhouse to see if there was a chance for the guard and prisoners to rest for a few hours and to get food — he sent father. The officer touched him on the arm. “Go on you,” he said. “You go down and find out.”

So off father went, down a lane, holding the stick very correctly, like a gun, until he was safely out of sight of the others, and then he threw the stick away and ran.

The devil! He knew every inch of the ground on which he now stood. What an opportunity for escape! One of his boyhood friends had lived in the very house, toward which he was supposed to be going, and often, in his young manhood and when he had come home for vacation from the northern school, he had ridden and hunted along the very path his feet now touched. Why, the very dogs and “niggers” on the place knew him as they might have known their master.

And so, if he ran madly now, he ran knowing the ground under his feet. Ah, he would be sure! When his escape was discovered dogs might be set on his trail.

He plunged downward, getting clear of the trees, running across a field — the soft mud clinging to his feet — and so skirted the house and got to where there was a small creek down which he went for a mile in the darkness, walking in the cold water that often came up to his waist. That was to throw dogs off his trail, as any schoolboy should know.

By making a great circle he got back into the road, by which he and the other prisoners had been marched from his own father’s house. They had come some twelve miles during the day and early evening, but the night was still young and, after he had gone three or four miles, he knew a short cut through the woods by which several miles could be cut off.

And so, you see, father went back again to his old home after all and once again saw the sister he loved. The dawn was just breaking when he arrived, but the dogs knew him and the negroes knew him. The very negro who had held the light while his mother spat at the prisoners hid him away in the loft of a barn and brought him food.

Not only food was brought, but also a suit of his own clothes that had been left in the house.

And so he stayed hidden in the loft for three days, and then another night came when it rained and was dark.

Then he crept out, with food for the needs of his journey, and knowing that, when he had walked for a mile along the road that led back toward the distant Union camp, a negro would be standing in a little grove with a good horse saddled and bridled for him. The negro, in the late afternoon, had gone off to a distant town, ostensibly for mail and was to be bound to a tree where he would be discovered later by a party of other negroes sent in search of him. Oh, all was arranged — everything elaborately planned to ward off, from his helpers, the wrath of the mother.

There was the night and the rain, and father, with a dark cloak now about his shoulders, creeping from the stables and toward the house. By the window of one of the rooms downstairs his young sister sat playing an organ, and so he crept to the window and stood for a time looking. Ah; there was moving-picture stuff for your soul! Why, oh why, did not father live in another and later generation? In what affluence might we not all have flourished! The old homestead, a fire burning in the grate, the stern and relentless parent, and outside in the cold and wet father, the outcast son, the disowned, the homeless one, about to ride off into the night in the service of his country — never to return.

On the organ his sister would have been playing “The Last Link is Broken,” and there stands father with the great tears rolling down his cheeks.

Then to ride away into the night, to fight again for the flag he loved, and that to him meant more than home, more than family — ah! more than the love of the woman who was long afterward to come into his life, and to console him somewhat for the fair sister he had lost.

For he did love her, quite completely. Is it not odd, when one considers the matter, that the fair sister — who would have been my aunt, and who never perhaps existed except in father’s fancy, but concerning whom I have heard him tell so many touching tales — is it not odd that I have never succeeded in inventing a satisfactory name for her? Father never — if I remember correctly — gave her a name and I have never succeeded in doing so.

How often have I tried and without success!  Ophelia, Cornelia, Emily, Violet, Eunice. You see the difficulty? It must have a quaint and southern sound and must suggest — what must it not suggest?

But father’s tale must have its proper dénouement. One could trust the tale-teller for that. Even had he lived in the days of the movies and had the dénouement quite killed his story — for movie purposes, at least in the northern towns, which would have been the best market — even in the face of all of such difficulties which he fortunately did not have to meet, one could be quite sure of the dénouement.

And he made it splashy. It was at the dreadful battle of Gettysburg, late in the war and on the third of July too. The Confederates had such a dreadful way of getting off on just the wrong foot on the very eve of our national holiday. Vicksburg and Gettysburg for Fourth of July celebrations.

Surely it was, what, during the World War, would have been called, “bad war psychology.”

There can be no doubt that father had been a soldier of some sort during the Civil War and so, as was natural, he would give his tale a soldier’s dénouement, sacrificing even the beloved and innocent younger sister to his purpose (to be brought back to life — oh, many, many times later, and made to serve in many future tales).

It was the second day of that great, that terrible battle of Gettysburg, father had picked upon to serve as the setting for the end of his yarn.

That was a moment! All over the North the people stood waiting; farmers stopped working in the fields and drove into northern towns, waiting for the click of the little telegraph instruments; country doctors let the sick lie unattended and stood with all the others in the streets of towns, where was no running in and out of stores. The whole North stood waiting, listening. No time for talk now.

Ah! that Confederate General Lee — the neat quiet Sunday-school superintendent among generals! One could never tell what he would do next. Was it not all planned that the war should be fought out on southern soil? — and here he had brought a great army of his finest troops far into the North.

Everyone waited and listened. No doubt the South waited and listened too.

No Lincoln and Douglas debates now. “A nation cannot exist half slave and half free.”

Now there is the rattle of the box, and the dice that shall decide the fate of a nation are being thrown. In an obscure farmhouse, far in the North, long after the battle of those two terrible days was fought and half forgotten, father also has got his hands on the dice box. He is rattling words in it now. We poor tellers of tales have our moments too, it seems. Like great generals sitting upon horses upon the tops of hills and throwing troops into the arena, we throw the little soldier words into our battles. No uniforms for us, no riders springing away into the gray smoke-mist of battle to carry out orders. We must sit in lonely farmhouses or in cheap rooms in city lodging houses before our typewriters; but if we do not look like generals, we at least feel like that at moments anyway.

Father dropping his little rattling words into the hearts of the farmer, the farmer’s wife, Tilly’s heart too. At Gettysburg a nation in the death grapple. The innocent sister, fair virgin of the South, cast in too.

Look at the eyes of that stoic Aldrich. They are shining now, eh? Ah! he has been a soldier too. In his youth he also stood firmly amid shot and shell, but ever after, poor dear, he had to be satisfied with mere blank dumbness about it all. At the best he could but turn the crank of a magic-lantern machine or join the G. A. R., and march with other men through the streets of an Ohio town on Decoration days, when the real question in the minds of all the onlookers was as to whether Clyde or Tiffin, Ohio, would win the ball game to be played at Ame’s field that afternoon.

A poor sort Aldrich, being able to do nothing but fight. On Decoration days he marched dumbly through the dust to a graveyard and listened to an address made by a candidate for Congress, who had made his money in the wholesale poultry business. At best Aldrich could but speak in low tones to another comrade, as the file of men marched along. “I was with Grant at the Wilderness and before that at Shiloh. Where were you? Oh, you were with Sherman, one of Sherman’s bummers, eh?”

That and no more for Aldrich — but for father, ah!

The second day at Gettysburg and Pickett’s men ready for their charge. Was that not a moment? What men — those fellows of Pickett’s — the very flower of the Southland — young bearded giants, tough like athletes, trained to the minute.

It is growing late on that second day of the fight and Pickett’s men are to decide it all. The sun will soon be going down behind the hills of that low flat valley — the valley in which, but a few short days ago, farmers were preparing to gather the grain crops. On the slope of one of the hills a body of men lies waiting. It is the flower of the Union army too. Father is among them, lying there.

They wait.

They are not trembling, but back of them in a thousand towns men and women are both waiting and trembling. Freedom itself waits and trembles — liberty is trembling— “You can’t fool all of the people all of the time” is trembling like a broken reed. How many grand passages, words, Decoration day addresses, messages to Congress, Fourth of July addresses of the next two hundred years, not worth eight cents on the dollar at the moment!

And now they come — Pickett’s men — down through the valley, in and out of groves of trees and up the little slope. There is a place, known to history as “the bloody angle.” There the men of the South rush straight into a storm of iron. A hailstorm of iron swept also in among the men of the North waiting for them.

That wild Rebel yell that broke from the lips of Pickett’s men is dying now. The lips of Pickett s men are turning white.

The voice of Meade has spoken and down through the valley go the Union men in their turn — father among them.

It was then that a bullet in the leg dropped him in his tracks, and in memory of that moment he stops the telling of his tale in the farmhouse long enough to pull up his pants leg and show the scar of his wound. Father was a true naturalist, liked to pin his tales down to earth, put a spike of truth in them — at moments.

He pitched forward and fell and the men of his company rolled on to a victory in which he could have no part. He had fallen in what was now, suddenly, a little, quiet place among trees in an old orchard, and there close beside him was a confederate boy, mortally wounded. The two men roll uneasily in their pain and look directly into each other’s eyes. It is a long, long look the two men give each other, for one of them the last look into the eyes of a fellow before he goes on, over the river.

The man lying there, and now dying, is just that young man who, as a boy, was father’s best friend and comrade, the lad to whose place — some twelve miles from his own father’s plantation — he used to ride for days of sport. What rides they had taken together through the forests, a pack of dogs at their heels, and what talks they then had!

You will understand that the young man now dying lived in that very house, far back from the road, toward which father went that night when he escaped the Rebel guard. He had marched off with the stick over his shoulder, you will remember, and had then cut off across fields to his own home where he was concealed by the negroes until the night of his final escape.

And he had gone away from his own home on that dark night, dreaming of a return, some time when the cruel war was over and the wounds it had made were healed; but now he could never return. He was condemned to remain alone, a wanderer always on the face of this earth.

For the lad now dying beside him on the field of Gettysburg was, in his death hour, telling a fearful and tragic story.

Father’s family had been entirely wiped out. His father had been killed in battle as had also his brothers.

And now, from the lips of his old comrade, he was to hear the most fearful tale of all.

A party of northern foragers had come to the southern plantation house on just such another dark, rainy night as the one on which he was taken there as a prisoner. They marched as the confederate troops had marched, along the driveway to the front of the house, and stood on the lawn. A northern officer’s voice called as the southern officer had called on that other night, and again the tall young negro came to the door with a light, followed by that fiery woman of the Southland.

The negro held the light above his head so that, even in the darkness, the blue coats of the hated northern troops could be seen.

The old southern woman came to stand at the edge of the porch. She understood for what purpose the northern men had come, and she had sworn that not a bite of food, raised on that plantation, should ever pass the lips of a Yank.

Now she held a shotgun in her hand and, without a word or without any sort of warning, raised it and fired into the mass of the men.

There was a cry of rage, and then many guns were raised to shoulders. A sudden roar of the guns and a hundred leaden bullets cut through the front of the house. It wiped out all of father’s family — except just himself — and deprived his sons, too, of a proud southern ancestry; for, just in the moment, before the shower of bullets came, father’s young and innocent sister — realizing with that sure instinct that, everyone understands, all women inevitably possess — realizing, I say, that death was about to call her mother — the young girl had rushed panic-stricken out of the door and had thrown her arms about her mother’s body, just in time to meet death with her. And so all that was left of the family — except just father — fell there in a heap. The captain of the northern troops — a German brewer’s son from Milwaukee, Wisconsin, cried when later he looked down into the white silent face of the young girl, and all his life afterward carried in his heart the remembrance of the dead, pleading young eyes; but, as father so philosophically remarked, what was done was done.

And with that fall there was father — a man left to wander forever stricken and forlorn through life. Later he had, to be sure, married and he had children whom he loved and treasured, but was that the same thing? To the heart of a southerner, as every American understands, ancestry means everything.

The purity of a southern woman is unlike any other purity ever known to mankind. It is something special. The man who has been under the influence of it can never afterward quite escape. Father didn’t expect to. He declared always, after he had told the above story, that he did not ever expect to be gay or happy again.

What he expected was that he would go on for the rest of his days doing just what he was doing at the time. Well, he would try to bring a little joy into the hearts of others — he would sing songs, dance a little dance — he would join an old comrade in arms, one whose heart he knew was as true as steel, and give a magic-lantern show. Others, for an hour anyway, would be made to forget that element of sadness and tragedy in life that he, of course, could never quite forget.

On that very night, lying half dead on the field of Gettysburg beside the dead comrade of his youth, he had made up his mind to spend the remaining days of his life bringing what sweetness and joy he could into the lacerated hearts of a nation torn by civil strife. It had been two o’clock in the morning before he was picked up by a squad of men sent out to gather in the wounded, and already the news of the great victory and the triumph of the cause of freedom was sweeping over the northern land. And he had lain looking at the stars and had made his resolution. Others might seek for the applause of the ‘world, but, as for himself, he would go into the dusty highways and byways of life and bring to the lowly and forgotten the joy of a little fun at the schoolhouse.


NOTE V
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AS FOR THE show father and Aldrich put on, that is another matter. One may, without too much injustice, reserve judgment on the show. I myself never saw one of their performances, but one of my brothers once did and always, quietly and with commendable firmness, refused to speak of it afterward.

Fancy will, however, serve. Aldrich would show his pictures of McKinley, Grover Cleveland and the others, and then father would sing and do one of his dances. There would be more pictures and another song and dance and after that the picture of the flag, in colors. If the night were fair forty or even fifty people, farmers, their wives, the hired men and the children, would gather in the schoolhouse. The show only cost ten cents. Too much injustice was not done them.

It is, however, rather a shame they did not let father tell stories instead. Perhaps in all his life it never occurred to him they might have been written. Poor father! As a public figure, he had to content himself with the exercise of an art in which he was as bad, I fancy, as any man who has ever lived.

And it is his singing and dancing that remains like a scar in my memory of him. In the late fall, before Aldrich and he started out on their adventure, father used to rehearse upstairs in our house.

The evening meal would have been out of the way and we children would be sitting by the stove, about the table in the kitchen. Mother had washed clothes during the day and now she was doing an ironing. Father walked about, his hands clasped behind his back as though in deep thought, and occasionally he raised his eyes to the ceiling, while his lips moved silently.

Then he went out of the room and we heard him go upstairs into a bedroom above. None of us, in the kitchen below, looked at each other. We pretended to read books, to get our school lessons, or we looked at the floor.

At that time the humor of America — of which we Americans were so inordinately proud — expressed itself in the broader and less subtle jokes of Mark Twain, Bill Nye and Petroleum V. Nasby, and there was a book, commonly read by both children and grown-ups, and reputed to be very funny, called, “Peck’s Bad Boy.” It told, if I remember correctly, of the doings of a certain quite terrible youngster who put chewing gum or molasses on the seats of chairs, threw pepper into people’s eyes, stuck pins into schoolteachers, hung cats over clotheslines by their tails, and did any number of other such charmingly expressive things.

This terrible child was, as I have said, reputed to be very funny and the book recounting his doings must have sold tremendously. And father, having read it, had written a ballad concerning just such another youngster. This child also made life a hell for his fellows, and his father was very proud of him. When the child had done something unusually shocking the father tried, one gathered, to share in the honor.

At any rate the refrain of father’s song was:

“You grow more like your dad every day.”

Evening after evening these words rang through our house. They made all of us children shiver a little. Father sang them, danced a few halting steps, and then sang them again.

In the kitchen, as I have already said, we others sat with our eyes on the floor. One could not hear the words of the verses themselves, but the spirit of the song was known to all of us. Am I right? Were there — sometimes — tears in mother’s eyes as she bent over the ironing board?

Of that, after all, I cannot be too sure. I can only be everlastingly sure of the refrain:

“You grow more like your dad every day.”

And, however that may be, there is always one consoling thought. As a showman, and on stormy nights, there must sometimes have been but slight audiences at the schoolhouses and the takings for Aldrich and father must have been thin. One fancies evenings when eighty cents might cover all the receipts at the door.

One thinks of the eighty cents and shudders, and then a consoling thought comes. Of one thing we may be quite sure — father and Aldrich would not have gone hungry, and at night there must always have been comfortable beds into which they could crawl. Father had promised Aldrich he would see to the matter of bed and board.

And no doubt he did.

Even though the farmer and the farmer’s wife should have proved hard-hearted one remembers the number of Tillies in the farmhouses of Ohio. When everything else failed the Tillies would have taken care of the troubadours. Of that one may be, I should say, very very sure.


NOTE VI
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TO THE IMAGINATIVE man in the modern world something becomes, from the first, sharply defined. Life splits itself into two sections and, no matter how long one may live or where one may live, the two ends continue to dangle, fluttering about in the empty air.

To which of the two lives, lived within the one body, are you to give yourself? There is, after all, some little freedom of choice.

There is the life of fancy. In it one sometimes moves with an ordered purpose through ordered days, or at the least through ordered hours. In the life of the fancy there is no such thing as good or bad. There are no Puritans in that life. The dry sisters of Philistia do not come in at the door. They cannot breathe in the life of the fancy. The Puritan, the reformer who scolds at the Puritans, the dry intellectuals, all who desire to uplift, to remake life on some definite plan conceived within the human brain die of a disease of the lungs. They would do better to stay in the world of fact to spend their energy in catching bootleggers, inventing new machines, helping humanity — as best they can — in its no doubt laudable ambition to hurl bodies through the air at the rate of five hundred miles an hour.

In the world of the fancy, life separates itself with slow movements and with many graduations into the ugly and the beautiful. What is alive is opposed to what is dead. Is the air of the room in which we live sweet to the nostrils or is it poisoned with weariness? In the end it must become the one thing or the other.

All morality then becomes a purely æsthetic matter. What is beautiful must bring æsthetic joy; what is ugly must bring æsthetic sadness and suffering.

Or one may become, as so many younger Americans do, a mere smart-aleck, without humbleness before the possibilities of life, one sure of himself — and thus one may remain to the end, blind, deaf and dumb, feeling and seeing nothing. Many of our intellectuals find this is the more comfortable road to travel.

In the world of fancy, you must understand, no man is ugly. Man is ugly in fact only. Ah, there is the difficulty!

In the world of fancy even the most base man’s actions sometimes take on the forms of beauty. Dim pathways do sometimes open before the eyes of the man who has not killed the possibilities of beauty in himself by being too sure.

Let us (in fancy) imagine for a moment an American lad walking alone at evening in the streets of an American town.

American towns, and in particular American towns of the Middle West of twenty years ago, were not built for beauty, they were not built to be lived in permanently. A dreadful desire of escape, of physical escape, must have got, like a disease, into our father’s brains. How they pitched the towns and cities together! What an insanity! The lad we have together invented, to walk at evening in the streets of such a town, must of necessity be more beautiful than all the hurriedly built towns and cities in which he may walk. True immaturity of the body and the spirit is more beautiful than mere tired-out physical maturity: the physical maturity of men and women that has no spiritual counterpart within itself falls quickly into physical and ugly decay — like the cheaply constructed frame houses of so many of our towns.

The lad of our fancy walks in the streets of a town hurriedly thrown together, striving to dream his dreams, and must continue for a long time to walk in the midst of such ugliness. The cheap, hurried, ugly construction of America’s physical life still goes on and on. The idea of permanent residence has not taken hold on us. Our imaginations are not yet fired by love of our native soil.

The American boy of our mutual imaginative creation is walking in the streets of an Ohio town, after the factories have begun coming and the day of the hustlers is at hand, the houses of the town pushed up quickly, people swarming into the town who have no notion of staying there — a surprising number of them will stay, but they have, at ‘first, no intention of staying.

Before the boy’s day how slow the growth of the towns! There were the people of an older generation, coming out slowly to the Middle West, from New York state, from Pennsylvania, from New England — a great many to my own Ohio country from New England. They had come drifting in slowly, bringing traces of old customs, sayings, religions, prejudices. The young farmers came first, glad of the rich free soil and the friendlier climate — strong young males that were to come in such numbers as to leave New England, with its small fields and its thinner, stonier soil, a place of aging maiden ladies — that old-maid civilization that was, nevertheless, to be the seat of our American culture. An insane fear of the flesh, a touch of transcendentalism, a reaching always up into the sky. In the ground underfoot there is only fear, poverty, hardship. One must look upward, always upward.

What of the sensual love of life, of surfaces, words with a rich flavor on the tongue, colors, the soft texture of the skin of women, the play of muscles through the bodies of men?

The cry of fear— “that way lies sin.”

In the new land, in that older time, too much maleness. Deep mud in the streets of the little towns, built in the forest along rivers or on the stage roads. Bearded, rough-handed men gathered about the saloons. Abe Lincoln proving his manhood by lifting a barrel of whisky and drinking from the bunghole. The ruffian of the frontier, father of the modern gunman of our cities, proving his manhood by murder — Slinky Morgan of Ohio, Jesse James of Missouri, Slade of the Overland Route to the gold and silver camps of the Far West — these the heroes of that life.

A slow culture growing up, however — growing as culture must always grow — through the hands of workmen.

In the small towns artisans coming in’ — the harness-maker, the carriage-builder, the builder of wagons, the smith, the tailor, the maker of shoes, the builders of houses and barns too.

As Slade and James were to be the fathers of the modern gunmen, so these the fathers of the artists of the generations to come. In their fingers the beginning of that love of surfaces, of the sensual love of materials, without which no true civilization can ever be born.

And then, like a great flood over it all the coming of the factories, the coming of modern industrialism.

Speed, hurried workmanship, cheap automobiles for cheap men, cheap chairs in cheap houses, city apartment houses with shining bathroom floors, the Ford, the Twentieth Century Limited, the World War, jazz, the movies.

The modern American youth is going forth to walk at evening in the midst of these. New and more terrible nerve tension, speed. Something vibrant in the air about us all.

The problem is to survive. If our youth is to get into his consciousness that love of life — that with the male comes only through the love of surfaces, sensually felt through the fingers — his problem is to reach down through all the broken surface distractions of modern life to that old love of craft out of which culture springs.


NOTE VII
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THE END OF the second year after mother’s death was at hand and our family was at the point of falling to pieces. No more sitting by the fire in the kitchen through the long fall and winter evenings with mother at the ironing board. The kitchen of our house was cold and cheerless. The spirit of the household had fled. It had gone down into the ground with the body of the woman out of whose living body had come five strong sons.

Mother had died swiftly, mysteriously, without warning. It was as though she had got out of bed on a fall morning and had taken a long look at her sons. “It’s about the time when they will have to push out into the world. Any influence I may have on their lives has already been exerted. There is no time to think of any other purpose in life for myself, and anyway, I am too tired. Having lived out my life, now I shall die.”

It was as though she had said something of the sort to herself, and had then laid down her life as one might lay down a finished book. On a rainy dismal day in the fall there she was, coming in at the kitchen door from hanging a wash out on the line, temporarily strung up in our woodshed, smiling quietly, making one of her quick soft ironic observations, sweetening always the air of the room into which she came with her presence.

On such a rainy morning in the fall she was like that, as she will live always in the memory of her sons, and then, on another equally wet dismal fall day two or three weeks later, she was dead.

What there had been of family life among us was going to pieces. It was sure that father was not one to hold it together. No one could think of him as destined to hold that or any other fort. That surely wasn’t his line.

There was a period of waiting. The older son had already found his place in life. He had already become what he was to remain to the end, an American artist, a painter. The making of little designs for the gravestones of village merchants was for him a passing phase. Perhaps it was, at that time, the only form of expression one, having a tendency toward the plastic arts, could find in our towns.

And so there was his destiny fixed — but what of us others? We did not often speak openly of the matter among ourselves, but it was obvious something had to be done and soon. In the few talks we had concerning the matter in our broken household, while the one remaining daughter (destined to die before her life could be really developed) was acting as our temporary housekeeper, father held out strongly for the learning of one of the trades. He talked of long years of apprenticeship to some craft, and it was characteristic of him that as he talked he became in fancy himself such a craftsman. One was trained slowly and surely in one’s craft. Then one became a journeyman and went on his travels, going from shop to shop, watching the master craftsmen. “It’s something at your back,” father said, “something that can be depended upon. It makes a man able to stand up as a man before his fellows.”

Did it? We boys listened and thought our own thoughts. As for father — he had picked up a smattering knowledge of several crafts; and how eloquently he, dear word fellow, could speak of them, sling the jargon of the crafts! He had at various times been a harness-maker, house-painter, sign-writer of a feeble sort, such an actor as I have described, the tooter of a cornet in the village band.

In reality he was a tale-teller, but that was no craft among us. No union had been formed among taletellers. The Authors’ League, the Pen Women, the Poet’s Club, etc., had not yet been formed or, if there were such organizations in existence, they at any rate did not reach down into mid-American towns. At that time even the rumors of the vast sums to be made by turning out clever plot stories for the popular magazines or the movies had not been whispered about.

Other and more significant-seeming stories were floating however. A new kind of hero, tarnished somewhat later, filled the popular eye. As we boys went about in the main street of our town, citizens, feeling a kindly interest in the motherless sons, continually stopped us. Everyone was singing a new little song:

“Get on. Make money. Get to the top. A penny saved is a penny earned. Money makes the mare go.”

“Save up your money, and save up your rocks.

And you’ll always have tobacco in the old tobacco box,” sang Sil West, the smith, who was shoeing a horse in the alleyway back of the stores on our main street.

The factories were calling. One went into a factory, did his work with care and skill, became foreman, superintendent, part owner, married the banker’s daughter, got rich and went off to Paris to sin the sins neglected during so busy a youth and early manhood.

It sounded reasonable and possible. Learning a craft was slow business and one was in a hurry. “Hurry” was the battle cry of the day.

And the time of the factories was just at hand. At that time they were coming into Ohio, and into all the mid-American states in great numbers, and no town was without hope of becoming an industrial centre. The bicycle had come, followed by the automobile, and even the quiet country roads were taking on the new spirit of speed.

Something was in the air. One breathed a new spirit into the lungs. The paradise, later to be represented by the ford, the city apartment building with tiled bathroom floors, subways, jazz, the movies — was it not all just at hand? I myself and long afterward tried a little, in a novel of mine called, “Poor White,” to give something of the feeling of life in our towns at that time.

Oil and gas were spurting out of the ground in Ohio and the discovery of oil and gas meant the coming of factories, it meant the New Age, prosperity, growth going onward and upward. “Death to everything old, slow and careful! Forward the Light Brigade! Theirs not to ask the reason why! Theirs but to do or die” — the light brigade in our particular town consisting of every merchant, doctor, workman, lawyer, who had saved a few pennies that could be invested. In our ears rang stories of the Lima Boom, the Gibsonburg boom, the Finley boom.

And was it not simple? One bored a hole deep down into the ground and out came wealth — oil and gas, followed by the coming of the factories. If we, in our town, did not quite “cut it,” did not “make the grade,” could not become later another fragrant Akron or blissful Youngstown, Ohio, it wasn’t because we  didn’t try.

A hole was being bored at the edge of the town in a field near a grove of hickory trees where we lads had formerly gone for nuts and squirrel shooting on the fall days. In the field — a meadow — there had also been a baseball diamond, and sometimes visiting circuses set up their tents there; but now the hole had gone far down below the usually required depth and nothing had happened. Rumors ran through the streets. The well-drillers had come from over near Gibsonburg. Only a week or two before a stranger had got off a train, had walked about through the streets, and had then visited the place where the drilling was going on. He had been seen to speak with the drillers. No doubt our drillers were in “cahoots” with the Rockefellers, the Morgans, or some of that crowd. Perhaps John D. himself had been pussyfooting about. One couldn’t tell. Stranger things than that had happened. Were we to be caught napping? It was decided to do what was called “shooting the well.”

Surely here was something for a boy to take into account. Mysterious whisperings among our elders on the streets in the evening; plot and counterplot; dark doings among the capitalists— “stand back, villain, unhand the fair figure of our hopes and dreams” — ah! an explosion at the mysterious hour of dawn, far down in the bowels of Mother Earth. Old Mother Earth to be given an emetic of a stirring sort. Forth would flow wealth, factories, the very New Age itself.

One didn’t ask oneself how a participating interest in all these new glories was to be achieved, and in the whole town no man was more excited than father who had never owned a share of stock in anything. He ceased speaking of the crafts and only shook his head in sorrow. “I’d just like to be alive two hundred years from now,” he said. “Why, I’ll tell you what; there’ll be a vast city right here — right on the very spot on which I am now standing there’ll be, why there’ll be a huge office building, like as not.”

So sure was he of all this that the wealth of the future became in his fancy a thing of the present, even of the past. He felt himself magnificently wealthy and, one day when he had been drinking and when, because of what we thought his lack of dignity, we youngsters had treated him to a rather thorough snubbing, he grew angry. Night came and it rained. He went up into the garret of the house in which we then lived and presently came down with a package of papers in his hand. Were they old love letters, from the ladies he had known in his youth, or unpaid grocery bills? It is a mystery that may never be solved.

He went into the little back yard of the house and, making a pile of the papers, burned them solemnly. We boys crowded to the kitchen window to watch. There was the little flare of the flame and above it, and leaning over, father’s stern face — and then darkness.

Back he came into the house and before he went away, to spend the rest of the evening whispering of the wealth of the future with other men in the barrooms, he told us what had happened. “Do you know what those papers were?” he asked sharply. “They were deeds to the whole business section of the City of Cincinnati. I have been concealing from you the fact that I had such papers, intending to leave them to you as an inheritance but — 

“Well, you have not seen fit to treat me with respect and I have burned them,” he declared, tramping out of the house.

Romance and mystery. There was the imagined figure of the shooter of wells. The thing was done with nitro-glycerine. One put “nitro” and “glycerine” together, one fancied, and there was this terrible result. One did not know what “nitro” was, but had seen and felt “glycerine.”

“Ah! chemistry. You wait and you’ll see what will be done with chemistry,” said father.

And so there was this mysterious stuff frozen into solid cakes and carted through the night, along unfrequented roads, by the heroic well-shooter.

Now, there was a man to suit a boy’s fancy, that well-shooter, a fellow going nonchalantly along with the frozen cakes in the wagon behind him. Is he worried? Not at all! He lights his pipe. He looks at the stars. He sings a little ditty. “My bonny lies over the ocean. My bonny lies over the sea. My bonny lies over the ocean — Oh, bring back my bonny to meeeeeee.”

In the wagon back of him that stuff. A jar, a sudden jolt of the wagon, the breaking of a wagon axle and then — 

We boys whisper about it when we meet on the streets. One of the boys holds up his thumb. “You see that thumbnail?” he asks. “Well, a little bit of that stuff, no more than would cover that thumbnail, would blow him and his wagon to smithereens.” The question asked was, how much farther would, say a ton of the stuff, blow the outfit? Was there a land as far beyond smithereens as the stars from earth, to which the fellow might be sent, in the wink of an eye?

A glimpse of the infinite added to all the other excitement and mystery.

My first glimpse of the Industrial Age — with one of my brothers I got out of bed one morning, before dawn, and crept away into the darkness to lie in a grove of trees near the meadow and see the well shot. Several other boys came. The father of one of our town boys, who had stock in the gas-well company, had let slip the carefully hoarded secret of the hour when the fearful thing was to happen.

And so, there we were, ten or twelve of us, lying concealed in the wood. Dawn began to break. Birds and squirrels awoke in the trees over our heads. On the road that came out from town buggies and surreys appeared. The visitors tied their horses far away, by an old sawmill, near the town’s edge, and came afoot to the field.

Now it was quite light and we could begin to recognize the men of the party, solid respectable men, with money in the bank. There was Penny Jacobs, who kept a little candy store; Seth McHugh, cashier of the bank; Wilmott the lawyer, a dozen others. No doubt Em Harkness was there. Of that I cannot be quite sure. He was a man of our town, who ran a small general store and brother, I believe, to that other Harkness who later became a man of vast wealth and a figure in the Standard Oil Company. His money built the Harkness Memorial at Yale, and if our town did not achieve the prominent position in the Industrial Age of which we all at that moment dreamed, we had at least among us the kin of royalty. We were not entirely left in the cold outside world. A Harkness was a Harkness and we had a Harkness.

But to return to that significant moment in the field. As we lads lay in the wood, well concealed from the eyes of our elders, we were silent. Solemnity lay like a frost over our young souls. Even the giggling and whispering that had gone on among us died now. The well-shooter was there and he had turned out to be just an ordinary looking teamster with whiskers, but that did not matter.

Greater and more significant things were astir. Even the birds stopped singing and the squirrels chattered no more.

A long tube, containing no doubt the nitro-glycerine, had been lowered into the hole in the ground and the honored guests of the occasion ran quickly across the field and stood among the trees near our hiding place.

They were dressed, these serious-minded citizens, as for a wedding or a funeral. Even Penny Jacobs had put on what was called among us “a boiled shirt.”

What an occasion! Now we were, all of us, as we stood or lay under the trees — we were all one thing; and presently there would be a terrific explosion, far down in the earth, below our bellies as we lay sprawled in the wet grass — there would be this explosion, and then would we not all, at that moment, become something else?

“Bang!” we would go into the New Age — that was the idea. In the presence of our elders, who now stood in silence very near us, we lads all felt a little ashamed of our ragged clothes and our unwashed faces. Perhaps some of us had been to Sunday school and had heard the parable of the virgins who did not keep their lamps trimmed and filled.

In shame we hid our faces before the glory of the vision before us. There we were, sons of house-painters, carpenters, shoemakers, and the like. Our fathers had worked with their hands. They had soiled their clothes and their faces with common labor. Poor, benighted men! What did they know of what Mark Twain called, “the glorious, rip-roaring century, greatest of all the centuries?” A man could make a wagon that would stand up, or shoe a horse, or build a house slowly and well, but what was that?

Shucks! There would be this terrific rumble in the bowels of the earth, and then the little cunning machines would come. Men would walk about smoking twenty-five-cent cigars; they would put their thumbs in the armholes of their vests and laugh at the past. Men would fly through the air, dive under the sea, have breakfast in Cleveland, Ohio, and lunch in London. A fellow couldn’t tell what would happen now.

Why, no one would work at all maybe — well, that is to say, not really work. Some of our fathers had read a book called “Looking Backward” and had talked about it in the homes and in the stores. Then we lads had talked. Well, a fellow would maybe roll downtown from his country home in the late morning and turn a few cranks or pull a few levers. Then he would go and play, make love to some beautiful female or take an afternoon’s ride over to Egypt to see the Pyramids, or visit the Holy Land. A fellow had to get up an appetite for dinner, dang it all!

Anyway, that was that, and there we were. The well-shooter dropped a heavy weight down the hole and cut out for the woods. When he was halfway across the meadow the rumbling explosion occurred, down in the earth.

And into the bright morning air shot a great fountain of mud and muddy water. The derrick over the hole was covered with it, the grass in the meadow was covered and much of it fell down like rain on us in the wood. The front of Penny Jacobs’ boiled shirt was covered with it.

The mud fell on us lads, too, but that didn’t matter so much. None of us had put on Sunday clothes. Our elders, who represented among us the capitalistic class, went over and stood about the well for a time, and then went sadly off up the road to unhitch their horses and drive back to town.

When we lads emerged from the woods no one was left but the well-shooter, and he was suspect, and grumpy as well, not having breakfasted. Those of us whose fathers had no money invested were inclined to take the whole matter as rather a delicious joke, but were overruled. We stood about for a time, staring at the well-shooter, who was engaged in gathering his paraphernalia together, and then we also moved off toward town.

“I’ll bet that well-shooter’s a crook,” said one of my companions. He had, I remember, a great deal of mud in his hair and on his face. He kept complaining as we went along. “He could have stuck that nitro-glycerine only halfway down, and then set it off, that’s what he could have done.” The idea, later taken up enthusiastically by the entire community, pleased us all. It was so apparent the well-shooter was not the hero we had hoped. He didn’t look like a hero. “Well, my dad says he knows him. He lives over by Monroeville and he gets drunk and beats his wife, my dad says so,” another lad declared.

It was rather a good solution of our difficulty. If one can’t have a hero, who wants just a teamster?

It was infinitely better to have a villainous well-shooter about whose Machiavelian machinations one’s imagination could linger in happiness.


NOTE VIII
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IT MUST HAVE been about this time that my own imaginative life began to take form. Having listened to the tales told by my father, I wanted to begin inventing tales of my own. At that time and for long years afterward, there was no notion of writing. Did I want an audience, someone to hear me tell my tales? It is likely I did. There is something of the actor in me.

When later I began to write I for a time told myself I would never publish, and I remember that I went about thinking of myself as a kind of heroic figure, a silent man creeping into little rooms, writing marvelous tales, poems, novels — that would never be published.

Perhaps it never went quite that far. They would have to be published sometime. My vanity demanded that. Very well — I had died and had been buried in some obscure place. In my actual physical life I had been a house-painter, a workman in a factory, an advertising writer — whatever you please. I had passed unnoticed through the throng, you see. “I say, John, who is that fellow over there?” 

“Oh, I don’t know. I’ve seen him about. He looks like a movie actor or a gambler to me.”

You see, I dreamed of something like that — dead and buried away — and then one day a man is snooping about in a garret in an old empty house. He finds a pile of papers and begins looking them over, lazily, without much interest. But look I “Hello here! Say, here is something!”

You get the notion. I’ll not go into it further. It might have been a good card had I found within myself the courage to play it, but I didn’t.

As to that first tale of mine and its invention. It grew out of dissatisfaction with my father and a desire to invent another to take his place. And professional jealousy may have had something to do with it. He had been strutting about long enough. “Get out from under the spotlight for a time, daddy. Give your son a chance to see what he can do,” I perhaps really wanted to say.

It was fall and father had taken me with him to do a house-painting job in the country. The year was growing old and bad rainy weather had come. Perhaps we could not finish the painting job we were about to begin, but, as father had explained to the farmer who had just built a new house, we could at least put on a priming coat.

If the worst happened and we lost a good deal of time, waiting about— “well,” said father winking at me, “you see, kid, we’ll eat.”

The farmer came for us in the early morning, driving in a spring wagon into which was to be packed the ladders, pots and other materials of our trade, and by the time we had got to his place the rain, that had persisted for several days, began again. The carpenters were still at work inside the house, so that nothing could be done there, and father went off to the old cabin in which the farmer and his family were living until the new house could be finished. He would spend the day gossiping with the women folk or perhaps reading some book he had found in the house. The farmer had a barrel of hard cider in his cellar. The day promised to be not too depressing for father.

As for myself, I made the acquaintance of the farmer’s son, a lad my own age, and we decided to go squirrel hunting in the near-by woods. “You wait ‘til father drives down into the new clearing. He’s going to bring up some fence posts. Then we’ll take the gun and cut out. If he gets onto us he’ll give me some job, make me wheel out manure, or whitewash the henhouse, or something like that.”

We spent the morning and early afternoon tramping through muddy fields to visit the wood lots on neighboring farms and came home too late for the noon meal, but my new-found friend managed to get some sandwiches, made of huge slices of bread and cold meat, and bring them to the barn.

We were tired and wet and had got no squirrels and so we crawled up into the hay loft and burrowed down into the warm hay.

When we had finished eating our lunch and had got ourselves comfortably warm my companion, a fat boy of perhaps sixteen, wanted to talk.

We talked as young males do, of hunting and what naturally good shots we were but that we were not used to just the kind of gun we had been handling. Then we spoke of riding horses and how nice it would have been had we both been cowboys, and finally of the girls we had known. What was a fellow to do? How was he to get close to some girl who wasn’t too hoity-toity. The fat boy had a sister of about his own age that I wanted to ask about but didn’t dare. What was she like? Was she too hoity-toity?

We spoke vaguely of other girls we had been seated near at school, or had met at boy-and-girl parties. “Did you ever kiss a girl? I did once,” said the fat boy. “Kiss, eh? Is that all you’ve done? I answered, feeling the necessity of maintaining a kind of advantage, due to my position as a town boy.

The hay into which we had burrowed deeply, so that just our heads were in the outer air, was sweet to the nostrils and warm and we began to grow sleepy. What was the use of talking of girls? They were silly things and had in some queer way the power to unman a boy, to make a fellow act and feel nervous and uneasy.

We lay in silence, thinking each his own thoughts, and presently the fat boy closed his eyes and slept.

Father came upon the floor of the stable with his employer the farmer, and the two men pulled boxes to the door looking out into the barnyard and began to talk.

The farmer explained that he had come into our country from New England, from Vermont, when he was a young man, and had gone into debt for two hundred acres of land, when land could be had cheap. He had worked and he had achieved. In time the farm had been paid for and fifty additional acres bought. It had taken time, patience, and hard labor. Much of the land had to be cleared. A man worked day and night, that’s how he managed to get on.

And now he was building a new house. “Well,” he had said to his wife; “Mary, you have been a good wife to me and I want you to have every comfort.” The house was to have a bathroom and a bathtub. It would cost money and maybe it would be all foolishness, but he wanted his wife to have it. When a man was young he didn’t mind splashing about in a washtub in a woodshed on Saturday evenings, but when he got a little older and had, now and then, a touch of rheumatism, well, he thought his wife deserved to have a bathtub in the house if she wanted it, no matter what it cost.

Father agreed with his host. (It is perhaps as well to think of him as our host and ourselves as guests since we stayed two weeks and worked but two days.) He said that he had always felt just that way himself. Women were the weaker sex and a man had to take that into consideration. “You take a woman, now, that is like a horse and I don’t like her,” said father. He spoke of mother as though she had been a weak, gentle thing, entirely dependent upon the strength in himself in getting through her life. “I married my wife up in your own state, up in Vermont,” father said, indulging in one of his characteristic quick imaginative flights.

And now that he had got a start I knew there was no telling where his flight might end and I listened for a time, and then, turning away in disgust, I began working my way downward into the hay. My mother, now dead, was something I prized. He had just said she was born in Vermont of an old decayed English gentle family. She wasn’t very strong but would have children. They were born one after the other, but, thank God I because of his own great natural strength his boys were strong.

“The one I have out here with me now was born in Kentucky,” he said. “I took my wife down there on a visit to my own father’s place and he was born during the visit. I thought his mother would die that time, but she didn’t — I saved her. Night and day I stayed in her sick room, nursing her.”

Now he had got himself launched and I knew the farmer would have no more chance to do his own bragging. Father would invent another decayed, gentle family in Kentucky to match the one he had just so lightly brought into existence in the cold barren hills of Vermont.

But I was getting deeper and deeper down into the hay now and the sounds of his voice grew faint, words could no longer be distinguished. There was only a gentle murmuring sound, far off — like a summer breeze just stirring the leaves of a forest; or, better yet, like the soft murmur of some southern sea. Already, you see, I had begun reading romances and knew, in fancy, just how the seas of the South murmured and beat upon coral islands; and then how the fearful hurricane came ramping along and swept the seas clear of ships. No one reads as a boy reads. The boy gives himself utterly to the printed page and perhaps the most blessed of all the tribe of the inkpots are those who write what we used to call “dime novels”’ — blessed in their audience, I mean, to be sure.

So there I was, sunk far down into a mythical Southland, my own Southland, product of my own imaginings — not father’s. One could go deep down into the hay and still breathe. All sounds became faint, even the gentle sound of the snoring of the fat boy some ten feet away. One closed the eyes and stepped off into a fragrant new world. Mother was in that new world, but not father. I had left him out in the cold.

I considered the matter of births — my own birth in particular. The idea of being born in Kentucky — the result of a union between two decaying, gentle families — did not strike my fancy, not much.

The devil! Even then I felt myself a little the product of a new age and a new land. Could I then have had all the thoughts I am now about to attribute to myself! Probably not. But these notes make no pretense of being a record of fact. That, isn’t their object. They are merely notes of impressions, a record of vagrant thoughts, hopes, ideas that have floated through the mind of one present-day American. It is likely that I have not, and will not, put into them one truth, measuring by the ordinary standards of truth. It is my aim to be true to the essence of things. That’s what I’m after.

And haven’t we Americans built enough railroads and factories, haven’t we made our cities large and dirty and noisy enough, haven’t we been giving ourselves to surface facts long enough? Let us away with the fact of existence, for the moment at least. You, the reader, are to imagine yourself sitting under a tree with me on a summer afternoon; or, better yet, lying with me in the sweet-smelling hay in an Ohio barn. We shall let our fancies loose, lie to ourselves if you please. Let us not question each other too closely.

There is America, now. What is America? Whee! I say, now, don’t begin with such a gigantic question as that.

Let’s think a little about what it isn’t. It isn’t English, for one thing, and — isn’t it odd? — the notion persists that it is. If we are ever to have a race of our own here — if the melting pot we are always talking about ever really melts up the mass — how English, how German, how Puritanic will it be? Not very much, I fancy. Too many Slavs, Poles, Wops, Chinese, Negroes, Mexicans, Hindoos, Jews, whatnot, for the old influences to hold in the end.

But is it not odd how that old notion persists? A few English came and settled in that far-away frozen northeast corner — New England — and their sons did the book-writing and the school-teaching. They did not get themselves — physically — as breeders — very deeply into the new blood of the land, but they made their notion of what we are and of what we are to be stick pretty well.

In time, however, the basic cultural feeling of the land must change too. Mind cannot persist without body. Blood will tell.

And in my own time I was to see the grip of the old New England, the Puritanic culture, begin to loosen. The physical incoming of the Celts, Latins, Slavs, men of the Far East, the blood of the dreaming nations of the world gradually flowing thicker and thicker in the body of the American, and the shrewd shop-keeping money-saving blood of the northern men getting thinner and thinner.

But I run far, far ahead of myself. Did ray own fancy, even then, as a boy, lying in the hay in the barn, did it run ahead of ray own day and my own time? Of that I cannot say, but of one thing I am quite certain — in all my life I have never for a moment subscribed to the philosophy of life as set forth by the Saturday Evening Post, the Atlantic Monthly, Yale, “Upward and Onward,”

“The White Man’s Burden,” etc.

There was always within me a notion of another aspect of life — at least faintly felt — a life that dreamed a little of more colorful and gaudy things — cruelty and tragedy creeping in the night, laughter, splashing sunlight, the pomp and splendor of the old tyrants, the simple devotion of old devotees.

Had I not seen and did I not then sharply remember that old grandmother from the southeast of Europe, she with the one eye and the quick, dark and dangerous temper! There were possibilities of cruelty in her. Once she had tried to kill my sister with a butcher knife, and one could think of her as killing with a laugh on her lips. Having known her one could easily conceive of the possibility of a life in which cruelty had its place too.

At that moment as I lay deeply buried in the warm hay and when the fancy of my own flesh-and-blood father, down on the floor of the barn, was giving me a birthright of decaying Germanic gentlefolk the dark old woman who was my grandmother was more in my line.

And no doubt the warmth of the hay itself may have had something to do with the setting and the mood of my first invented tale, as you will perceive as you read of it. Cruelty, like breadfruit and pineapples, is a product, I believe, of the South. By the tale, told me by my parents, I had myself been born in a place called Camden, Ohio, and in the articles touching on my birthplace that have appeared in newspapers that town has always been named. It was one of the towns through which father and mother had trekked when they were first married.

Father must have had a little money at that time, as there is a tradition of his having been a merchant, and of course there were not, at that time, so many children. One could get up and out more easily. Moving, perhaps at night, from town to town, to escape bill collectors, was not so difficult. And then I fancy that, at first his own people, from time to time, sent him money. However, I know little of his people and only have the notion because I cannot conceive of his having earned it or of his having made it by his shrewdness.

And so he was a merchant then, the grandest thing one could be in a small Ohio town at that time. He kept shop in places known as Camden, Morning Sun and Caledonia, Ohio. I believe he and President Harding once played in the same brass band at Caledonia.

He was in the saddlery and harness business and you cannot fail to catch the flavor of that. There would be a little shop on the town’s main street with a leather horse collar hanging on a peg over the sidewalk before the door. Inside there would be shiny new harness hanging on the shop walls and, in the morning when the sun crept in, the brass and nickel buckles would shine like jewels.

Young farmers coming in with great work harnesses on their shoulders and throwing them with a great rattle and bang on the floor — the rich pungent smell of leather — an old man, a workman, a harness-maker, sitting on his horse and sewing a strap — on the floor by the stove a wooden box filled with sawdust into which the workmen and the visiting farmers, all of whom would chew tobacco, could spit — 

Father prancing about — the young merchant then, with the young merchant’s heavy silver watch and gold chain — a prospective Marshall Field, a Wanamaker, a Julius Rosenwald, in his own fancy, perhaps.

“Hello, you, Ted. When you go’en a get that trace sewed up? These new fangle factory harnesses ain’t worth a tinker’s dam. How’s wheat looking out your way? No, the frost ain’t all out of the ground yet. What do you think of elections, eh? D’you hear what that fellow said— ‘all Democrats ain’t horse thieves, but all horse thieves is democrats’? Do you think Frank Means will make it for sheriff?”

That — in just that tone — and in a small frame house on a side street of the town myself waiting to be born.

What is a birth? Has a man no rights of his own?

NOTE IX

SUCH a birth in an Ohio Village — the neighbor women coming in to help — rather fat women in aprons.

They have had children of their own and are not too excited, but stand about, waiting and indulging in gossip. “If the men had to have the babies there would never be more than one child in a family. What do men know about suffering? It’s the women who have to do all the suffering in life, I always said — I said a woman feels everything deeper than a man — don’t you think so? A woman has intuition, that’s what it is.”

And then the doctor coming hurriedly, father having run for him. He would be a large man with side whiskers and large red hands. Well; he is a doctor of the new school, a modernist, like the child he is about to help into the world. What he believes in, is fresh air. Wherever he goes, and no matter what the disease he is treating, he always says the same things. Modernists sometimes are like that. “Clean and fresh air — that’s what I believe in. Throw open the doors and the windows. Let’s have some fresh air in here.”

While the child is being born he tells his one joke. One might as well be cheerful. Cheerfulness is a great healer, and what he believes in is in making his patients smile in the midst of suffering. “Do you want to know why I’m so strong on cleanliness?” he asks. “It’s because I’m a damned sinner, I guess, and I don’t go to church, and I’ve heard that cleanliness is next to Godliness. I’m trying to slip into Heaven on a cake of soap — ha! that’s what I’m up to.”

A quick nervous laugh from the lips of father. He goes out of the house to tell the story to a neighbor he has seen raking leaves in a near-by yard. It is September now. He is a little unstrung. Under such conditions a man feels faintly guilty. People conspire to give him the feeling. It is as though all the women of the town were pointing accusing fingers and as though all the men were laughing, “greasy-eyed married men,” Bernard Shaw once called them. One will have to set up the cigars to the men, darn ’em. As for the women — they are saying, half jokingly, half in earnest:— “There, you devil; see what you have done — this is your doings.”

Father stands beside the fence telling the doctor’s joke to the neighbor, who has heard it many times before but who, out of sympathy, now laughs heartily. As though drawn toward each other by some invisible cord they both sidle along the fence until they are standing close together. It is a moment of masculine obscurity. Men must stand shoulder to shoulder. The women have the centre of the stage — as father would have said later, when he became an actor and loved to sling the actor’s jargon, they were “hogging the footlights.”

Not quite succeeding however. This is the moment for me to come upon the stage. The two men stand closely together, father fingering nervously the heavy gold watch chain — he is soon to lose it with all his other property in one of his frequent business failures — and from the house comes a faint cry. To the two men standing there it sounds not unlike the cry of a puppy inadvertently stepped on by a careless master, and father jumps suddenly aside so that his neighbor laughs again.

And that is myself — just being actually born into the world.

Which is one thing, but sometimes one’s fancy wants something else. As I lay, deep buried in the hay in the barn on another fall day, and as the resentment — born in me through having been made the son of two decaying, gentle families — grew deeper and deeper, and also as the grateful warmth of the departed summer — captured and held by the hay — stole over my body, cold from the day of tramping in the wood in a cold rain in pursuit of the squirrels — as the warmth took hold of my body, the scene of my actual birth hour, just depicted, faded. I fled from the field of fact and into the field of fancy.

Upon the sand on a desolated coast far down on the Gulf of Mexico an athletic looking man of perhaps thirty lies looking out over the sea. What cruel eyes he has, like the eyes of some cunning beast of prey.

He is perhaps thirty years of age, but one can see well enough, just by looking at him casually, that he has retained all the youthful strength and elasticity of his splendid body. He has a small black mustache and black hair and his skin is burned to a deep brown. Even as he lies, relaxed and listless, on the yellow sand a glow of life and of strength seems to emanate from him.

As he lies thus one can tell, any schoolboy could tell, that he is physically made to be the very ideal of American romance. He is a man of action — young and strong — there can be little doubt he is a man of daring. What might not be done with such a man! Throw him back into the days of the early pioneers and he will turn you out another Daniel Boone. He will creep through hundreds of miles of forests, never disturbing a grass blade, and bring you back the fair daughter of the English nobleman, traveling in this country, whose daughter inadvertently went for an afternoon’s stroll in the wood and was captured by a skulking Indian; or he will shoot you a squirrel in the eye at five hundred yards with his faithful rifle, called, playfully, “Old Betsy.” Move him up a little now. Let, say Bret Harte, have him. There he is, fine and dandy. He is a gambler in a Western mining camp now, wearing a silk shirt and a Stetson hat. He will lose you a whole fortune without the bat of an eye, but his personal associates are a bit rough. He is always being seen about with Black Peg, who runs a house of prostitution, and with Silent Smith, the killer.

Until, well, until one day when a New England school-teacher comes into the rough mining camp. One night she is set upon and is about to be outraged by a drunken miner. Then he, the associate of Black Peg, steps forward and shoots the miner. Ten minutes before, he was drunk and lying in the gutter, so drunk in fact that flies had been using his eyeballs as sliding places, but the danger to the school-teacher had sobered him instantly. He is a gentleman now. He offers the school-teacher his arm and they walk to her cabin discussing Emerson and Longfellow, and then our central figure of romance leaves her at her cabin door and goes to a lonely spot in the mountains. He sits down to wait until winter and the deep snows come, in order that he may freeze to death. He has realized that he loves the New England lady and is, in the language of the Far West, as set forth in all the best books, “not fitten for her.”

The truth is that father, that is to say, my fanciful father, might well have been used by any one of a dozen of our American hero-makers. He is in the goods. That is the idea. In the hands of a Jack London he might have been another Sea Wolf or a musher trudging through the deep snow of the frozen North, cornering some fair virgin in an isolated cabin, only to let her off at the last moment out of respect for her dead mother, who expected something quite different of her. Then later he might have gone to Yale, and after that become a stock broker, taking daring chances with railroad stocks, married a woman who loved only the glare and shine of social life, chucked her, failed in business, gone farming, and turned out a clean man after all, say in the pages of the Saturday Evening Post. It could have been done.

Where my fanciful father was unfortunate, however, was in that he had to live in the fancy of a boy in a hay barn — one who had as yet had little or no experience with heroes.

And then there is no doubt he, from the first, had certain weaknesses. He wasn’t always kind to old women and children and, as you will see in the sequel, he wasn’t to be trusted with a virgin. He just wouldn’t behave himself, and when it comes to this matter of virgins, perhaps the least said about any man’s attitude toward them — except, to be sure, in novels and in the movies — the better. As Mr. Howells once pointed out, “it is better to present to the readers only the brighter and more pleasant aspects of our common lives.”

However, let us return to the man lying on the sand. There he is, you see, and it was sure he had been all his life, at any rate, a man of action. The Civil War had just come to an end a few years before and during the war he had been rather busily engaged. He had gone into the war as a spy for the Federal government and when he had got into the South had managed to engage himself as a spy for the Confederate side also. This had permitted him to move rather freely back and forth and to do well carrying contraband goods. When he had no special information to give to one or the other of his employers he could invent information — during a war that is always easy. He was, as I have said, a man of action. He aimed to get results, as they say in the advertising profession.

The war at an end, he had gone into the South, having several projects in mind and, at the time we meet him first, he was waiting on the lonely coast to sight a ship that was to bring some business associates of his. In a bayou, near the mouth of the river, some ten miles away, there was a ship, manned by his own men, awaiting his return. He was engaged in the business of smuggling firearms to various revolutionary parties in South American republics and was now only waiting for the coming of a man who was to hand over to him certain monies.

And so the day passed and the evening came and at last an hour before darkness settled down over the lonely sand dunes a ship appeared. My mythical father arose and, fastening a cloth to the end of a stick, waved it back and forth over his head. The ship drew near and two boats were lowered. Some ten or twelve men were coming ashore and with them a woman. When they had got into the boats the ship did not wait but immediately steamed away.

The man on the beach began gathering a great pile of sticks and bits of driftwood, preparative to building a fire, and now and then he turned his head to look toward the approaching boats. That there was a woman among his visitors bothered him. Women were always interfering with business. Why had they wanted to bring a woman? “To the deuce with women!” he growled, making his way through the deep sand with a great pile of sticks in his arms.

Then the boat had landed and there was the old Harry to pay. A revolutionary party in one of the South American republics had gone to pieces and nearly all its members had been arrested and were to be executed. There was no money to pay for the firearms that were to have been shipped, and the little band of men, now standing on the lonely beach and facing the smugglers, had barely escaped with their lives. They had rowed out to sea in two boats and had been picked up by a steamer, and one among them had in his possession money enough to bribe the steamer captain to bring them to this spot, where they were to have landed, just at this time, under quite different circumstances.

Different circumstances indeed I The lady of the party — well, she was something special — the daughter of one of the wealthiest sugar planters of her native land, she had given her young soul to the cause of the revolution and when the smash came had been compelled to fly with the others. Her own father disowned her in a moment of cowardice and the death sentence was out against her. What else could she do but flee?

If they had brought nothing else, they had brought food ashore from the ship, and the party might as well eat, since they would, in any event, have to spend the night on the beach. In the morning, it was the hope expressed by the leader of the party, that the firearms smuggler would guide them inland. They had friends in America but had they landed at a regular port of entry it might well have turned out that their own government would have asked the American government to send them home — to face the consequences of their folly.

With a grim smile on his cruel lips my fanciful father had heard them out in silence and now began building a fire. Night came and he moved softly about. A strange and new impulse had come into his hard and cruel heart. He had fallen instantly in love with the young female leader of revolution from the foreign land and was trying to figure out how he could get away from the others and have a talk with her.

At last when food had been prepared and eaten, he spoke, agreeing to perform all that had been asked of him, but declaring that the young woman could not be compelled to spend the night in such a place. Speaking in the Spanish language — with which he was marvelously conversant — he commanded the others to stay by the fire while he took the young woman inland to where, some two miles away, he declared he had some horses concealed in the stable of an oyster thief, a friend of his who lived up the bay.

The others consenting, he and the young woman set off. She was very beautiful and, as they had all been seated about the fire, she had kept her eyes almost constantly upon the American.

He was of the type of which American heroes are made, you see, and she had, in her young girlhood, read American novels. In American novels, as in American plays — as everyone knows — a man can, just as well as not, be a horse thief, a desperado, a child-kidnapper, a gentleman burglar, or a well-poisoner for years and years, and then, in an instant, become the sweetest and most amiable fellow possible, and with perfect manners too. It is one of the most interesting things about us Americans. No doubt it came to us from the English. It seems to be an Anglo-Saxon trait and a very lovely one too. All anyone need do is to mention in the presence of any one of us at any time the word “mother,” or leave one of us alone in the darkness in a forest in a lonely cabin on a mountain at night with a virgin.

With some of us — that is to say, with those of us who have gone into politics — the same results can sometimes be had by speaking of the simple and humble laboring man, but it is the virgin that gets us every shot. In bringing out all the best in us she is a hundred per cent, efficient.

In the presence of a virgin something like a dawn among mountains creeps over the spirit of the Anglo-Saxon and a gentle light comes into his eyes. If he has a dress suit anywhere about he goes and puts it on. Also he gets himself a shave and a hair cut, and you would be surprised to see how everything clears up after that.

I, however, digress. In my enthusiasm for my fellows I jerk myself too violently out of my boyhood. No boy could so whole-heartedly appreciate or understand our national traits.

The story I had set myself down to tell was that of my own birth into the world of fancy — as opposed to the rather too realistic birth already depicted — and that, as I have explained, took place in Camden, Ohio.

Very well, then, a year has passed and I am being born a second time, as it were, but this second birth is quite different from the one in the Ohio town. There is more punch to it. Reading of it will lift you, who have been patient enough to follow me so far, out of your common everyday humdrum existences.

And if you have read Freud you will find it of additional interest that, in my fanciful birth, I have retained the very form and substance of my earthly mother while getting an entirely new father, whom I set up — making anything but a hero of him — only to sling mud at him. I am giving myself away to the initiated, that is certain.

But be that as it may, however, there is mother lying in bed in a lonely cabin on another long sandy beach, also on the Gulf of Mexico. (In my fanciful life I have always had a hunger for the warm South.) Mother has been honorably married to my fanciful father on that very evening when she went with him from among her fellow-countrymen, sitting by the fire on that other beach, and after just such a metamorphosis of his character as she had come to expect through having read American novels and through having seen two or three American plays produced in the capital of her native land.

After having secured the horses from the stable of the oyster thief they had ridden off together and had come at last into a deep forest of magnolia trees in blossom. A southern moon came up into the sky and so soft was the night, so gentle the breezes from the now distant sea, and so sweet the hum of insect life under their horses’ feet, that mother found herself speaking of her lost home and of her mother.

To “my fanciful father the combination — the deep forest, the scent of the magnolia blossoms and the word “mother” — together with the fact that he was alone in a dark place with a virgin, an innocent one, these things were all irresistible to him. The metamorphosis spoken of above took place, and he proposes marriage and on the spot proposed to live a better life.

And so they rode together out of the forest and were married, but, in his case, the metamorphosis did not hold.

Within a few months he had gone back to his old life, leaving mother alone in a strange land until the time should come when I, having been born, could take up the task of being her protector and guardian.

And now I am being born. It is late in the afternoon of a still hot day and I, having just been ushered into the world by the aid of a fisherman’s wife, who also does duty as a midwife in that isolated place and who has now left to return again late at night — I, having been so born, am lying on the bed beside mother and thinking my first thoughts. In my own fancy I was, from the very first, a remarkable child and did not cry out as most newly born infants do, but lay buried in deep thought. In the little hut it is stifling hot, and flies and other winged insects of the warm South are buzzing in the air. Strange insects of gigantic size crawl over the walls and, from far-away somewhere, there comes the murmur of the sea. Mother is lying beside me, weak and wan.

We lie there for a long time and, young as I am, I realize that she is tired and discouraged about life. “Why has not life in America turned out as it always did in the novels and plays?” she is asking herself; but I, having at that time still retained all my young courage and freshness of outlook, am not discouraged.

There is a sound outside the cabin, the swishing sound of heavy feet dragged through the hot dry sands, and the low moaning sound of a woman crying.

Again a steamer, from foreign parts, has visited that lonely coast and again a boat has been lowered. In the boat is my fanciful father accompanied by four of his evil henchmen and accompanied also by another woman. She is young and fair, another virgin; but now, alas, father has become hardened on that subject!

The strange woman is terribly afraid but is at the same time in love with her captor (owing to the strange natures of women, this, you will understand, is entirely possible), and father has had the cruel impulse to bring the two women together. Perhaps he wants to see them suffer the pangs of jealousy.

But he will get no such pangs from mother. With her son beside her she lies silently waiting.

For what? That is the question that, try as he would, the son could not answer.

And so the two lie there in silence on the poor bed in the hut while that strange monster of a man drags another woman across the yellow sands and in at the door of the hut. What has happened is that he has gone back to his old wicked life and, with his comrade, has joined another revolutionary party in another South American republic, and this time the revolution has been successful and he and his partners have helped sack a South American city.

At the forefront of the invaders was my fanciful father and — whatever else may be said of him it can never be said that he lacked in courage — it was from him, in fact, that I got my own courage.

Into the invaded city he had rushed at the head of his men and, when the city was being sacked, he demanded riches for his men but took none for himself. For his own portion of the loot he had taken the virginal daughter of the leader of the Federal forces and it was this woman he was now dragging in at the door of our hut.

She was very beautiful and perhaps, had I been older, I should not have blamed father, but at that time the love of right was very strong in me.

When father saw that I had already been born he staggered back for a step and leaned against the wall of the cabin, still however clinging to the hand of his new-found woman. “I had hoped to arrive before or at the very hour of birth, I had counted on that,” he muttered, cursing under his breath.

For a moment he stood looking at mother and myself and both of us looked calmly at him.

“Birth — the birth hour — is the test of womanhood,” he said, taking hold of the shoulder of his new woman and shaking her violently, as though to fix her attention. I wanted you to see how the women of my own race meet bravely all such trying situations; for, as you must know, by the customs of my country, the woman who marries an American becomes instantly an American, with all the American virtues. It is our climate, I dare say, and it happens to people very quickly.

“At any rate there it is. The woman you see before you I really love, but she has become Anglo-Saxon, through having married me, and is therefore above me, as far above me as the stars.

“I cannot live with her. She is too good, too brave,” said my fanciful father, staggering through the door and dragging his woman after him. Outside the door I heard him still talking loudly to his new woman as they went away. “Our Anglo-Saxon women are the most wonderful creatures in the world,” I heard him saying. “In a few years now they will run the world.”

It was growing dark in the hayloft in the barn in the state of Ohio. Did I, as I lay deeply buried in the warm hay, really imagine the absurd scene depicted above? Although I was very young I had already read many novels and stories. In any event the whole silly affair has remained in my fancy for years. When I was a lad I played with such fanciful scenes as other boys play with brightly colored marbles. From the beginning there has been, as opposed to my actual life, these grotesque fancies. Later, to be sure, I did acquire more or less skill in bringing them more and more closely into the world of the actual. They were but the raw materials with which the story-writer must work as the worker in woods works with trees cut in a forest.

As for the fancies themselves, they have always seemed to me like trees that have grown without having been planted. Later, after the period in my own life of which I am now writing, I worked for many years as a laborer in many places, and gradually as I stood all day beside a lathe in some factory, or later went about among business men trying to sell some article, in which I was myself not interested, I began to look at other men and to wonder what absurd fancies went on in secret within them. There was that curiosity and there was something else. I had perhaps, as I have no doubt all people have, a great desire to be loved and a little respected. My own fancies rule me. Even to-day I cannot go into a movie theatre and see there some such national hero as, say, Bill Hart, without wishing myself such another. In the theatre I sit looking at the people and see how they are all absorbed in the affairs of the man on the stage. Now he springs lightly off a horse and goes toward the door of a lonely cabin. We, in the theatre, know that within the cabin are some ten desperate men all heavily armed with guns and with them, bound to a chair, is a fair woman, another virgin got off the reservation, as it were. Bill stops at the door of the cabin and takes a careful look at his guns, and we, in the audience, know well enough that in a few minutes now he will go inside and just shoot all of those ten fellows in there to death, fairly make sieves of them, and that he will get wounded himself but not seriously — just enough to need the help of the virgin in getting out of the cabin and onto his horse — so he can ride to her father’s ranch house and go to bed and get well after a while, in time for the wedding.

All these things we know, but we love our Bill and can hardly wait until the shooting begins. As for myself I never see such a performance but that I later go out of the theatre and, when I get off into a quiet street alone, I become just such another. Looking about to see that I am unobserved, I jerk two imaginary guns out of my hip pockets and draw a quick bead on some near-by tree. “Dog,” I cry, “unhand her!” All my early reading of American literature comes into my mind and I try to do a thing that is always being spoken of in the books. I try to make my eyes narrow to pin points. Bill Hart can do it wonderfully in the pictures and why not I? As I sat in the movie house it was evident that Bill Hart was being loved by all the men women and children sitting about and I also want to be loved — to be a little dreaded and feared, too, perhaps. “Ah! there goes Sherwood Anderson! Treat him with respect. He is a bad man when he is aroused. But treat him kindly and he will be as gentle with you as any cooing dove.”

As a boy lying buried in the hay I presume I had some such notion as that, and later as a man standing by a lathe in some factory some such notion must have still been in my mind. I wanted then to be something heroic in the eyes of my own mother, now dead, and at the same time wanted to be something heroic in my own eyes too.

One could not do the thing in actual life, so one did it in a new world created within one’s fancy.

And what a world that fanciful one — how grotesque, how strange, how teeming with strange life! Could one ever bring order into that world? In my own actual work as a tale-teller I have been able to organize and tell but a few of the fancies that have come to me. There is a world into which no one but myself has ever entered and I would like to take you there; but how often when I go, filled with confidence, to the very door leading into that strange world, I find it locked! Now, in the morning, I myself cannot enter the land into which all last night, as I lay awake in my bed, I went alone at will.

There are so many people in that land of whom I should like to tell you. I should like to take you with me through the gate into the land, let you wander there with me. There are people there with whom I should like you to talk. There is the old woman accompanied by the gigantic dogs who died alone in a wood on a winter day, the stout man with the gray eyes and with the pack on his back, who stands talking to the beautiful woman as she sits in her carriage, the little dark woman with the boyish husband who lives in a small frame house by a dusty road far out, in the country.

These and many other figures, all having a life of their own, all playing forever in the field of my fancy. The fanciful shadowy life striving to take on flesh, to live as you and I live, to come out of the shadowy world of the fancy into the actuality of accomplished art.

When I had grown to be a man, and had begun to try a little to organize this inner life, I wondered often if a woman, being pregnant, and walking about through the streets, past factory doors, in the “loop district” of Chicago, let us say, if such a woman being conscious of something alive within — that is, at the moment a part of herself, flesh of her flesh, and that will presently come out of herself to live its own life, in a world her eyes now see passing before her — if such a woman does not have dreadful moments of fear.

To the tale-teller, you must understand, the telling of the tale is the cutting of the natal cord. When the tale is told it exists outside oneself and often it is more living than the living man from whom it came. The imagined figure may well live on and on in the fanciful life of others after the man from whose lips it came, or whose fingers guided the pen that wrote the tale, long after he is forgotten, and I have myself had some curious experiences of this sort. A public speaker, in speaking of my Winesburg tales, praised me as a writer but spoke slightingly of the figures that lived in the tales. “They weren’t worth telling about,” he said; and I remember that I sat at the back of the room, filled with people, hearing him speak, and remember sharply also just the sense of horror that crept over me at the moment. “It is a lie. He has missed the point,” I cried to myself. Could the man not understand that he was doing a quite unpermissible thing? As well go into the bedroom of a woman during her lying-in and say to her: “You are no doubt a very nice woman, but the child to which you have just given birth is “a little monster and will be hanged.” Surely any man can understand that, to such a one, it might be permitted to speak at any length regarding her own failings as a woman, but — if the child live — surely this other thing must not be done. “It must not be condemned for the failings of the mother,” I thought, shivering with fright. As I sat listening certain figures, Wing Biddlebaum, Hugh McVey, Elizabeth Willard, Kate Swift, Jesse Bentley, marched across the field of my fancy. They had lived within me, and I had given a kind of life to them. They had lived, for a passing moment anyway, in the consciousness of others beside myself. Surely I myself might well be blamed — condemned — for not having the strength or skill in myself to give them a more vital and a truer life — but that they should be called people not fit to be written about filled me with horror.

However, I again find myself plunging forward into a more advanced and sophisticated point of view than could have been held by the boy, beginning to remake his own life more to his own liking by plunging into a fanciful life. I shall be blamed. Those of my critics who declare I have no feeling for form will be filled with delight over the meandering formlessness of these notes.

It does not matter. My point is that, in the boy, as later in the man into whom the boy is to grow, there are two beings, each distinct, each having its own life and each of importance to the man himself.

The boy who lives in the world of fact is to help his father put a priming coat on a new house built by a prosperous Ohio farmer. In my day we used a dirty yellow ochre for the purpose. The color satisfied no sensual part of myself. How I hated it! It was used because it was cheap and later was to be covered up, buried away out of sight. Ugly colors, buried away out of sight, have a way of remaining always in sight in the consciousness of the painter who has spread them.

In the hayloft the fat boy was awake now. Darkness was coming fast and he must bestir himself, must if possible escape the wrath of his father for the day wasted in entertaining me. He crawled up out of his own hole and, reaching down, put a fat hand on my shoulder and shook me. He had a plan for his own escape which he whispered to me as my head came up into sight in the dim evening light in the loft.

He was an only son and his mother was fond of him — she would even lie for him. Now he would creep away unseen to the house and frankly tell his mother he has been fooling about with me all day long. She would scold a little but, after a time, when his father came into the house for supper and when in harsh tones he asked what the boy had been doing, the gentle little lie would come. “It won’t really be a lie,” the fat boy declared stoutly, defending the virtue of his mother. “Do you expect me to do all the housework and the churning as well?” the farm woman would ask her husband sharply. She, it seemed, was a person of understanding and did not expect a boy to do a man’s work all the time. “You’d think dad never was a kid,” he whispered to me. “He works all the time and he wants me to work all the time too. I wouldn’t never have no fun if it wasn’t for ma. Gee, I only wish I had a dad like your’n. He’s just like a kid himself, isn’t he now?”

In the gathering darkness the farm boy and I crept down a ladder to the floor of the barn and he ran away to the farmhouse, his feet making no sound in the soft mud of the farmyard. The rain persisted and the night would be cold. In another part of the barn the farmer was doing his evening chores, assisted by father — always the accommodating one — who held the lantern and ran to get ears of corn to throw into the horses’ feed-boxes. I could hear his voice, calling cheerfully. Already he knew all the farm horses by name and spoke of them familiarly. “How many ears for old Frank? Does Topsy get five ears too?” Outside the barn, as I stood under the eaves, there was still a faint streak of light in the western sky, and the new house we were to give the priming coat, built close down to the road, could still be seen. Little strings of water fell from the roof above and made a tiny stream at my feet. The new house had two full stories and an attic. How magnificent to be a man, to be rich and to be able to build such a house! When the fat boy grew into manhood he would inherit the house and many broad acres. He also would be rich and would have a great house, with bathrooms and perhaps electric lights. The automobile had come. No doubt he would have one. How magnificent a house, a farm, an automobile — a beautiful wife to lie with him at night! I had been to Sunday school and had heard the stories of the magnificent men of old, Jacob and David and that young man Absalom, who had everything in the world to look forward to but who nevertheless did unspeakable things.

And now the voices of the men inside the barn seemed far away. The new house was in some queer way a menace to me. I wondered why. The older house, the one the young New Englander had builded when he had first come into the new land, stood far away from the road. One went, from the barns, along a path to the right. The path lay beside an apple orchard, and at the orchard’s end there was a bridge over a small stream. Then one crossed the bridge and started climbing the hill against the side of which the house had been built. It had been built of logs, very solidly, on a small terrace, and as the farmer had begun to prosper wings had been added. Back of the house stood forest trees, some the same trees that had been there when the first room of the cabin was built. The young farmer, with some of his neighbors, had felled the trees for his house on the very ground on which it now stood, and then during the long winter he had felled many other trees in the flat plain below, where his farming land was to lie, and, on a certain day, there had no doubt been a log-rolling, with other young farmers and their women coming from far and near. A whole forest of magnificent trees had been rolled into a great pile and burned — there had been feastings, tests of physical strength among the young men, a few unmarried fellows about, looking shyly at the unmarried girls, game on the table, talk in the evening of the possibilities of a war with the slaveholding farmers of the South.

All these things the older house had seen as it crouched on the side of the hill, and now it seemed to have crept away out of sight in the darkness, hidden itself among the trees still left standing on the hill; but even as I stood looking lights began to appear at its windows. The old house seemed smiling and calling to me. Now, myself and my brothers had no home — the house in which we at that time lived was not a home — for us there could be no home now that mother was not there. We but stayed temporarily in a house, with a few sticks of furniture — waiting — for what?

The older people of our native town had gone out of themselves, warmly, toward us. How many times had I been stopped on the street by some solid citizen of our town, a carpenter, Yet Howard, a wheelwright, Val Voght, a white bearded old merchant, Thad Hurd. In the eyes of these older people, as they talked to me, there was something, a light shining as the lights now shone from the farmhouse among the trees. They knew father — loved him, too, in a way — but well they knew he was not one to plan for his sons, help his sons in making their own plans. Was there something wistful in their eyes as they stood talking to the boy on the village street? I remember the old merchant spoke of God, but the carpenter and the wheelwright spoke of something else — of the new times coming. “Things are on the march,” they said, “and the new generation will do great things. We older fellows belong to something that is passing. We had our trades and worked at them, but you young fellows have to think of something else. It is going to be a time when money will count big, so save your money, boy. You have energy. I’ve watched you. Now you are a little wild after the girls and going to dances. I saw you going down toward the cemetery with that little Truscan girl last Wednesday evening. Better cut that all out. Work. Save money. Get into the manufacturing business if you can. The thing now is to get rich, be in the swim. That’s the ticket.”

The older fellows had said these words to me, somewhat wistfully, as the old house, hidden now in the darkness, seemed to look at me. Was it because the men who said the words were themselves not quite convinced? Did the old American farmhouse among the trees know the end of its life was at hand and was it also calling wistfully to me?

One remains doubtful and, as I now sit writing, I am most doubtful of all the veracity of this impression I am trying to give of myself as a boy standing in the darkness in the shelter of the barn’s eaves.

Did I really want to be the son of some prosperous farmer with the prospect ahead of some day owning land of my own and having a big new house and an automobile? Or did my eyes but turn hungrily toward the older house because it represented to my lonely heart the presence of a mother — who would even go to the length of lying for a fellow?

I was sure I wanted something I did not have, could never (having my father’s blood in me) achieve.

Old houses in which long lives have been lived, in which men and women have lived, suffered and endured together — a people, my own people, come to a day when entire lives are lived in one place, a people who have come to love the streets of old towns, the mellow color of the stone walls of old houses.

Did I want these things, even then? Being an American in a new land and facing a new time, did I want even what Europe must have meant in the hearts of many of the older men who had talked to the boy on the streets of an Ohio town? Was there something in me that, at the moment, went wandering back through the blood of my ancestors, through the blood of the ancestors of the men about me — to England, to Italy, Sweden, Russia, France, Germany — older places, older towns, older impulses?

The new house, the farmer was having built, stood clear of the forest and directly faced the dirt road that led into town. It had instinctively run out to meet the coming automobile and the interurban car — and how blatantly it announced itself! “You see I am new, I cost money. I am big. I am bold,” it seemed to be saying.

And looking at it I crouched for a moment against the wall of the barn, instinctively afraid.

Was it because the new house was, for all its size, cheaply constructed and at bottom ugly? Could I have known that even as a boy? To make such a declaration would, I am sure, be giving myself an early critical instinct too much developed. It would be making something of a little monster of the boy crouching there in the darkness by the barn.

All I can say is that I remember how the boy who, on that evening long ago, went slowly away from the barn through the mud of the barnyard, turned his back on the new house, and stopped for a moment on the bridge leading) to the old house, sad and frightened. Before him lay a life of adventures (imagined if not actually experienced), but at the moment he went not toward the future but toward the past. In the older house there was, to be sure, a meal to be had without labor — in this case a meal prepared at the hands of a kindly faced woman — and there was also a warm bed into which the boy could crawl to indulge all night long undisturbed in his dreams; but there was something else. A sense of security? It may be, after all, just the sense of security, or assurance of warmth, food, and leisure — most of all leisure — the boy wanted on that evening, that, for some reason I cannot explain, marked the end of boyhood for him.


BOOK TWO


NOTE I
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I WAS ROLLING kegs of nails out of a great sheet-iron warehouse and onto a long platform, from where they were to be carted by trucks, down a short street, out to a wharf and aboard a ship. The kegs were heavy but they were not large, and as they were rolled down a slight incline to the platform the rolling could be done with the foot. Like practically all modern workmen my body had plenty to do but my mind was idle. There was no planning of the work, no scheming to make the day’s work fit the plan. The truckmen, four heavy and good-natured Swedes, loaded the trucks, and that also required no skill. The kegs were so heavy that a few of them only could be put on a truck at one time and the trucks did not have to be loaded skillfully.

As for the nails themselves, they came pouring out of machines somewhere back in the factory at the edge of which the warehouse stood.

The warehouse had two platforms, one at which cars were loaded and our own for the loading of trucks, and I could hear voices on the other platform — an oath, a broken laugh — but never did I see the men employed there.

On our side we had a little life of our own. My single fellow-workman, who all day long ran in and out of the warehouse with me, was a short, stocky young man who on Saturday afternoons played baseball and, in the winter, hockey. He continually boasted of his prowess in games and when the warehouse foreman was not about — he seldom appeared on our platform — the athlete stopped work to tell one of the teamsters a story.

The stories all concerned one impulse in life, and as I had grown unspeakably weary of hearing them and indeed doubted the man’s potency, he was so insistent about it, I did not stop working but rolled kegs busily. The teamster laughed heavily. “There was a fat woman, hanging out clothes, on a line. Two stray dogs came along,” etc. The story-teller himself laughed as he told his tale and sometimes glared at me because I did not stop to listen. “You ain’t afraid of your job, are you?” he asked, but I did not answer. The horses hitched to the trucks were quiet beasts with broad flanks, and as he talked, telling his tales, they switched their tails slowly back and forth, driving flies away. Then they turned their heads to look at me, running out of the warehouse and down the incline behind one of the flying kegs. “Don’t be in a hurry. You ain’t afraid of your job, are you?” they also seemed to be saying.

My legs and arms, my body had enough to do but my mind was idle. During the year before I had been with race horses, going with them about Ohio to the fairs and race meetings, and then I had given up that life, although I loved it well, because I wanted something from men I did not think I could find at the tracks. The life of the sporting fraternity had color and the horses themselves, beautiful temperamental things, fascinated me, but I hungered for something of my own. At the tracks one received a succession of thrills and was kept on the alert but the emotions aroused were all vicarious.

“No Wonder,” a gray pacer, was on the track for his morning workout and I, being unoccupied at the moment, leaned over a wooden fence to watch. He had been jogged slowly around the track and now his driver was about to do what we called “setting him down.” His flanks flattened and he seemed to spring into his stride, and what a stride it was! He fairly flew over the ground and the boy by the fence, half asleep but a moment before, was now all attention. He leaned far over the fence to watch and wait. Now the gray was making the upper turn and soon he would be headed directly down the home stretch. By leaning far forward the boy could see just the play of the muscles over the powerful breast. Oh, the flying legs, the distended nostrils, the sobbing whistle of the wind in and out of the great lungs!

But all vicarious after all, all something outside myself. I rubbed the legs of the horses and later walked them slowly for miles, cooling them out after a race or after a workout. Plenty of time to think. Could I, in time, become a Geers, a Snapper Garrison, a Bradley, a Walter Cox, a Murphy? Something whispered to me that I could not. There was required of a successful horseman something I did not have. Either the trotting or the running tracks required a calm, a seemingly indifferent exterior I could not achieve. A track negro with whom I worked had spoken discouraging words. “You’re too excitable, too flighty,” he said. “A horse, that wanted to, would know how to bluff you. You ain’t made to get all they is outen a horse.”

Restlessness had taken hold of me and I had left the tracks to go visit certain cities.

The work, I found, did not tire me and after the longest and hardest day I went to my room, bathed, took off my sweaty clothes and was a new man, quite refreshed and ready for adventure.

At the warehouse a kind of understanding between myself and the Swedish teamsters, had already been achieved. When they returned with the empty trucks along the short street between our warehouse and the wharf they stopped at a saloon to have filled the tin pails for beer they carried on the trucks, and the athlete and myself had also provided ourselves with pails which they had filled for us. Aha! the athlete might boast of his prowess on the baseball field or at playing hockey in the winter, but I could outdrink him and in the eyes of the teamsters that made me the better man. How foolish the athlete! Had he declined to have anything to do with drink all might have been well with him, but as the ability to “carry your liquor” was an accepted standard among us he foolishly accepted it. On hot days and in the late afternoon the pails were sent frequently to the saloon and the athlete became worried. “Ah, let’s cut it out,” he said to me coaxingly and the teamsters laughed. “Why, Eddie, we haven’t had any at all yet,” they said; but he insisted, was compelled to insist. Already he staggered a little as he rolled the kegs out of the warehouse and now it was my turn to loiter with the teamsters while he worked. No more story-telling now. “I have a kind of headache today,” he said, while the teamsters and I drank six, eight, sometimes ten or twelve of the generous portions of strong beer, flauntingly. As the beer was paid for from a fund collected from all, we were drinking, in part at least, at the athlete’s expense. I drank and drank, enjoying the discomfiture of my fellow-worker, and something happened inside my head. My legs remained steady and I could roll the kegs more rapidly and accurately than ever — they became like corks and I fairly whirled them along the warehouse floor and down the incline and to the trucks — but at the same time all reality became strangely colored and overlaid with unreality inside myself. Beyond the roadway, in which the trucks stood, there was a vacant lot and this now became the centre of my attention. The vacant lot was in reality filled with rubbish, rusty tin cans, piles of dirt, broken wagon wheels and wornout household utensils, and among all this foul stuff dirty-faced children played and screamed; but now all this unsightliness was wiped off the surface of my vision. I talked to the teamsters and together we laughed at Eddie who kept scolding and saying apologetically that the beer we had been drinking was rotten stuff and gave him a headache, while all the time the most marvelous things took place in the vacant lot before my eyes.

First of all an army of soldiers appeared and marched back and forth directed by a man on a magnificent horse. He was many years older but at the same time looked strangely like myself and wore a long, flowing purple mantle. And also he had a golden helmet on his head while his soldiers, who obeyed his slightest wish, were also richly dressed. First there came a file of men dressed in light green and with bright yellow plumes flying from their helmets, and these were followed by others dressed in blue, in flaming red and in uniforms combining all these colors.

The men marched for what seemed a long time in the vacant lot while I dreamed of becoming a great general, a world conqueror perhaps, but continued meanwhile sending the kegs whirling down the incline. Eddie and I had a race to see who could roll kegs most accurately and rapidly — an hour before he could have beaten me easily, but now I could roll six to his five and land them just so, standing upright on the platform below — while at the same time there was this other life, outside myself, going on before my eyes.

I raised my eyes and looked at the vacant lot and the soldiers went through quick and accurate manœuvres. Then they marched away along a near-by street and the place became a great canvas over which colors played. The surface was brown, a soft velvety glowing brown, now other colors appeared, reds, golden yellows, deep purples. The colors stole swiftly out across the open place and designs were formed. I will be a great painter, I decided; but now the vacant lot had become a carpet on which walked beautiful men and women. They smiled at me, beckoned to me, and then they paid me no more attention and became absorbed in each other. “Very well; if you prefer to roll kegs, go your own way,” they seemed to be saying, and when they laughed there was something derisive in their laughter.

Was I a little insane? Had I been born a little insane? I rolled the kegs of nails, drank innumerable pails of beer, the sweat rolled from my body and soaked my clothes and presently quitting time came and I returned along a street with hundreds of other workers — all smelling equally vile — to a rooming house where I lived with many other laborers, Hungarians, Swedes, a few Irish, several Italians and, oddly enough, one English Jew.

The house was run by a worried-looking woman of forty who had one daughter, a young woman of nineteen, who had taken a kind of fancy to me. Her father, a laborer like myself, had deserted her mother when the child was but four or five years old and had never been seen again. As for the daughter, she had a strong body, clear blue eyes, thick lips and a large nose, and like myself she had Italian blood in her veins, her father having been an Italian.

Toward her mother she was loyal, staying in the house and doing the work of a chambermaid for very little pay when she might have made a great deal more money at something else; but her loyalty was tempered by a sturdy kind of independence that nothing could shake. During the spring, before I came to live at the house, she had become engaged to marry a young sailor, an engineer’s assistant on a lake boat, but, although later I spoke to her of the danger, she did not let the fact of her engagement to another interfere with her relationship with me.

Our own relationship is a little hard to explain. When I came from the warehouse and climbed the stairs to my room I found her there at work, making my bed, which had been allowed to air all day, or changing the sheets. The sheets were changed almost daily and her mother constantly scolded about the matter. “If he wants clean sheets every day let him pay for them,” the mother said, but the daughter paid no attention, and indeed I was no doubt responsible for more than one quarrel between mother and daughter. Among laboring people a girl engaged is taboo and the other men in the house thought I was doing an unfair thing to her absent lover. Whether or not he knew what was going on I never found out.

What was going on? I came into the house, climbed the stairs and found her at work in my room. At the foot of the stairs I had met her mother, who had scowled at me, and now the other workers, trooping in, attempted to tease. She kept on working and did not look at me and I went to stand by a window that looked down into the street. “Which one is she going to marry? — that’s what I want to know,” one of the workers on the floor below called to another. She looked up at me and something I saw in her eyes made me bold. “Don’t mind them,” I said. “What makes you think I do?” she replied. I was glad none of the men who worked at our warehouse roomed at the house. “They would be shouting, laughing and going on about it all day,” I thought.

The young woman — her name was Nora — talked to me in whispers as she did the work in the room, or she listened and I talked. The minutes passed and we stayed on together, looking at each other, whispering, laughing at each other. In the house all, including the mother, were convinced I was working to bring about Nora’s ruin and the mother wanted to order me out of the house but did not dare. Once as I stood in the hallway outside my door late at night I had overheard the two women talking in the kitchen of the house. “If you mention the matter again I shall walk out of the house and never come back.”

Occasionally in the evening Nora and I walked along the street, past the warehouse where I was employed, and out upon the docks, where we sat together looking into the darkness and once — but I will not tell you what happened upon that occasion.

First of all I will tell you of how the relationship of Nora and myself began. It may be that the bond between us was brought into existence by the beer I drank at the warehouse in the late afternoons. One evening, when I had first come to the house, I came home, after drinking heavily, and it was then Nora and I had our first intimate conversation.

I had come into the house and climbed the three flights of stairs to my room, thinking of the vacant lot covered with the soft glowing carpet and of the beautiful men and women walking thereon, and when I got to my room it seemed unspeakably shabby. No doubt I was drunk. In any event there was Nora at work and it was my opportunity. For what? I did not quite know, but there was something I knew I wanted from Nora and the beer drinking had made me bold. I had a sudden conviction that my boldness would overawe her.

And there was something else too. Although I was but a young man I had already worked in factories in several cities and had lived in too many shabby rooms in shabby houses in factory streets. The outer surface of my life was too violently uncouth, too persistently uncouth. Well enough for Walt Whitman, Carl Sandburg and others to sing of the strength and fineness of laboring men, making heroes of them, but already the democratic dream had faded and laborers were not my heroes. I was born fussy, liked cleanness and orderliness about me and had already been thrown too much into the midst of shiftlessness. The socialists and communists I had seen and heard talk nearly all struck me as men who had no sense of life at all. They were so likely to be dry intellectual sterile men. Already I had begun asking myself the questions I have been asking myself ever since. “Does no’ man love another man? Why does not some man arise who wants the man working next to him to work in the midst of order? Can a man and a woman love each other when they live in an ugly house in an ugly street? Why do working men and women so often seem perversely unclean and disorderly in their houses? Why do not factory owners realize that, although they build large, well-lighted factories, they will accomplish nothing until they realize the need of order and cleanliness in thinking and feeling also?” I had come into the midst of men with a clean strong body, my mother had been one who would have fought to the death for order and cleanliness about her and her sons. Was it not apparent that something had already happened to the democracy on which Whitman had counted so much? (I had not heard of Whitman then. My thoughts were my own. Perhaps I had better be more simple in speaking of them.)

I had come out of a messy workplace along a messy street to a messy room and did not like it and within me was the beer that made me bold.

And there were the visions I had seen in the vacant lot. It may be that I thought then that all my fellows lived as I did, having quite conscious and separate inner and outer lives going on in the same body that they were trying to bring into accord. As for myself I saw visions, had from boyhood been seeing visions. Moments of extreme exaltation were followed by times of terrible depression. Were all people really like that? The visions were sometimes stronger than the reality of life about me. Might it not be that they were the reality, that they existed rather than myself — that is to say, rather than my physical self and the physical fact of the men and women among whom I then worked and lived, rather than the physical fact of the ugly rooms in ugly houses in ugly streets?

Was there a consciousness of something wrong, a consciousness we all had and were ashamed of?

There was the vacant lot in which an hour before I had seen the marching soldiers and the beautifully gowned men and women walking about. Why might that not exist as really as the half-drunken teamsters, myself, the irritated athlete and the piles of unsightly rubbish?

Perhaps it did exist in all of us. Perhaps the others saw what I saw. At that time I had a great deal of faith in a belief of my own that there existed a kind of secret and well-nigh universal conspiracy to insist on ugliness. “It’s just a kind of boyish trick we’re up to, myself and the others,” I sometimes told myself, and there were times when I became almost convinced that if I just went suddenly up behind any man or any woman and said “boo” he or she would come out of it and I would come out of it, and we would march off arm in arm laughing at ourselves and everyone else and having really quite a wonderful time.

I had decided to try to say “boo” to Nora, I fancy. There I was in the room with her (I had been in the house about three days and had only seen her and heard her name spoken once before, when she was sweeping out the hallway by my door), and now she was throwing the covers back over the soiled sheets on my bed and there was dust on the window panes and streaks along the wall paper, while the floor of the room had been given but two or three careless whisks with a broom. Nora was making the bed and back of her head, as she leaned over to do the job, there was a picture on the wall, a picture of five or six water lilies lying on a table. There was a streak of dust down across the white face of the lilies and at that moment a cloud of dust, stirred up by the heavy trucks now going homeward along the street, floated just outside the window.

“Well, Miss Nora,” I suddenly said after I had been standing in the room for a moment, silently and boldly staring at her. I began advancing toward her and no doubt my eyes were shining with enthusiasm. I dare say I was pretty drunk but I am sure I walked steadily. “Well,” I cried in a loud voice, “what are you up to there?”

She turned to stare at me and I went on, still speaking rapidly, with a kind of hurried nervous stuttering manner brought on by the liquor and a fear that if I stopped speaking I should not be able to start again. “I refer to the bed,” I said, going up close to her and pointing at it. “You see, don’t you, that the sheets you are putting on the bed are soiled?” I pounded on my own chest, much in the manner of the primitive hero in Mr. Eugene O’Neill’s play “The Hairy Ape”; and no doubt had I at that time seen the play I might at that moment have begun saying in hoarse, throaty tones:— “I belong. I belong.”

I did not say anything of the sort because I am not primitive and had not then seen the play, nor did I whine or complain because of the soiled sheets on the bed. I talked, I am afraid, rather like a Napoleon or a Tamerlane to poor Nora who was already appalled by my sudden descent upon her.

Pounding on my chest and descending upon her I made a speech something in the following manner: “My dear Nora, you are a woman and no doubt a virgin, but you may not always be one. Have hopes. Some day a man will come along who will admire your person and will ask your hand in marriage.” I looked at her somewhat critically. “You will not refuse him,” I declared, with the air of a soothsayer delivering himself of a prophecy. “You will accept the marriage state, Nora, partly because you are bored, partly because you will look upon the opportunity as a means of escape from your present way of life, and partly because you will find within yourself an instinct telling you that any kind of marriage will bring you something you want.

“But we will not discuss you. We will discuss myself,” I declared. I continued pounding myself on the chest and so great was my momentary enthusiasm that later my breast was somewhat sore. “Nora, woman,” I said, “look at me! You cannot see my body and I dare say if I did not have on these soiled clothes your maidenly modesty would compel you to run out of this room. But do not run. I do not intend to take off my clothes. “Very well, we will not speak any more of my body,” I said in a loud voice, wishing to reassure her since I could see she was becoming a little alarmed. No doubt she thought me insane. She had grown slightly pale and had stepped away from me so that her back was against the wall and the soiled water lilies were just above her head. “I am not speaking of my own body in relation to your body, do not get that entirely feminine notion into your head,” I explained. “I am speaking of my body in relation to yonder soiled sheets.”

And now I pointed toward the bed and stopped pounding my own chest which was becoming sore. Stepping quite close to her, so close in fact that my face was within a few inches of her own, I put one hand against the wall and tried to quiet my own loud, blustering tones, and to assume a tone of great ease, or rather, of nonchalance. I took a cigarette from my pocket and succeeded in lighting it without burning my fingers, a feat requiring a good deal of concentration under the circumstances. The truth is, that I had bethought myself that in a moment more Nora would either hit me with the broom, that stood close at her hand, or would run out of the room thinking me insane.

As I had a notion I wanted to put over to her while I could and while my beer-born courage lasted I now tried to be more at my ease. A little smile began to play about the comers of my mouth and I thought of myself at the moment as a diplomat — not an American or an English diplomat, let me say, but an Italian diplomat of, we will suppose, the sixteenth century.

In as light and bantering a tone as I could assume under the circumstances — my task was the more difficult because a workman, hearing my speech from a neighboring room, had come along the hallway and was now standing at the door with a look of astonishment on his face — assuming, I say, a light bantering tone, I now rapidly explained to Nora the notion that had been in my head when I interrupted her bedmaking. She had been about to reach for the broom and with it to drive me from the room, but now the words streaming from my lips caught and held her attention. With a fluency in words that never comes to me when I am writing and that only comes to my lips when I am slightly under the influence of strong drink I explained myself. To the astonished young woman I compared the bed she had been making to a suit of clothes I might be about to put on my body after I had bathed the aforesaid body. Talking rapidly and enunciating my words very distinctly so she should lose nothing of my discourse (and I might here explain to you, my readers, that in ordinary conversation I am rather given to the slovenly dragging of words so common to the people of the Middle West. We, you must know, do not say “feah,” as a New Englander might, nor “fear,” as an Italian-American might, that is to say, pronouncing distinctly the “r,” but “feehr”), going on very clearly and distinctly I told Nora she was not to judge me by the smell that came from my clothes, that under my clothes lived a body I was about to wash clean as soon as she had finished her work in the room and had gone away. Leaving both her and the workman outside the door standing and staring at me I walked to the window and threw it up. “The cloud of dust you see floating up from the street below,” I explained, “does not represent all the elements of the atmosphere even in an American industrial city.” I then tried, as best I could, to explain to my limited audience that air, normally, might be a clean thing to be cleanly breathed into the lungs and that a man like myself, although he might wear dirty, soiled clothes in order to earn money to keep his body alive might also at the same time have a certain feeling of pride and joy in his body and want clean sheets to put it between when he laid it down to sleep at night.

To Nora, standing there and staring at me, half in wonder, half in anger, I tried to explain a little my habit of having visions and sketched for her, as rapidly and briefly as I could, the marvelous sights I had in fancy seen in the vacant lot near the warehouse in the late afternoon, and also I preached her a kind of sermon, not, I assure you, with the object of changing her own character but rather to carry out the plan that had formed in my rather befuddled brain, a plan for bullying her — that is to say of bending her to my own purpose if possible.

Being by nature a rather shrewd man, however, I did not put the case to her directly but pursuing the method common to preachers who always try to conceal their own wants under the mask of the common good, so that a man who is apparently always trying to get others into Heaven is really only afraid he will not manage to get there himself, pursuing valiantly this method, I pointed to the soiled water lilies above Nora’s head. An inspiration seized me. At that time, you must remember, I did know that Nora was engaged to be married to an engineer’s assistant on a lake steamer. I chanced at that moment to see the picture of the water lilies and thought of the little quiet back waters of Sandusky Bay where as a boy I had sometimes gone fishing with a certain charming old country doctor who for a time had employed me, ostensibly as a stable boy but really as a companion on long country drives. The old doctor had been a talkative soul and loved to speculate on life and its purposes and we often went fishing on summer afternoons and evenings, not so much for the purpose of catching fish as to give the doctor the opportunity to sit in a boat on the bank of some stream and pour wisdom into my willing young ears.

And so there I was, in the presence of Nora and that wondering workman, standing with one arm raised and pointing at the cheap chromo on the wall and being as much the actor as I could. Even though my brain was somewhat befuddled I was watching Nora, waiting and hoping that something I might say would really arrest her attention, and now I thought, as I have said, of quiet sweet back waters of bays and rivers, of suns going down in clean evening skies, of my own white bare feet dangling in warm pellucid waters.

To Nora I said the following words, quite without definite thought, as they came flowing from my lips: “I do not know you, young woman, and have never until this moment thought of you and your life but I’ll tell you this: the time will come when you will marry a man who now sails on the seas. Even at this moment he is standing on the deck of a boat and thinking of you, and the air about him is not like this air you and I for our sins are compelled to breathe, “Ah ha!” I cried, seeing by a look in Nora’s eyes that my chance shot had hit home and shrewdly following up the advantage that gave me. “Ah ha!” I cried; “let us think and speak of the life of a sailor. He is in the presence of the clean sea. God has made clean the scene upon which his eyes rest. At night he lies down in a clean bunk. Nothing about him is as it is about us. There is no foul air, no dirty streaks on wall paper, no unclean sheets, no unclean beds.

“Your young sailor lies in bed at night and his body is clean, as I dare say also is his mind. He thinks of his sweetheart on shore and of necessity, do you see, all about him is so clean, he must think of her as one who in her soul is clean.”

And now to my readers I must stop a moment to explain that I speak at length in this way of my conversation with Nora, my triumph with her, as I may I think legitimately call it, because it was a purely literary feat and I am writing, as you know, of the life of a literary man. I had never, when all this occurred, been at sea nor had I ever been aboard a ship, but I had, to be sure, read books and stories regarding ships and the conduct of sailors aboard ships, and in my boyhood I had known a man who was once mate on a river boat on the Mississippi River. He to be sure had spoken more often of the gaudiness rather than the cleanliness of the boats on which he had worked but, as I have said, I was being as literary as I could.

And realizing now that I had by good fortune stumbled upon the right note I went on elaborating the romantic side of the life of the sailor aboard ship, touching upon the hopes and dreams of such a man and pointing out to Nora that it was a great mistake on her part not to have one room in the great house of so many rooms, upon the care of which she could pour some of the natural housewifely qualities with which her nature was, I was certain, so richly endowed.

I saw, you understand, that I had her but was careful not to press my advantage too far. And then, too, I had begun to like her, as all literary men like inordinately those who take seriously their outpourings.

And so I now quickly drove a bargain with Nora. Like herself, I explained, I was lonely and wanting companionship. Strange thoughts and fancies came to me that I would like to tell to another. “We will have a friendship,” I exclaimed enthusiastically. “In the evenings we will walk about together. I will tell you of the strange notions that come into my head and of the marvelous adventures that sometimes occur to me in the life of my fancy. I will do that and you — well, you see, you will take extra good care of my room. You will lavish upon it some of the affection natural to your nature, thinking as you do so, not of me but of your sailor man at sea, and of the time to come when you may make a clean warm nest for him ashore.

“Poor man,” I said, “you must remember that he is buffeted often by storms, often his life is in danger and often too he is in strange ports where but for his constancy to the thoughts of you, he might get into almost any kind of a muddle with some other woman.”

I had succeeded, you see, by a purely literary trick, in getting myself into Nora’s consciousness as in some way connected with her absent lover.

“But I must not press the matter too far,” I thought, and, stepping back, stood smiling at her as genially as I could.

And then another thought came. “There will be a kind of wrath in her soul at this moment and I must direct it quickly toward someone other than myself.” The workman who, attracted by my loud words at the beginning of my discourse, had come along the hallway and who now stood at the door of my room looking in, did not speak English very well and I was sure had not understood much of my long speech.

Going to the open window I now said, over my shoulder:— “I am silly saying all these things to you, Nora, but I have been lonesome and to tell the truth I am a little drunk. Forgive me. You know yourself that the other men in this house are stupid fellows and do not care at all in what shape their rooms are kept. They work like dogs and sleep like dogs and do not have thoughts and dreams as you do and as I and your sailor man do.

“There is that man listening to our little conversation, there now, by the door,” I said straightening up and pointing; but my speech got no further. As I had conjectured within myself, Nora had for some minutes been anxious to hit someone with the broom that stood close at hand and she now, suddenly and quite unreasonably, decided to hit the workman. Grabbing the broom in her hand she flew at him screaming with wrath. “Can’t we have a little talk, my friend and I, without your sticking in your nose?” she cried, and the workman fled down the hallway with Nora at his heels, striking vigorously at him with the broom.


NOTE II
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ONE WHO LIKE myself could not, because of circumstances, spend the years of his youth in the schools must of necessity turn to books and to the men and women directly about him; upon these he must depend for his knowledge of life and to these I had turned. What a life the people of the books led! They were for the most part such respectable people, with problems I did not have at all or they were such keen and brainy villains as I could, never hope to become. Being a Nero a Jesse James or a Napoleon I often thought would suit me first rate but I could not see how I was going to make it. In the first place I never could shoot very well, I hadn’t the courage to kill people I did not like and to steal on any grand scale involved the risk of prison — or at least I then thought it did. I later found that only petty thieves were in danger but at that time, long before I myself became a schemer in business, I knew only petty thieves. At the race tracks some of my friends were always being marched off to prison or I heard of some man I had known being nabbed and taken away and prisons frightened me. I remembered vividly a night of my boyhood and myself going through an alleyway and past our town jail and the white face of a man staring out at me from behind iron bars. “Hey kid, get me an iron bar or a hammer and pass it up here to me and I’ll give you a quarter,” he said in harsh throaty tones but I was frightened at the sight of his white drawn face in the moonlight and at the thoughts of the grim silent place in which he stood. A murderer, a crazed farmer who had killed his wife and hired man with an ax, had once been lodged in the jail and I had got the notion into my head that all men who passed into its doors were terrible and dangerous. I ran quickly away and got out of the alleyway into a lighted street and always afterward I remembered that moment, the stars in the sky, the moonlight shining on the faces of buildings, the quick sharp laughter of a girl somewhere in the darkness on the porch of a house, the sound of a horse’s hoofs in a roadway, all the sweet sounds of free men and women walking about. I wanted to spend my life walking about and looking at things, listening to words, to the sound of winds blowing through trees, smelling life sweet and alive, not put away somewhere in a dark ill-smelling place. Once later when I was working at Columbus, Ohio, I went with a fellow — he had a sickening kind of curiosity about such places and kept urging and urging — to the state prison on visiting day. It was at the hour when the prisoners take exercise and many of them were in a large open place between high walls, on which guards with guns walked up and down. I looked once and then closed my eyes and during the rest of our pilgrimage through the place I carefully avoided looking into the prisoners’ faces or into the cells before which we stopped but looked down instead at the stone floors until we were again outside in the sunlight.

As I have said the books were mostly about respectable people with moral problems, with family fortunes that must be saved or built up, daughters safely married, hints at a possible loss of virtue on the part of some woman and the terrible consequences that were to follow. In the books the women who grew familiar with men, to whom they were not married, were always having children and thus giving themselves away to all and I did not know any such women. The kind of women among whom life at that time threw me were much wiser and pretty much seemed to have children or not as they chose and I presume I thought the other kind must be a rather foolish sort and not worth bothering or thinking about.

And then there was the grand life in the big world, the life of the courts, the field, camp and palace, and in the America of Newport, Boston and New York. It was all a life far away from me but it seemed to occupy the attention of most of the novelists. As for myself I did not think at that time that I would ever see much of such life and I am afraid it did not much tempt me.

However, I read greedily everything that came into my hands. Laura Jean Libbey, Walter Scott, Harriet Beecher Stowe, Henry Fielding, Shakespeare, Jules Verne, Balzac, the Bible, Stephen Crane, dime novels, Cooper, Stevenson, our own Mark Twain and Howells and later Whitman. The books — any books — have always fed my dreams and I am one who has always lived by his dreams and even to-day I can often get as much fun and satisfaction out of a dull book as out of a so-called brilliant or witty one. The books like life itself are only useful to me in as much as they feed my own dreams or give me a background upon which I can construct new dreams.

Books I have always had access to and I am sure there is no other country in the world where people in general are so sentimentally romantic on the subject of books and education. Not that we read the books or really care about education. Not we. What we do is to own books and go to colleges and I have known more than one young man without money work his way patiently through college without paying much attention to what the colleges are presumed to teach. The fact of having got through college and of having managed to get a degree satisfies, us and so the owning of books has become in most American families a kind of moral necessity. We own the books, put them on the shelves and go to the movies and the books, not being read and sitting dumbly there on the shelves in the houses, fairly jump at anyone who cares for them. It was so also in my own youth. Wherever I went someone was always bringing me books or urging me to come to some house and help myself and having got into most houses I could have helped myself, if books were not offered, simply by rearranging the shelves so there was no gaping hole left. I did it sometimes but not often.

As for the owners, they were interested, absorbed in the great industrial future just ahead for all Americans. We were all to have college degrees, ride in automobiles, come by some kind of marvelous mechanical process into a new, more cultured and better age. “Clear the track! Come on! Get in the swim!” was the cry and later I was to take up the cry myself and become one of the most valiant of the hustlers but for a time — for several years — I stayed in the backwaters of life and looked about.

My companions for the time being were flash men, the sharpshooters and touts at the race tracks. How many such fellows as Sit-still Murphy, Flatnose Humphrey of Frisco, Horsey Hollister and others of that stripe I knew at that time! And there were also gamblers, a politician or two and most of all a strange kind of sensitive and foot-loose man or woman, unfitted for the life of a hustler, not shrewd, usually lovable and perplexed, feeling themselves out of touch with the mood of the times and often spending life getting drunk, wandering about and loving to talk away long hours on bridges in cities, on country roads and in the back rooms of little saloons, which for all the evil they are presumed to have brought upon us I thank my gods existed during my youth. How often have I said to myself:— “What kind of a world will this be when we are all moral and good people, when there are no more rascals to be found among us and no places left where rascals may congregate to speak lovingly of their rascalities?”

Of the rascals I met at that time there was one of a far different sort than the others who did much to educate me in the ways of the world. I found him in a town of northern Ohio to which I had drifted and in which I had got a job in a stable run by a man named Nate Lovett, who owned several race horses and who also kept a livery barn. Nate had a stallion, a fast trotter named “Will you Please” and got most of his income by taking him about to neighboring towns to serve mares but he had also some ten or twelve half-wornout old driving horses that were let to the young men of the town when they wanted to take some girl to a dance or for a drive in the country. These I took care of, working all day and sleeping on a cot in what we called the office but having my evenings free. A gigantic and goodhearted Negro took care of the racing horses and stayed in the office from eight until eleven in the evening. “Go on child. I ain’t got no folks in this town and I don’t want none here neither,” he said.

Lovett, a man of the English jockey type, had lost one eye in a fight but was a quiet enough fellow, never losing his temper except when someone spoke favorably of the Irish or of the Catholic religion. He had a fixed notion that the Pope at Rome had made up his mind to get control of America and had filled the land with crafty spies and agents who worked tirelessly night and day to accomplish his ends and when he spoke of the Irish Catholics he lowered his voice, put his hand over his mouth, winked, scowled and acted in general like one creeping stealthily through some mountainous country, infested with desperadoes, and in which every tree and stone might conceal a deadly enemy.

At the stable during the long quiet winter afternoons there was little to do so we all gathered in the office, a room some fifteen by twenty with a large stove in the centre. There certain citizens of the town came daily to visit us.

In the room there would be at one time Bert the Negro; Lovett, sitting on a stool and tapping the floor with a driver’s whip; myself, taking in everything and sometimes with my nose in a book; Tom Moseby, who had been a gambler on a Mississippi River boat in his young days and who always wore a large dirty white collar with a black stock; Silas Hunt, a lawyer who had no practice nor seemed to want any and who was said to be writing a book on the subject of constitutional law, a book that no one ever saw; a fat German, who was a follower of Karl Marx and who owned a large farm near the town, but who, for all his anticapitalistic beliefs, was said to cheat ruthlessly all who had any sort of dealings with him; Billy West, who owned two race horses himself and whose wife ran the town millinery store and who was himself something of a dandy and, last of all, Judge Turner.

The judge was a short fat neatly-dressed man with a bald head, a white Vandyke beard, cold blue eyes, soft round white cheeks and extraordinarily small hands and feet. In his younger days he had a cousin, at one time a quite powerful political figure in Ohio, and after the Civil War the judge, an unsuccessful young lawyer, had managed through the cousin to get himself sent South on some sort of financial mission, to settle, I believe, certain claims covering cotton corn and other stores requisitioned or destroyed by the conquering Union armies.

It had been the great opportunity of the judge’s life and he had taken shrewd advantage of it, had come near being shot in two or three southern cities but had kept his head and had, it was whispered about, well feathered his own and the cousin’s nest. After it was all over and the cousin had fallen from power he had come back to his native place — after three or four years spent in Europe, lying low in fear of a threatened investigation of his operations — and had bought a large brick house with a lawn and trees and had imported a Negro man-servant from the South. He spent his time reading books and listening during the afternoon to the talk of the men of our little circle, flattering women rather grossly, drinking a good deal of raw whisky and delivering himself of rather shrewd observations on life and the men he had known and seen.

The judge had never married and indeed cared nothing for women although he fancied himself in the rôle of a gallant who could do with women as he pleased, a notion constantly fed by the reactions to his advances of the women with whom his life in the town threw him into contact — the wife of the grocer from whom he bought the supplies for his home, a fat girl with red cheeks who clerked in the dry-goods store, Billy West’s wife, and several others. To all these women he was elaborately courteous, bowing before them, making pretty speeches and when no one was watching even boldly caressing them with his little fat hands. In the grocery he even pressed the hand of the merchant’s wife while her lord was engaged, with his back turned, in getting a package down off a shelf, and even sometimes pinched her hips, laughing softly while she shook her head and scowled at him, but to me, for whom he had taken a fancy born of my predilection for books, he spoke of women always with contempt.

“My dislike of them is however but a peculiarity of my own nature and I would not have it influence you in the least,” he explained. “The French, among whom I once lived and whose language I speak, make an art of this matter of love-making between men and women and I admire the French exceedingly. They are a wise and shrewd people and not much given to the talking of tommyrot I assure you.”

The judge had, early in our acquaintance, invited me to his house where I later spent many of my evenings during that spring, drinking his whisky, listening to his talk and smoking cigarettes with him. It was the judge in fact who taught me to smoke cigarettes, a habit much looked down upon in American towns at that time, being taken as an indication of weakness and effeminacy. The judge was, however, able to carry off his own devotion to the habit because he had been in Europe, spoke several languages and most of all because he was reported to be educated. In the saloons of the town, when men congregated before the bar in the evening, the subject of cigarette smoking was often discussed. “If I ever caught a son of mine smoking one of those coffin nails I’d knock his fool head off,” said a drayman. “I agree with you for all except maybe Judge Turner now,” said his companion. “For him it’s all right. He sets a bad example maybe, but looket! Ain’t he been to college and to Paris and London and all them places? Lord, I only wish I had his education, that’s all I wish.”

I am in the judge’s house and it is dark and stormy outside. I have dined with the Negro Bert at six in the kitchen of Nate Lovett’s house and now, although it is but shortly past seven, the judge has also dined and is ready for an evening of talk. There is a large stove of the sort known as a baseburner in the room and the walls are lined with books. We sit by a small table and there is a decanter of whisky upon it. Although I am but eighteen the judge does not hesitate to invite me to help myself to the whisky. “Drink all you want. If you are the kind of a fool who makes a pig of himself you might as well find it out.”

The judge talks as we drink and his talk is something new to my ears. These are not the words or thoughts of the towns, the city factories or the sports of the race tracks. All of the judge’s talk is a laughing, half-cynical, half-earnest kind of confession. Were the things the judge told me of himself true? They were no doubt as true as these confessions of myself and my own relations to life I am setting down here. What I mean is that he was at least trying to inject into them the essence of truth.

I drank of the whisky sparingly, not so much through fear of being convicted of piggishness by getting drunk as from a desire to hear all the judge might have to say.

At the barn when he came there to loaf with the others during the winter afternoons the judge usually remained silent and managed always to achieve an effect of wisdom by the good-natured but cynical expression of his face and eyes. He sat with his fat white hands folded over his round neatly-waistcoated paunch and looked about with the cold little eyes that were so amazingly like the eyes of a bird. My employer, Nate Lovett, was upon his everlasting theme. “Now you just look at it. I wish the people would begin to do some thinking in this country. Why, there were six Catholics elected to this last Congress and people just sit still and say there’s no harm in a Catholic.” The horseman was a regular subscriber to a weekly paper that attributed all the ills of society to the growth in America of the Catholic faith and read it eagerly — it was the only thing he did read — that his own pet prejudice be properly fed and nourished, and no doubt there was published somewhere a paper that carried on an equally earnest campaign against the Protestants. My employer went to no church but the notion of six Catholics in the national Congress alarmed him. The horseman declared that the Catholics would in a short time come into absolute power in America and drew a black enough picture of the future when all of the things he so feared had come to pass. The wheels of the factories would stop turning, streets of towns would be unlighted, men and women would be burned at the stake, there would be no schools, no books accessible to the general public, we would have a tyrant king instead of a Congress and no man who did not bow his knee to the Pope in Rome would be safe in his bed at night. The horseman declared he had once read a book showing just the condition of affairs when the Catholics were in power — that is to say in the Middle Ages. Pointing the butt of his driving whip at Judge Turner he pleaded, and never in vain, for a more learned and scholarly substantiation of his theory. “Ain’t I right now, Judge?” he asked pleadingly. “Mind you, I ain’t setting myself up before a man who knows more than I do and has read all the books and been everywhere, even in Rome itself, but I’ll tell you something. That king, that Englishman, of the name of Henry the Eighth, who first told the Pope at Rome to go back to his Dago town and mind his own business was some man now, wasn’t he, eh?”

And now Nate had got himself warmed up and lit into his theme. “They say he was too free with women, that King Henry. Well, what if he was?” he cried. “I knew a man once, Jake Freer it was, from over near Muncie Indiana, who could get more out of a burn horse in a hard race than any man you ever set your eyes on and he was the darndest woman-chaser in ten states. Why, he couldn’t get near a skirt, old or young, without prancing around like a two-year-old stud and he was forty-live if he was a day but put him in a hard race and then you’d see the stuff come out in him. He’d be laying back in second or third place, let us say. Well, they gets to the upper turn and he knows he ain’t got the speed to outstep ’em. What does he do? Does he give up? Not he. He lets on to go crazy and begins to swear and rip around. Such language! Lord a’mighty, how he could swear! It was wonderful to hear him. He tells them other stiffs of drivers, laying in there ahead of him, that he’s going to kill ’em or punch their eyes out and the first you know he slides his old skate of a horse out in front and once in front he stays there. They don’t dast to try to pass him. He scares his own horse too I suppose but anyway he sure scares them other drivers. Down he sails to the wire looking back over his shoulder making threats and switching his long whip around. He was a big fine-looking man that had had his cheek laid open with a razor in a fight with a nigger and was an ugly looking man to see. “I’m going to whip hell outen you,” he keeps saying over his shoulder, just loud enough so the judges can’t hear him up in the stand. But them other drivers can hear him all right.

“And then what does he do? As soon as the heat is finished he hurries up to the stand, to the judges’ stand you see, pretending to be mad as a wildcat and he claims the other drivers put it up between them to foul him. That’s what he does, and he talks so hard and so earnest that he half makes the judges believe it and he gets away with maybe hitting one of the other horses in the face with his whip at the upper turn and throwing him off his stride or something like that.

“Now, Judge, I ask you, wasn’t he all right, if he was a woman-chaser? And that Henry the Eighth was just like him. He told the Pope to go hang himself and I’m an Englishman and once I told two Catholic stiffs the same thing. They banged out this here eye of mine but you bet I gave ’em what for, and that’s just what Henry did to the Pope, now ain’t it?”

At the livery barn the judge had smilingly agreed with Nate Lovett that Henry the Eighth was one of the great and noble kings of the world and had expressed unbounded admiration for Jake Freer, adding that, as far as his own reading and traveling had carried him, he had never been able to find that the Catholics when they were in absolute power all over the world had ever done anything for racing or to improve the trotting or pacing-horse breeds. “All they did,” he remarked, quietly “except perhaps Francesco Gonzago, Marquis of Mantua, who did rather go in for good horses, was to build a lot of cathedrals like Chartres, Saint Mark’s at Venice, Westminster Abbey, Mont St. Michel and others and to inspire the loveliest and truest art in the world. But,” he said smilingly, “what good does all that do for a man like you Nate, or for anyone here in this town? You didn’t know Francesco, who had a knack for fast horses, and forty cathedrals would never get you another mare for ‘Will you Please’ or help either you or Jake Freer to win one race, and there is at present little doubt in my own mind that the future of America lies largely with just such men as you and Jake.”

At his own house as we sat together in the evenings, the judge paid me the rare compliment, always deeply appreciated by a young man, of assuming I was on the same intellectual level with himself. He smoked cigarettes and drank surprising quantities of whisky, holding each glass for a moment between his eyes and the light and making a queer clicking sound with his thin dry lips as he sat looking at it.

The man talked on whatever subject came into his mind and I remember an evening when he got on the subject of women and his own attitude toward them and the queer feeling of sadness that crept over me as he talked. Much of what he had to say I did not at that time understand but I sensed the tragedy of the man’s figure as he drew for me a picture of his life.

His father had been a Presbyterian minister and a widower in the town to which the son came later to lead his own solitary life and the judge said that in his youth he remembered his father chiefly as a silent figure given to long solitary walks in fields and on country roads. “He loved my mother I fancy,” the judge said. “Perhaps he was one of those rare men who can really love.”

The boy had grown up, himself rather drawn away from the life of the town, and had been sent later to a college in the East, and during his first year in college his father died. There was a suspicion of suicide, although little was said about it, the man having taken an overdose of some sort of medicine given him by one of the town physicians.

It was then that the politician cousin appeared and after the funeral he talked to the younger man, telling him that a few days before his death the father had come to him and talked of the son, securing from the politician a promise that in case of his own sudden death, the lad would be looked after and given a fair chance in life. “Your father killed himself,” said the cousin, a rather downright fellow who was fifteen years older than the young man he addressed. “He was in love with your mother and was also a man who believed in a future life. What he did was to spend years in prayer. He was always praying, day and night as he walked around, and in the end he convinced himself that his untiring devotion had won him so high a place in God’s esteem he would be forgiven for doing away with his own life and would be admitted into Heaven to live throughout eternity with the woman he loved.”

After his father’s funeral young Turner had gone back to the eastern college and there the tragedy that had been long awaiting him suddenly pounced.

During his boyhood, he explained, he had been rather a solitary, spending his time in reading books and in playing on a piano that had belonged to his mother and that his father, who was also devoted to music, had taught him to play. “The boys of the town,” he said, in speaking of that portion of his life, “were not of my sort and I could not understand them. At school the larger boys often beat me and they encouraged the younger boys in treating me with contempt. I could not play baseball or football, physical pain of any sort made me ill, I would begin crying when anyone spoke harshly to me, and then I developed a kind of viciousness in myself too. Being unable to beat the other boys with my fists and having even at that early age read a great many books, particularly books of history, with which my father’s library were filled, I spent my days and nights dreaming of all sorts of sly deviltry.

“For one thing,” the judge went on, laughing and rubbing his hands together, “I thought a great deal of poisoning some of the boys at the school. At the recess time we were all gathered in a large yard given over to the boys as a playground. There was the yard without any grass and at one side, by a high board fence, a long wooden shed into which we went to perform certain necessary functions of the body. The board fence separated our play place from one given over to the recreation of the girls.

“The walls of our own shed and our side of the fence itself were covered with crude drawings and scrawled sentences expressing the sensual dreams of crude and adolescent youth and these were allowed by the authorities to remain. The place filled me with unspeakable revulsion as did also much of the talk of the boys and I shall remember always something that happened to me there. A great loutish boy is standing at the door of our shed into which I am at that moment forced by nature to go and is gazing at the sky over the high board fence that separates us from the playground of the girls. His eyes are heavy with stupid sensuality. From beyond the fence comes the shrill laughter of the little girls. Suddenly, as I am about to pass — a small creature I was then with delicate hands and at that time I believe with small delicate features — suddenly and quite without apparent cause he raises a large heavy hand and strikes me full in the face, so that the blood runs in a stream from my nose, and then, without a word to me, shrinking in terror against the fence on which the horrible pictures and words are scrawled and mingling my blood with tears, he goes calmly away. He is quite cheerful in fact, as though some deep want of his nature had suddenly been satisfied.

“I had been reading a history of Italy; a most flamboyant book it was, filled with the doings of vicious and crafty men — I now suppose they must have been, vicious and crafty but then how I delighted in them! My father’s being a minister had I presume turned my mind to the Church and how I wished he had been a great and powerful cardinal or a pope of the fifteenth century instead of what he was! I had dreamed of him as a Cosmo de Medici and myself as that Duke Francisco who succeeded Cosmo.

“What a grand time in which to live I thought that must have been and how I loved the book in my father’s library that described the life of those days. In the book were such sentences! Some of them I remember even to this day and in my bed at night, even yet sometimes, I lie laughing with delight at the thought of the fanfaronading march of the words across the pages of that book. ‘Italian vitality had subsided into the repose of the tomb. The winged arrow of death entered his heart. The hour of vengeance had struck.’

“I will read you something from the book itself,” said the judge, pouring himself another glass of whisky, holding it for a moment between his eyes and the light and then, after drinking, going to a shelf from which he took a book in a red cover. After turning the pages for a few minutes and having lighted himself a fresh cigarette he read:—”’The emperor Charles the Fifth placed Cosmo de Medici on the ducal chair of Florence and Pope Pius Fifth granted him the title of grand duke of Tuscany. He was a cruel and perfidious tyrant.

“‘Cosmo was succeeded by Francisco, a duke who governed through the instrumentality of the poisoned cup and the dagger, and who lapped blood with the greed of a bloodhound. He married Bianca Cabello, the daughter of a nobleman of Venice. She was the wife of a young Florentine. Francisco saw her, and, inflamed by her marvelous beauty, invited her and her husband to his palace, and assassinated her husband. His own wife died at just that time, probably by poison, and the grand duke married Bianca. His brother, the Cardinal Ferdinando, displeased with the union, presented them each with a goblet of poisoned wine, and they sank into the grave together.’

“Aha!” cried Judge Turner, looking over the top of the book at me and laughing gleefully. “There you are, you see. That was myself in my boyhood, that young Francisco. In my fancy I succeeded, when there was no one about, when I was walking alone along the sidewalks of this very town or when I had got into my bed at night, I succeeded I say in making the great metamorphosis. In the books in my father’s library were many pictures of the streets of old Italian and Spanish cities. There was one I sharply remember. Two young bloods, with cloaks over their shoulders and with swords swinging at their sides, are approaching each other along a street. Two or three monks, a man seated on the back of a donkey going along a narrow roadway, a great stone bridge in the far distance, a bridge spanning perhaps a deep dark gulf between high mountain peaks, peaks faintly seen amid clouds and in the foreground, near the two young men and dominating the whole scene, a great cathedral done in the glorious Gothic style that I myself later, in my real flesh and blood life, so loved and bowed down before at Chartres in France.

“And there was I, in fancy you understand, one of the two young men walking in that glorious street and not frightened little Arthur Turner, son of a sad and discouraged Presbyterian minister in an Ohio town. There was the metempsychosis. I was Francisco before he had succeeded Cosmo and had become himself the great and charmingly wicked duke sitting in his ducal chair, and long before he became enamored of the lovely Bianca. Every day I went into my own little room in my father’s house and got out a sword of wood I had fashioned from a lath and buckled it on. I had got one of my father’s coats from a closet and this, serving me as a cloak, I imagined it of the finest Florentine stuff, a cloak of such stuff as would become the shoulders of one who belonged to the great Medici family and who was to sit in the proud ducal chair of Florence. Up and down the room I went and below my father, the sad long-faced man, had become in my fancy the great Cosmo himself. We were in our ducal palace and cardinals in their red cloaks, princes, captains of armies, ambassadors and other princely personages were waiting at the door for a word with the great Cosmo.

“Welladay! My own time would come. For the present I was concerning myself with the study of poisons. On a little table in my room I had a collection of various small receptacles, an old saltcellar with a broken top, two small teacups, an empty baking-powder can and other small vessels, found in the street or stolen from our kitchen, and into these I had put salt, flour, pepper, ginger and other spices taken also by stealth from the kitchen. I mixed and remixed, making various colored powders which I folded into small packets or dampened and rolled into little balls which I concealed about my person, and then went forth into the street, to visit in fancy other palaces or to poison, or run through with my sword, people who were enemies of our house. What beautifully wicked men and women all about me and with what suavity we greeted each other! How deeply we loved and served — to the very death — our friends and how quietly crafty and urbane we were with our enemies! Oh, I loved then the word urbane. What a glorious word, I thought. At that time, as the young Francisco, I was determined that if my craftiness could raise me to the great office of pope I would take for myself the name Urbane, adding the ‘e’ to a name already taken by some of them.

“These were my dreams, and then, well I was compelled to go to the town school and sit sometimes in that horrible shed facing the crude and terrible scrawlings on the walls and to become also the victim of the crude outbreaks of my companions.

“Until one day in the spring. I had gone for a walk with my father in the late afternoon after school was dismissed and we were botanizing, as my father was fond of doing, both for his own edification and also I suppose in order to further his son’s education. In a meadow at the edge of a strip of woodland into which we were passing I found a white mushroom with which I ran to father. ‘Throw it away,’ he cried. ‘It is an Amanita Phalloides, the Destroying Angel. A bit of it no larger than a mustard seed would destroy your life.’

“We returned to our own house and sat down for the evening meal with the words ‘Amanita Phalloides’ ringing in my ears and with the round bell-like shape of the Amanita Phalloides dancing before my eyes. It was white, of a strange glowing whiteness, suggesting I thought not the death of some common man of low degree but that of a prince or a great duke. It was so Francisco and Bianca must have looked, I thought, when in the words of the flamboyant writer of the book in my father’s library, they ‘sank into the grave together.’ There must have been just that very white metallic pallor on their cheeks. What a picture of that sinking I had in my fancy. It was not just a grave, a mere dirty hole scooped out of the ground, as graves were wont to be in our Ohio town. No indeed! An opening had been made in the earth it is true but this had been entirely rimmed with flowers and was filled with a liquid, a soft purple perfumed liquid. And so into the grave went the bodies of myself as Francisco and of my lovely paramour, Bianca. The weight of our golden robes made us sink slowly into the soft purple flood and as we sank from sight music from the lips of all the fair children of the aristocracy of Florence was wafted far over fair fields, while back of the massed children in white stood also — upon a kind of green eminence at the foot of a majestic mountain — all the great lords, dukes, cardinals and other dignitaries of our imperial city.

“It was so that, as the grown-up Francisco, I was to die but I was yet alive and there was the Amanita Phalloides — later when I grew older I laughed to myself and told myself it should have been a Phallus Impudicus — there it was lying on the grass in the meadow at the edge of the wood. I had placed it carefully there at the command of my father and had, oh very carefully, marked the spot. One went along the main road leading out of town, to the south, to a certain bridge and across a meadow by a cowpath, climbed a fence, walked a certain number of steps along a rail fence beside a young wheat field, where elders grew, crossed another meadow and came to the edge of the wood. There was a stump near which grew a bush and even as I sat with father at our evening meal and as our housekeeper, a fat silent old woman with false teeth that rattled sometimes as she talked, even as she served the evening meal I was repeating to myself a certain formula I had made on our homeward journey. One hundred and nineteen steps along the cowpath in the meadow, ninety-three steps along the fence in the shadow of the elders, two hundred and six steps across the second meadow to the stump and my prize.

“I had determined to get the Amanita Phalloides on that very night after my father and our housekeeper had gone to sleep and although I was terribly frightened at the prospect of the tramp along lonely country roads and across fields, that I imagined were at night infested by strange and ferocious beasts lying in wait ready to destroy, I did not think of giving up for that reason.

“And so in fact in the middle of that very night, when all in our house and in the town were asleep, I went. Buckling on my wooden sword and creeping silently downstairs I let myself out at the kitchen door, having first supplied myself with matches and two or three bits of candle from a kitchen shelf.

“Oh, how I suffered on that journey and how determined I was! When I had got out from among the silent terrifying houses and had come nearly to the place where I was to turn off the highroad two men on horseback passed and I hid myself, lying on my belly, white and silent, in a ditch at the side of the road. ‘They are desperadoes going forth to kill,’ I told myself.

“And then they were gone and I could no longer hear the tramp of their horses and there was the trip to be made across the fields, recounting the steps as I had counted them during the homeward journey that afternoon with my father. During the walk homeward that afternoon both father and myself were muttering to ourselves, he praying no doubt that when he had taken his own life God would admit him into Heaven and into the company of the woman he loved and I counting steadily ‘eighty-six, eighty-seven, eighty-eight,’ counting steadily the steps that would lead me again to the Amanita Phalloides, to the Destroying Angel, with which I dreamed I might take many lives.

“I got my prize by the aid of the matches and the bits of candle and after a good deal of nervous fumbling about, creeping on my hands and knees in the wet grass,” said the old judge laughing in his peculiarly bitter and at the same time half-jolly way. “I got it and ran all the way home, imagining every bush and every deep shadow on the road and in the fields might contain man or beast lying in wait ready to destroy me. Then later I managed without the old housekeeper knowing to dry it on a small shelf at the back of our kitchen stove and after it was thoroughly dried I powdered it and putting the horrible powder I had concocted into papers, carried them off with me to school.

“Many of the hoys of our school lived at a distance and carried their luncheons and I fancied myself going nonchalantly into the hallway where the luncheon pails were left standing in a row and sprinkling the powders over their contents. As for the boys who went home at the noon hour — well, you see I had read in one of the books in my father’s library of a certain elegant lady of Pisa who once cut a peach, handing half of it to a gallant she wished to destroy and herself eating the other quite harmless half. I thought I might work out some such scheme, using an apple instead of a peach and working some of the poison under the skin of one side with a pin point.”

The judge had been laughing, I thought in a somewhat nervous manner, as he told me the above tale of his youth. “To be sure I never really intended to poison anyone,” he said. “Well now, did I or did I not? I really can’t say. I had achieved however, through the accidental discovery of the qualities of the Amanita Phalloides, a certain new attitude toward myself. As I went about with the little poison packets in my pockets I felt suddenly a new kind of respect for myself. I felt power in myself and something quite new to the other boys must have crept at about this time into the expression of my eyes. I was no longer frightened and did not shrink away or begin crying when one of the bullies of the school approached me at the recess time now and — could it be true? — I felt they were suddenly afraid of me. The thought filled me with a queer sort of joy and I walked boldly about the school yard, not strutting but at the same time shrinking from no one. There was at that time a report current among the boys — I do not know where it came from but it was believed and I did not deny it — that I carried a loaded pistol about in my pocket.” The judge — and by the way his title was a quite spurious one given him by his fellow-townsmen late in his life because he had been a lawyer, because he had money, had been in the government service and had been to Europe — the judge now told me of his experience as a young man in college. Now that I come to think of it he no doubt did not tell me at one time all the things I am here setting down. During that winter and spring I spent a great many evenings in his company and he talked continuously of himself, of his cheating the men of the South to get money for himself and cousin, of his wanderings in Europe, of the men he had met at home and abroad and of what he had concluded concerning men’s lives, their motives and impulses and what he thought it would be best for me to do to make my own life as happy as possible.

He had returned at the end of his own life to live out his days alone in his native place because, as he said, one had in the end to accept his own time, place and people, whatever they might be, and that one gained nothing by wandering about the earth among strangers. During his middle years he had thought he would live out his life in some European town or city, in Chartres where, while he lived there for some months, he was all tender with love and regard for the men of a bygone age who had built the lovely cathedral at that place; at Oxford where he had spent some months wandering filled with joy among the old colleges and under the great trees that line the river Thames; in London where he got to have a great respect for the half-stupid but as he said wholly dignified self-respect of the young Englishmen he saw walking in the Strand or along Piccadilly; or in some more colorful town of the south like Madrid or Florence. The French and Paris he declared he could not understand, although he wanted very much to understand and be understood by them, as he felt they were in a way more like himself than any of the others of the Europeans he had seen. “I learned to speak their language quite fluently,” he said, “but they never really took me into their lives. The men I met, painters, writers and fellows of that sort, went about with me, borrowed my money and tried continually to sell me inferior paintings but I always realized they were laughing up their sleeves, and just what about I couldn’t make out or perhaps I shouldn’t have cared.”

In the end the judge had come home to his Ohio town and had settled down to his books, his whisky and his companionship with such men as Nate Lovett, Billy West, and the others. “We are what we are, we Americans,” he said, “and we had better stick to our knitting. Anyway,” he added, “people are nice here as far as I have been able to observe and although they are filled with stupid prejudices and are fools, the common people, workers and the like, such as the men of this town, wherever you find them, are about the nicest folk one ever finds.”

As for the judge’s experience as a young college man and the sort of tragedy that then came and that no doubt set the tone of his after life, it was stupid enough. With his mind filled with the thoughts taken from the books in his father’s library and after a boyhood of such loneliness and brooding as I have here described he went to college filled with high hopes but was there doomed to live as lonely an existence as he had lived in his home town. The young men of the college, given for the most part to the cultivation of athletic sports and to going about to parties and dances with the girls of a near-by city, did not take to young Turner and he did not take to them.

And then during his second year something happened. There was a young man in one of the upper classes, an athlete of note but at the same time an earnest student, toward whom the Ohio boy’s fancy now turned. It was an entirely sentimental affair, as the man afterward explained and might have done him no harm had he been content never to give it any kind of expression.

He did however near the end of his second year try to give it expression. For weeks he had been going about, much like a young girl in love, thinking constantly of the athlete, of his splendid rugged figure fine eyes and quick active mind and of how wonderful it would be if he could have an intimate friendship with such a fellow. He dreamed of walks the two might take together in the evenings under the elms that grew on the campus. “I thought he would take my arm or I would take his and we would walk and talk,” Judge Turner said, and I remember that as he spoke he got out of his chair and walked about the room and that his small white hands played nervously over the front of his coat. He seemed not to want to face me as he told the more vital part of his tale but going behind my chair walked up and down the room at my back, and I remember how, although I was then but a boy, I knew he suffered and wanted to put his arms about me as he talked but did not dare. My own heart was filled with sadness so that unknown perhaps to him tears came in my eyes and what part of his tragedy and his words I did not understand I am sure I did dimly sense the meaning of.

He had, it happened, gone about for months thinking of the older fellow of his college as one much like himself but blessed with a stronger body, greater ability to make his way in the world and no doubt also wanting to give something of himself, or something beautiful outside himself that would represent some spirit of himself, to another man. Once young Turner went to a near-by city and spent a whole afternoon going from shop to shop trying to find some bit of jewelry, a painting or something of the sort he himself thought lovely and that would be within the limits of his own slender means that he might in secret send to the man he so admired.

“For women I did not care,” the judge said huskily. “To tell the truth I was afraid of women. In a relationship made with a woman one, I thought, risked too much. It might be quite altogether perfect or it might be just nothing at all. To tell the truth I did not then have and never have had enough assurance of fineness in myself to make it possible for me to approach a woman with the object of becoming her lover and I was not then and never have been a strong lustful man and I had, even at that time, put all thought of anything very definite ever happening between myself and a woman utterly aside.

“I had put the thought aside, and had taken up this other, you see. Between myself and the young athlete I had created in fancy a relation that would never attempt to come to any sort of physical expression. We would live, I dreamed, each his own life, each gathering what beauty might be possible from the great outer world and bringing it as a prize to the other. There would be this man I loved and of whom I asked nothing and toward whom my whole impulse would be forever just to give and give to the very top of my bent.

“You understand how it was, or rather of course you do not understand now but some day it may be you will,” said the voice coming from the thin lips of the small fat man walking up and down the room behind me in the house in Ohio. “I did a foolish thing,” said the voice. “One day I wrote a note to the man telling something of the dream that had been in my mind and as I had nothing else to send I went to a florist’s and sent him a great bunch of beautiful roses.

“I got no answer to the note but later he showed it about and all during the rest of my days at the school — and out of a kind of blind determination I stayed on there until I graduated and had got my degree, my expenses after my father’s death being paid by my cousin — during all the rest of my days at the school I was looked upon generally as a — perhaps you do not even know the meaning of the word — I was looked upon as a pervert.

“There was another and more vulgar word, a word I had seen on the walls of the shed and on the board fence when I was a schoolboy that was also shouted at me. Like my father before me I, in my trouble, took to walking in the streets and in lonely places at night. The word would be shouted at me from the darkness or from the steps of a house as I stumbled along in the darkness and I had not then, as I had when I was a lad, the satisfaction of thinking of myself as another Francisco, as one who could resort to poison powders to assert his own supremacy and to reëstablish himself with himself.

“I was simply determined I would finish my days in college and would not follow my father’s footsteps in taking my own life — having then and always having had a queer sort of respect, do you see, for life as it manifested itself in my own body — that I would finish my days in that place and that I would then, at the first opportunity, get hold of enough money to make myself respected among the men with whom and in whose company I would in all likelihood have to live out my days.

“I conceived, do you see, of money-making as the only sure method to win respect from the men of the modern world and as for you, my lad, if you have sensibilities as I suppose you have or I should not have taken the trouble to invite you to my house — as for you, my lad, if an opportunity comes to you, as it did to me when my cousin got me sent South, you had better take advantage of it,” said the judge, coming from behind my chair and standing before me to pour himself another glass of the whisky which he drank this time I noticed without the customary little ceremony of holding it for a moment between his eyes and the light.

I thought, or I may fancy I then thought, that the judge’s bright birdlike eyes were clouded and looked tired as he said these last words and that his hands as he poured the whisky trembled a little but perhaps the notion but springs from my more mature fancy playing over a dramatic moment in life.

And at any rate he came to loaf away the next afternoon at the stable and was as he always had been, sitting in silence, listening to the talk that went round and folding his fat little hands over his neatly-waistcoated paunch. And when he spoke he, as always, concealed under so thick a coat of good-natured toleration what sarcasm may have lurked in his words that he won and seemed always to hold the respect of all of his hearers.


NOTE III

DEFINITION
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“A REALLY HIGH-CLASS horse is one that is consistent, game, intelligents gentle, obedient, courageous, and at all times willing and able to go any route with weight up and maintain a high rate of speed and overcome all ordinary difficulties under adverse conditions.

“Remember that horses are not machines — Trainer and Cloeker’s Handicap (strictly private).

A NARROW beam of yellow light against the satin surface of purplish gray wood, wood become soft of texture, touched with these delicate shades of color. The light from above falls straight down the face of a great heavy beam of the wood. Or is it marble rather than wood, marble touched also by the delicate hand of time? I am perhaps dead and in my grave. No, it cannot be a grave. Would it not be wonderful if I had died and been buried in a marble sepulchre, say on the summit of a high hill above a city in which live many beautiful men and women? It is a grand notion and I entertain it for a time. What have I done to be buried so splendidly? Well, never mind that. I have always been one who wanted a great deal of love, admiration and respect from others without having to go to all the trouble of deserving it. I am buried magnificently in a marble sepulchre cut into the side of a large hill, near the top. On a certain day my body was brought hither with great pomp. Music played, women and children wept and strong men bowed their heads. Now on feast days young men and women come up the hillside to look through a small glass opening left in the side of my burial place. It must be through the opening the yellow light comes. The young men who come up the hillside are wishing they could be like me, and the young and beautiful women are all wishing I were still alive and that I might be their lover.

How splendid! What have I done? The last thing I remember I was working at that place where so many kegs of nails had to be rolled down an incline. I was full of beer too. What happened after that? Did I save a besieged city, kill a dragon like Saint George, drive snakes out of the land like Saint Patrick, inaugurate a new and better social system, or what could I have done?

I am somewhere in a huge place. Perhaps I am standing in that great cathedral at Chartres, the cathedral that Judge Turner told me about when I was a lad and that I myself long afterward saw and that became for me as it has been for many other men and women the beauty shrine of my life. It may be that I am standing in that great place at midnight alone. It cannot be that there is any one with me for I feel very lonely. A feeling of being very small in the presence of something vast has taken possession of me. Can it be Chartres, the Virgin, the woman, God’s woman?

What am I talking about? I cannot be in the cathedral at Chartres or buried splendidly in a marble sepulchre on a hillside above a magnificent city. I am an American and if I am dead my spirit must now be in a large half-ruined and empty factory, a factory with cracks in the walls where the work of the builders was scamped, as nearly all building was scamped in my time.

It cannot be I am in the presence of the Virgin. Americans do not believe in either Virgins or Venuses. Americans believe in themselves. There is no need of gods now but if the need arises Americans will manufacture many millions of them, all alike. They will label them “Keep smiling” or “Safety first” and go on their way, and as for the woman, the Virgin, she is the enemy of our race. Her purpose is not our purpose. Away with her!

The beam of wood I see is just a beam of wood. It was cut in a forest and brought to the factory to support a wall that had begun to give way. No one touched it with careless hurried hands and so it aged as you see, quite beautifully — as trees themselves age. All about me are broken wheels. In the factory the great steam-driven wheels are forever still now.

Broken dreams, ends of thoughts, a stifled feeling within my chest.

Aha, you Stephenson, Franklin, Fulton, Bell, Edison — you heroes of my Industrial Age, you men who have been the gods of the men of my day — is your day over so soon? “In the end,” I am telling myself, “all of your triumphs come to the dull and meaningless absurdity, of say a clothespin factory. There have been sweeter men in old times, half forgotten now, who will be remembered after you are forgotten. The Virgin too, will be remembered after you are forgotten. Would it not be amusing if Chartres continued to stand after you are forgotten?”

Is it not absurd? Because I do not want to work in a warehouse and roll kegs, because I do not want to work in a factory anywhere I must needs go getting gaudy and magnificent and try to blow all factories away with a breath of my fancy. My fancy climbs up and up.

Democracy shall spread itself out thinner and thinner, it shall come to nothing but empty mouthings in the end. Everywhere, all over the earth, shall be the dreary commercial and material success of, say the later Byzantine Empire. In the West and after the great dukes, the kings and the popes, the commoners — who were not commoners after all but only stole the name — are having their day. The shrewd little money-getters with the cry “democracy” on their lips shall rule for a time and then the real commoners shall come — and that shall be the worst time of all. Oh, the futile little vanity of the workers who have forgotten the cunning of hands, who have long let machines take the place of the cunning of hands!

And the tired men of the arts. Oh, the cunning smart little men of the arts of New York and Chicago! Painters making advertising designs for soap, painters making portraits of bankers’ wives, story-tellers striving wearily to “make” the Saturday Evening Post or to be revolutionists in the arts. Artists everywhere striving for what?

Respectability perhaps — to call attention to themselves perhaps.

They will get — a Ford. On holidays they may go see the great automobile races on the speedway at Indianapolis Indiana. Not for them the flashing thoroughbreds or the sturdy trotters and pacers. Not for them freedom, laughter. For them machines.

Long ago that Judge Turner had corrupted my mind. He played me a hell of a trick. I have been going about trying to have thoughts. What a fool I have been! I have read many books of history, many stories of men’s lives. Why did I not go to college and get a safe education? I might have worked my way through and got my mind fixed in a comfortable mold. There is no excuse for me. I shall have to pay for my lack of a proper training.

In the next room to the one in which I am lying two men are talking.

FIRST VOICE. “He took straw, ground it, put it into some kind of rubber composition. The whole was mixed up together and subjected to an immense hydraulic pressure. It came out a tough kind of composition that can be made to look like wood. It can be grained like wood. He will get rich. I tell you he is one of the great minds of the age.”

SECOND VOICE. “We shall have prohibition after a while and then you’ll see how it will turn out. You can’t down the American mind. Some fellow will make a drink, a synthetic drink. It won’t cost much to make. Perhaps it can be made out of crude oil like gasoline and then the Standard will take him up. He’ll get rich. We Americans can’t be put down, I’ll tell you that.”

FIRST VOICE. “There is a man in New York makes Car wheels out of paper. It is ground, I suppose, and made into a kind of mush and then is subjected to an immense hydraulic pressure. The wheels look like iron.”

SECOND VOICE. “Do you suppose he paints them black like iron?”

FIRST VOICE. “It’s a great age we live in. You can’t down machinery. I read a book by Mark Twain. He knocked theories cold, I’ll tell you what. He made out all life was just a great machine.”

Where am I? Am I dreaming or am I awake? It seems to me that I am somewhere in a great empty place. I shall have one of my terrible fits of depression if I am not careful now. Sometimes I walk gayly along the streets and talk to men and women gayly but there are other times when I am so depressed that all the muscles of my body ache. I am like one on whose back a great beast sits. Now it seems to me I am in a huge empty place. Has the roof of a factory in which I was at work at night fallen in? There is a long shaft of yellow light falling down a beam of wood or marble.

Thoughts flitting, an effort to awaken out of dreams, voices heard, voices talking somewhere in the distance, the figures of men and women I have known flashing in and out of darkness. There is a tiny faint voice speaking:— “The money-makers will grow weary and disgusted with their own money-making and labor shall have lost all faith, all sense of the cunning of the hand. The factory hands shall rule. What a mess it will be!”

Where am I? I am in a bed somewhere in a room in a workers’ rooming house. Two young mechanics live in the next room and now they are getting out of bed and are talking cheerfully. Once on cold nights monks awoke in cold cells in monasteries and muttered prayers to God. Now in a cold room two young mechanics proclaim their faith in new gods.

Words in a brain trying to come into consciousness out of heavy sleep. “Service! They make a point of service,” says one of the young men’s voices. My brain, a voice in my own brain, chattering:— “The woman who had been taken in adultery came to wash with her hands the tired feet of the Christ. She wiped his feet with her long hair and poured precious ointment upon them.” A distorted thought born of the effort to awaken from a heavy dream:— “Many men and women are going along a street. They all have long hair and bear vessels of precious ointment. They are going to wash the feet of a Rockefeller, of ‘Bet a million’ Gates, of a Henry Ford or the son of a Henry Ford, the gods of the new day.”

And now the dream again. Again the great empty place. I cannot breathe. There is a great black bell without a tongue, swinging silently in darkness. It swings and swings, making a great arch and I await silent and frightened. Now it stops and descends slowly. I am terrified. Can nothing stop the great descending iron bell? It stops and hangs for a moment and now it drops suddenly and I am a prisoner under the great iron bell.


NOTE IV
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WITH A FRANTIC effort I am awake. I am in my laborers’ rooming house and Nora, who is my friend, has been trying to clean the wall paper in my room. She takes bits of bread dough and rubs the walls. The paper on the walls was originally yellow but time and coal soot have made it almost black. Light is struggling in through a window, wiped clean by Nora but yesterday, but already nearly black again. The morning sun is playing on the wall.

Nora’s lover does not come home although he writes whenever his ship comes to port. The ship carries ore from Duluth to Chicago and one may be quite sure he does not sleep much of the time in a clean berth nor smell in his nostrils the clean sea air, as I represented things to Nora when I wanted her to take better care of my room. Nora has tried. That idea of mine was a purely literary one but it has made Nora and myself friends.

She fancies the notion of having someone to care for, to do things for, and so do I. It is a literary triumph for me and I instinctively like literary triumphs. We are much together and as the time is a black one for me she makes life livable. Nora is a true modern, not fussy, not making a great brag and bluster about it as did so many of the “moderns” in the arts I was to see later in New York. In my day I was to see a time when if a man wrote ten honest paragraphs or painted three honest paintings he immediately set himself up as a persecuted saint and wept if Mr. Sumner of New York or the Watch and Ward Club of Boston did not descend upon him. Most “moderns” of the arts I was later to see regretted the day of the passing of the Inquisition. They did not hanker to be burned at the stake but would have loved having it done to them, as in the moving picture, with some sort of mechanical cold flame. As for Nora she wanted to know all I thought, all I felt. She was not afraid I would “ruin” her. She knew how to look out for herself.

In the evenings we went out to walk together, sometimes going to the docks and sitting together while the moon came up over the waters of the lake and sometimes going to what was called the better part of town to walk under trees in a park or along a residence street.

There Was no love-making for Nora’s mind was turned toward her sailorman and I was ill. My body Was well and strong most of the time, but there was an illness within.

My mind dwelt too much of the time in darkness. I had already worked in a dozen factories and much of the time it had been with me as it was with Judge Turner when he was a boy in an Ohio town. Nature had compelled him to go into a vile shed on the walls of which were scrawled sentences that revolted his soul and the necessity of keeping my body going — a necessity I myself did not understand but that was there, in me — had compelled me, time and again, to go into the door of a factory as an employee.

I talked constantly to Nora of the thoughts in my mind. There was a kind of understanding between us. I did not try to come between her and her sailor-man and I had the privilege of saying to her what I pleased.

What a mixed-up affair! I was always pretending to Nora that I loved men and was a great mixer with men while at the same time I was dreaming of having a light with my fists with the athlete at the warehouse.

In the late afternoon I went along a street homeward bound, filled with beer and imagining a scene. In my wanderings I had known personally two fighters, Bill McCarthy, a lightweight, and Harry Walters, a heavy. Once I was second for Harry Walters in a fight with a Negro in a barn near Toledo, Ohio. Sports came out from the city to the barn near a river and when Harry began to lose I was shrewd enough to spread the alarm that the police were coming so that; everyone fled and Harry was saved a beating at the hands of the black.

I remembered the blows Harry had struck and that the black had struck and the blows I had seen Billy McCarthy strike. The black had a feint and a cross that confused Harry and that landed the black’s left every time full on Harry’s chin. Each time it landed Harry became a little more groggy but he could not avoid the blow. And I remembered how the black smiled each time as it landed. He had two rows of gold-covered teeth and his smile was like Jack Johnson’s golden smile.

I went along factory streets fancying myself the great black, possessing the knowledge of the black’s feint and cross and with the athlete of the warehouse standing before me.

Aha! There is a slight rocking movement of the body, Just so. The head moves slowly and rhythmically like the head of a snake when it is about to strike. Oh, for a long row of yellow gold-crowned teeth to glisten in the mouth when one smiles the golden smile in factory streets, in factories themselves or, most of all, when in a fight, when about to knock an athlete who works with one on a certain platform, “for a goal,” as we used to say among us fighters — an athlete on a platform and with three or four large heavy Swede teamsters standing looking on and smiling also their own slow smiles.

Patience now! One gets the body and the head moving just so, in opposite directions, with opposing rhythm — a sort of counterpoint, as it were — and then the golden smile comes and, quickly, shiftily, the feint with the right for the belly followed with lightning quickness by the left, crossed to the chin.

Oh, for a powerful left! “I would give freely and willingly all the chances I possess of being buried with great pomp in a marble sepulchre on a hillside above a magnificent city for a powerful left,” I think each evening as I go home from work.

And all the time pretending to Nora and myself that I am one who loves mankind! Love indeed! Nora who wished to make happy the one man she understood and with whom she was to live was the lover, not I.

For me the athlete, poor innocent one, has become a symbol.


NOTE V
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IN THE MANY factories where I have worked most men talked vilely to their fellows and long afterward I was to begin to understand that a little. It is the impotent man who is vile. His very impotence has made him vile and in the end I was to understand that when you take from man the cunning of the hand, the opportunity to constantly create new forms in materials, you make him impotent. His maleness slips imperceptibly from him and he can no longer give himself in love, either to work or to women. “Standardization! Standardization!” was to be the cry of my age and all standardization is necessarily a standardization in impotence. It is God’s law. Women who choose childlessness for themselves choose also impotence — perhaps to be the better companions for the men of a factory, a standardization age. To live is to create constantly new forms: with the body in living children; in new and more beautiful forms carved out of materials; in the creation of a world of the fancy; in scholarship; in clear and lucid thought; and those who do not live die and decay and from decay always a stench arises.

These the thoughts of a time long after the one of which I am now writing. One cannot think of the figure of a single man as being in himself to blame but as the man named Ford of Detroit has done more than any other man of my day to carry standardization to its logical end might he also not come to be looked upon as the great killer of his age? To make impotent is surely to kill. And there is talk of making him President. How fitting! Tamerlane, who specialized in the killing of men’s bodies but who tells in his autobiography how he was always desirous that all living men under him retain their manhood and self-respect, was the ruler of the world in his age. Tamerlane for the ancients. Ford for the moderns.

In our age why should we not all have houses alike, all men and women clad alike (I am afraid we shall have a bad time managing the women), all food alike, all the streets in all of our cities alike? Surely individuality is ruinous to an age of standardization. It should at once and without mercy be crushed out. Let us give all workers larger and larger salaries but let us crush out of them at once all flowering of individualities. It can be done. Let us arise in our might.

And let us put at our head the man who has done in his own affairs what we are all so universally agreed should everywhere be done, the man who has made standardization the fetish of his life.

Books may be standardized — they are already almost that; painting may be standardized — it has often been done, and the standardization of poetry will be easy. Already I know a man who is working on a machine for the production of poetry. One feeds into it the letters of the alphabet and out comes poetry and one may pull various levers for the production of poems either of the vers libre sort or poetry in the classic style.

Arise, men of my age! Under the banner of the new age we shall have a great machine moving slowly down a street and depositing cement houses to the right and left as it goes, like a diarrhœic elephant. All the young Edisons will enlist under the banner of a Ford. We shall have all the great minds of our age properly employed making car wheels out of waste newspapers and synthetic wines out of crude oils. I am told by intelligent men who were soldiers in the World War that in all the world before the war standardization had been carried to the highest pitch by the Germans but now the Germans have been defeated. May it not be that we Americans have all along been intended by God to be the nation that will carry highest the banner of the New Age?


NOTE VI
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BUT I WANDER from my subject to leap into the future, to become a prophet, and I have no prophet’s beard. In reality I am thinking of a certain young man who once came rushing, full of vitality and health, into a mechanical age and of what happened to him and to the men among whom he worked.

There was in the factories where I worked and where the efficient Ford type of man was just beginning his dull reign this strange and futile outpouring of men’s lives in vileness through their lips. Ennui was at work. The talk of the men about me was not Rabelaisian. In old Rabelais there was the salt of infinite wit and I have no doubt the Rabelaisian flashes that came from our own Lincoln, Washington and the others had point and a flare to them.

But in the factories and in army camps!

Into my own consciousness, as I, a young man wishing vaguely to mature, walked in a factory street wishing childishly for a golden smile and a wicked left to cross over to the chin of some defender of the new age there was burned the memory of the last place in which I had worked before I had come to the warehouse to roll the kegs of nails.

It was a bicycle factory where I was employed as an assembler. With some ten or twelve other men I worked at a bench in a long room facing a row of windows. We assembled the parts that were brought to us by boys from other departments of the factory and put the bicycles together. There was such and such a screw to go into such and such a screw hole, such and such a nut to go on such and such a bolt. As always in the modern factory nothing ever varied and within a week any intelligent quick-handed man could have done the work with his eyes closed. One turned certain screws, tightened certain bolts, whirled a wheel, fastened on certain foot pedals and passed the work on to the next man. Outside the window I faced there was a railroad track lined on one side by factory walls and the other by what had started to be a stone quarry. The stone of this quarry had not, I presume, turned out to be satisfactory and the hole was being filled with rubbish carted from various parts of the city and all day carts arrived, dumped their loads — making each time a little cloud of dust — and over the dump wandered certain individuals, men and women who were looking among the rubbish for bits of treasure, bottles I fancy and bits of cloth and iron that could later be sold to junk men.

For three months I had worked at the place and listened to the talk of my companions and then I had fled. The men seemed everlastingly anxious to assert their manhood, to make it clear to their fellows that they were potent men able to do great deeds in the realms of the flesh and all day I stood beside a little stand-like bench, on which the frame of the bicycle was stuck upside down, tightening nuts and screws and listening to the men, the while I looked from their faces out the window to the factory walls and the rubbish heap. An unmarried man had been on the evening before to a certain house in a certain street and there had happened between himself and a woman what he now wished to talk about and to describe with infinite care in putting in all the details. What an undignified stallion he made of himself! He had his moment, was allowed his moment by the others and then another, a married man, took up the theme, also boastfully. There were days as I worked in that place when I became physically ill and other days when I cursed all the gods of my age that had made men — who in another age might have been farmers, shepherds or craftsmen — these futile fellows, ever more and more loudly proclaiming their potency as they felt the age of impotency asserting itself in their bodies.

In the bicycle factory I had repeatedly told the other men that I was subject to sick headaches and I used to go often to a window, throw it open and lean out, closing my eyes and trying to create in fancy a world in which men lived under bright skies, drank wine, loved women and with their hands created something of lasting value and beauty and seeing me thus, white and with trembling hands, the men dropped the talk that so sickened me. Like kind children they came and did my work or, after the noon hour, brought me little packages of remedies they had bought at the drug store or had carried to me from their homes.

I had worked the sick headache racket to the limit and then, feeling it had become wornout, had quit my job and had gone to the place where I worked with the young athlete I now wanted to beat with my fists.

And on a certain day I tried. I had now convinced myself that the feint, the cross and the golden smile were all in good working condition and that no man, least of all the young athlete who could not stand up to his drink, could stand up against me.

For weeks I had been as nasty as I could be to my fellow-workman. There was a trick I had learned. I gave one of the kegs I was rolling down the incline just a little sudden turn with my foot so that it struck him on the legs as he came into the house through a door. I hit him on the shins and when he howled with pain expressed the greatest regret and then as soon as I could, without arousing too much suspicion, I did it again.

We ceased speaking and only glared at each other. Even the dull-witted teamsters knew there was a light brewing. I waited and watched, making my lips do the nearest thing possible to a golden smile, and at night in my room and even sometimes when I was walking with Nora and had come into a quiet dark street I practiced the feint and the cross. “What in Heaven’s name are you doing?” Nora asked, but I did not tell her but talked instead of my dreams, of brave men in rich clothes walking with lovely women in a strange land I was always trying to create in a world of my fancy and that was always being knocked galley-west by the facts of my life. Regarding the queer sudden little movements I was always making with my shoulders and hands I tried to be very mysterious and once I remember, when we had been sitting on a bench in a little park, I left her and went behind a bush. She thought I had gone there out of a natural necessity but it was not true. I had remembered how Harry Walters and Billy McCarthy, when they were preparing for a fight, did a good deal of what is called shadow boxing. One imagines an opponent before oneself and advances and recedes, feints and crosses, whirls suddenly around and gives ground before a rushing opponent only to come back at him with terrific straight rights and lefts, just as his attack has exhausted itself.

I wanted, I fancy, to have Nora grow tired of waiting for me and to come look around the bush and to discover my secret — that I was not as she thought, a rather foolish but smart-talking fellow inclined to be something of a cloud man. Ah, I thought, as I danced about on a bit of grass back of the bush, she will come to peek and see me here in my true light. She will take me for some famous fighter, a young Corbett or that famous middleweight of the day called “The Nonpareil.” What I hoped was that she would come to some such conclusion without asking questions and would go back to the bench to wait for my coming filled with a new wonder. A famous young prizefighter traveling incognito, not wanting public applause, a young Henry Adams of Boston with the punch of a Bob Fitzsimmons, a Ralph Waldo Emerson with the physical assurance of a railway brakeman — what painter, literary man or scholar has not had moments of indulging in some such dream? A burly landlord has been crude enough to demand instant pay for the room in which one is living, or some taxi driver, who has all but run one down at a corner, jerked out of his seat and given a thorough beating in the face of an entire street. “Did you see him pummel that fellow? And he such a pale intellectual looking chap, too! You can never tell how far a dog can jump by the length of his tail.” Etc., etc.

Men lost in admiration going off along a street talking of one’s physical prowess. Oneself flecking the dust off one’s hands and lighting a cigarette, while one looks with calm indifference at a red-faced taxi driver lying pale and quite defeated and hopeless in a gutter.

It was something of that sort of admiration I wanted from Nora hut I did not get it. Once when I was walking in a street with her and had just gone through with my exercises she looked at me with scorn in her eyes. “You’re a nice fellow but you’re bug-house all right,” she said and that was all I ever succeeded in getting out of her.

But I got something else at the warehouse.

The fight came off on a Wednesday at about three in the afternoon and the athlete and myself had two teamsters as witnesses to the affair.

All day I had been bedeviling him — being just as downright ugly and nasty as I could, clipping him on the shins with several flying kegs, making my apologies as insolently as possible and when he started telling one of his endless nasty tales to the teamsters starting a loud conversation on some other subject just as he was about to come to the nub of his story. The teamsters felt the fight brewing and wanted to encourage it. They purposely listened to me and did not hear the nub.

He thought, I dare say, that I would never be foolish enough to fight him and I must have taken his scorn of me for timidity for I suddenly grew very bold. He was coming in at the door of the house just as I was on my way out behind one of the kegs and I suddenly stopped it, looked him squarely in the eyes and then, with an attempt at the golden smile on my lips, sent the keg flying directly at him. He leaped over the keg and came toward me in silence and I prepared to bring my technique into play. Really I had, at the moment, a great deal of confidence in myself and began at once rocking my head, making queer little shifting movements with my feet and trying to establish a kind of cross rhythm in my shoulders and head that would, I felt, confuse him.

He looked at me lost in astonishment and I decided to lead. Had I been content to hit him in the belly with my right, putting all my strength back of the blow and then had I begun kicking, biting and pummeling furiously, I might have come out all right. He was so astonished — no doubt, like Nora, he thought me quite bughouse — that the right would surely have landed, but that, you see, was not the technique of the situation.

The thing was to feint for the belly and then “pull one’s punch” as it were, and immediately afterwards whip over the powerful left to the jaw. But my left was not powerful and anyway it did not land.

He knocked me down and when I got up and started my gymnastics again he knocked me down a second time and a third and a fourth. He knocked me down perhaps a dozen times and the two teamsters came to the door to watch and all the time there was the most foolish look on his face and on their faces. It was a look a bulldog attacked by a hen might have assumed — no doubt by my bullyragging I had convinced them, as I had myself, I could fight — but presently both my eyes were so swollen and my nose and mouth so bruised and cut that I could not see and so I got to my feet and walked away, going out of the warehouse in the midst of an intense silence on the part of all three of the spectators.

And so along a street I went to my room, followed by two or three curious children who perhaps thought I had been hit by a freight train and succeeded in also getting my door bolted against any sudden descent of Nora. My eyes were very evidently going to be badly discolored, my nose bled and my lips were badly cut, and so, after bathing my face in cold water, I put a wet towel over it and went and threw myself on the bed.

It was one of those moments that come, I presume, into every man’s life. I was lying on my bed in my room, in the condition already described, the door was bolted, Nora was not directly about and I was out from under the eyes of my fellowmen.

I tried to think as one will at such moments.

As for Nora, I might very well have gone to my door and called to her — she was at work somewhere on the floor below and would have gladly come running to offer her woman’s sympathy to my hurt physical self — but it was not my hurt physical self that I thought wanted attention. As far as that is concerned I was then, as I have been all my life, not so much concerned with the matter of physical discomfort or pain. Always it has been true of me that a framed water lily on a wall or a walk in a factory street can hurt me worse than a blow on the jaw and long afterward when I became a scribbler of tales I was able to take advantage of this peculiarity of my nature to do my work under conditions that would have disheartened a more physically sensitive man. As I was destined to live most of my life and do most of my work in factory towns and in little, ill-smelling, hideously-furnished rooms, freezing cold in winter and hot and cheerless in summer, it turned out to be a good and convenient trait in me and in the end I had so trained myself to forget my surroundings that I could sit for hours lost in my own thoughts and dreams, or scribbling oftentimes meaningless sentences in a cold room in a factory street, on a log beside some country road, in a railroad station or in the lobby of some large hotel, filled with the hurrying hustling figures of business men, totally unconscious of my surroundings, until my mood had worn itself out and I had sunk into one of the moods of depression common, I think, to all such fellows as myself. Never was such an almighty scribbler as I later became and am even now. Ink, paper and pencils are cheap in our day and I have taken full advantage of that fact and have during some years written hundreds of thousands of words which have afterward been thrown away. Many have told me, in print or by word of mouth, that all should have been thrown away and they may be right, but I am one who loves, like a drunkard his drink, the smell of ink, and the sight of a great pile of white sheets that may be scrawled over with words always gladdens me. The result of the scribbling, the tale of perfect balance, all the elements of the tale understood, an infinite number of minute adjustments perfectly made, the power of self-criticism fully at work, the shifting surface of word values and color in full play, form and the rhythmic flow of thought and mood marching forward with the sentences — these are things of a dream, of a far dim day toward which one goes knowing one can never arrive but infinitely glad to be on the road. It is the story I dare say of the “Pilgrim’s Progress,” and the sloughs and sink holes on the road are many but the tale of that journey is known to other men than scribblers.

The consolation of ink and paper came, however, long after the time with which I am now concerned, and what a consolation it is! How much easier it is to sit in a room before a desk and with paper before one to describe a fight between oneself as hero of some tale and five or six burly ruffians than with the fists to dispose of one baseball player on the platform of a warehouse.

In the tale one can do any such job as it should be done and in the doing give satisfaction both to oneself and the possible reader, for the reader will always share in the emotions of the hero and gloat with him over his victories. In the tale, as you will understand, all is in order. The feint and the cross, the powerful left to the jaw, the golden smile, the shifting movements of the shoulders that confuse and disconcert the opponent, all work like well-oiled machines. One defeats not one baseball player or ruffian of the city streets but a dozen if the need arises. Oh, what glorious times I have had, sitting in little rooms with great piles of paper before me; what buckets of blood have run from the wounds of the villains, foolish enough to oppose me on the field of honor; what fair women I have loved and how they have loved me and on the whole how generous, chivalrous, open-hearted and fine I have been! I remember how I sat in the back room of a small bootlegging establishment at Mobile, Alabama, one afternoon, long after the time with which I am now concerned and while three drunken sailors discussed the divinity of Christ at a near-by table wrote the story of little, tired-out and crazed Joe Wainsworth’s killing of Jim Gibson in the harness shop at Bidwell Ohio, that afterward was used in the novel “Poor White”; and of how at a railroad station at Detroit I sat writing the tale of Elsie Leander’s westward journey, in “The Triumph of the Egg,” and missed my own train — these remain as rich and fine spots in a precarious existence.

But at the time of which I am speaking the consolation of ink and paper was a thing of the future and my bunged-up eyes and hurt spirits were facts.

Adieu! the fancy cannot cheat so well 

As she is famed to do, deceiving elf.

I lay on my back on my bed, trying to get up courage to face facts. As for the throbbing of the hurt places, the pain was a kind of satisfaction to me at the moment.

There was the warehouse where I had been more or less a spiritual bully but where I would now have to eat crow. Well, I need not go back. The day before had been payday and I would, by never going near the place again, lose little money and save myself the humiliation of facing the teamsters. And when it came to the scratch, I thought, there was the city I was in, the state, the very United States of America itself — I could if I chose desert them all. I was young, had been well trained in poverty, had no family ties, no social position to uphold, I was unmarried and as yet childless.

I was a free man, I told myself, sitting on the bed and staring about the room through swollen eyelids. Was I free? Did any man ever achieve freedom? I had my own life before me. Why did I not, by some grand effort, begin to live a life?

I lay on the bed with the wet towel thrown aside thinking, trying to make plans. A faint suspicion of something permanently wrong with me had begun to creep into my consciousness. Was I, alas, a fellow born out of his place and time? I was in a world where only men of action seemed to thrive. Already I had noted that fact. One wanted a definite thing to go after, money, fame, a position of power in the big world, and having something definite of the sort in mind one shut one’s eyes and pitched in with all the force of one’s physical and mental self. I squirmed about trying to force myself to face myself. My body was strong enough for all practical purposes, when not scarred and bruised by the blows of an angry ball player, and I was not such a bad-looking fellow. I was not lazy and on the whole rather liked hard physical labor. Need I be what I at the moment seemed to myself to be, a useless and foolish dreamer, a child in a world filled with what I thought to be grown-up men? Why should I myself not also grow up, take the plow by the handle, plow vast fields, become rich or famous? Perhaps I could become a man of power and rule or influence many other men’s lives.

There is a trick the fancy has. Start it in any direction and it goes prancing off at a great rate and that trick my own fancy now did.

Although my body ached as a result of my recent plunge into the field of action I, in fancy, plunged in again and began thinking of myself as holding the handle of a plow and plowing the fields of life, turning great furrows, planting perhaps the seeds of new ideas. Oho, for the smell of new-turned earth, the sight of the sower casting his seed!

I was off again. On that day Nora had done the work in my room early but now she was sweeping and dusting on the floor below and I could hear her moving about.

Why should I not first of all conquer Nora? That, I at that moment thought, was surely the beginning of manhood, to conquer some woman, and why not Nora as well as another? It would be something of an undertaking that was sure. Nora was not beautiful nor perhaps too subtle in her outlook on life but then was I myself subtle? She was direct and simple and had, I thought, a direct and simple mind and after I had conquered her, had bent her to my own will, what might we not do together? There was to be sure the sailor with whom she was to live and to whom she was promised but I brushed him aside. “I can cook his goose in some way,” I thought to myself, much as I had thought I could easily dispose of the ball player by my feints and crosses.

We might, I thought, following up the fancy I had just had, begin by being tillers of the soil. We could go West somewhere and take up land. Already I had read many tales of the West and had a fancy for casting in my fortunes with the West. “Out where the smile lasts a little longer, out where the handclasp is a little stronger,” etc. “Oho, for the land where men are men and gals are gals!” I thought my fancy running away like a wild horse broken out of its stall. I saw myself owning vast farms somewhere in the Far West and saw, I am afraid, Nora doing most of the plowing, planting and the harvesting of crops, the while I rode grandly over the estate on a black stallion, receiving the homage of serfs.

But what would I do with my odd moments? I had tried talking to Nora of the things that interested me most, the play of light over a factory chimney, seen amid smoke as darkness came on, odd expressions caught from the lips of passing men and women, the play of the fancy over the imagined lives of men and women too. Had Nora understood or cared? Could I go on always talking and talking in the face of the fact that I knew she was not much interested?

With a rush of resolution I threw my doubts aside. Oh, to be one who made two blades of grass where but one had grown before! With Nora at my side I would in some field become great and powerful. I was at the moment but a bunged-up fellow lying on the bed in a cheap rooming house but what did that matter? All about me was the great American world rushing on and on to new mechanical and material triumphs. Teddy Roosevelt and the strenuous life had not yet come but he was implicit in the American mood. Imperialism had already come. It was time, I told myself, to he up and doing.

 

Behind him lay the gray Azores, 

Behind the Gates of Hercules; 

Before him not the ghost of shores; 

Before him only shoreless seas.

The good mate said, “Now must we pray, 

For lo, the very stars are gone.

Brave Admr’l speak.”

“What shall I say?”

“Why say:— ‘Sail on, sail on and on.’”


NOTE VII

[image: img76.jpg]

JUMPING OFF THE bed I instantly began to try to prepare myself for new adventures. As I had been lying on the bed thinking the thoughts above set down and working myself up to new heights of fancied grandeur some time had passed. Perhaps I had slept and awakened. At any rate it was now dark in the room and I lighted a lamp. By its light and after I had bathed my face for some time it did not look so swollen although both eyes had turned a deep purple.

Undaunted I dressed in my best Sunday clothes and prepared to set out. I had engaged to walk with Nora on that evening and if was our custom on such occasions for me to pass quietly out of the house, tapping on the door of her room on the floor below and waiting for her on the front steps.

To tell the truth I had already got well going the new dramatization of myself as a man of action but was not sure of myself in the new rôle to want to face any of the workmen in the house. Nora I thought I could handle.

As I stood in the room dressed in my best clothes I counted my money and then decided I would not be a Western ranchman after all but a man of commerce, an empire builder perhaps. I had in my possession some ninety-eight dollars which seemed to me at the moment sufficient for a start in almost any undertaking. It would support me for a few weeks while I looked about and then I would pitch in somewhere and become an empire builder. It would take time but what was time to me? I had an abundance of time. “I’ll do it,” I told myself resolutely.

Why not? Was I not a man of imagination? Was I not young and did I not have a strong body?

As I washed the dried blood off my face, put on my Sunday suit and adjusted my tie I in fancy swept the field of commercial adventure with my somewhat damaged eyes. There were the great cities of Chicago and New York I had not yet seen, although I had read much about them and about men who had grown from poverty to riches and power in them. Like all young Americans I had read innumerable tales of men who had begun with nothing and had become great leaders, owners of railroads, governors of states, foreign ambassadors, generals of armies, presidents of great modern republics. Abraham Lincoln walking miles through a storm after a hard day’s work to borrow his first book, Jay Gould the young Wall Street clerk, setting up a great dynasty of wealth, Daniel Drew the cattle dealer becoming a millionaire, Garfield the canal-boat boy and Vanderbilt the ferryman become President and millionaire, Grant the failure, hauling hides from his father’s tannery at Galena, Illinois, to St. Louis — and, it was said, getting so well piped sometimes on the homeward journey that he fell off the wagon — he also became great, the winner of a mighty war, President of his country, a noted traveler, receiving the homage of kings. “And I can carry my liquor better than he could, by all reports,” I said to myself.

Were these men any better than myself? At the moment and in spite of the gloom of an hour before, I thought not, and as for my having but ninety-eight dollars, what did that matter? As a matter of fact one gathered from having read American history that there was a sort of advantage to be gained from starting with nothing. One had something to talk and brag about in one’s old age, and when one became a candidate for President one furnished one’s campaign managers with materials for campaign slogans.

And now I was dressed and had tiptoed out of the house, tapped on Nora’s door and was waiting for her outside. I had decided that when she came out I would not make an appeal for her woman’s sympathy by telling of what had actually happened to me. “I do not want woman’s sympathy,” I thought proudly. What I wanted was woman’s respect. I wanted to conquer them, to have them at my feet, to stand before them the conquering male.

When Nora came and when we had walked to where there was a street light and she had seen my damaged countenance I began at once to brag and to reconstruct the fight at the warehouse more to my own fancy. Not one but four men had attacked me and I had valiantly stood my ground. An inspiration came. I had got into the fight, I told Nora, because of a woman. A young woman, a working girl like Nora herself had passed the platform and the men at work there with me had begun making remarks that were not very nice. What was I to do? I was one who could never stand quietly by and hear an innocent woman, particularly one who had to work for her living and had perhaps no men of her own to stand up for her, hear such a woman subjected to insult. I had, I told Nora, at once pitched into the four men and there had been a terrible fight.

As I described the fancied affair to Nora the feint and the cross on which I had so depended had worked wonderfully. I had received many hard blows, it was true, and Nora could see by looking at my face how I had suffered, but I had given better than I had received. Like a tornado I had swept up and down the warehouse platform making feints with my right and whipping my powerful left to the jaws of my opponents until at last they were all laid out like dead men before me. And then I had come home, a little fearful that I might have killed one or two of the men but not waiting to see. “I did not care,” I said. “If my opponents have suffered a terrible heating at my hands and if one or two of them die of their injuries it was their own fault. They should have known better than to have insulted a woman in my presence.”

I had told Nora my story and we had walked in silence until we had come to a street lamp when she suddenly stopped and, taking my left hand, turned it up to the light. As I had not succeeded in the actual fight in striking a blow with it, the hand was unmarked by a bruise. “Huh!” said Nora and we went on in silence.

The silence, which was one of the hardest I have ever had to bear, continued until we had finished our walk — which on that evening did not last very long, — and had got back to the house.

On the steps in front we stopped and Nora stood for a time looking at me. It was a look I did not much fancy, but what was I to do? Two or three times during our walk I had tried to begin talking a little and had attempted to patch up the structure of my yarn so that it would not be quite so full of holes and leaky but could think of no way to explain the unbruised surface and uninjured knuckles of my left, so I had taken refuge in a kind of sullen silence.

I had even begun to feel a little injured and angry and was asking myself what right Nora had to question my story — was feeling, to tell the truth, much as I was later to feel when some editor or critic rejected, as not sound, one of my written tales — that is to say, resentful and intolerant of the editor or critic and inclined to call him a fool and to attribute to him all kinds of secret and degrading motives. I was feeling much in this mood, I say, when we had got back to the steps and were standing in the darkness in front.

And then Nora suddenly put her strong arm about my neck and pulled my head down upon her shoulder and I began to cry like a child.

That in an odd way made me more resentful than ever. It faced me with a problem I have all my life been trying to face and have never quite succeeded. One does so hate to admit that the average woman is kinder, finer, more quick of sympathy and on the whole so much more first class than the average man. It is a fact perhaps but a fact that I have always thought we men should deny with all the strength of our more powerful wills. We men should conquer women. We should not stand in the darkness with our heads on their shoulders, blubbering as I was doing at that moment.

However, I continued crying and being ashamed of myself and Nora did not press her advantage. When, now and then, I lifted my face from her shoulder and looked at her face, dimly seen in the darkness, it seemed to me just kindly and filled with sympathy for my position.

I felt, I presume, most of all the story-teller’s shame at the failure of his yarn and there was something else too. There was a suspicion that Nora, the woman who had been for weeks listening to my talk and whom I had somewhat looked down upon as not being my equal, had suddenly become my superior. I had prided myself on my mind and on the superiority of my imaginative flights. Could it be that this woman, this maker of beds in a cheap laborers’ rooming house, had a better mind than my own?

The thought was unbearable and so, as soon as I could conveniently manage it, I got my head off Nora’s shoulder and made my escape.

In my room I sat again on the edge of the bed and I had again bolted the door. The notion of using Nora to plant and sow fields for me while I rode about on a magnificent black stallion was now quite gone and I had to construct another and at once. That I realized. I had to construct a new dramatization of myself and leave Nora out of it. I was not ready for the Noras. Perhaps I would never be ready for them. Few American men I have ever known have ever shown any signs of being ready for the Noras of the world or of being able really to understand or face them.

My mind turned again to the field of business and affairs. I had already known a good many men and, while such fellows as the baseball player at the warehouse had the better of me because I had been fool enough to let the struggle between us get on a physical plane, I had not met many men who had caused me to tremble because of any special spiritual or intellectual strength in themselves.

To be sure the world of affairs was one of which I knew nothing and yet I thought I might tackle it. “It cannot be worse than the world of labor,” I thought as I sat in the darkness, trying not to think of Nora — thoughts of whom I was convinced might weaken the resolution I had taken and might even cause me to begin blubbering again — and keeping my mind fixed on the laborers I had known, even as the laborers who lived in the house with me tramped heavily, one by one, up the stairs and went off to their rooms and to sleep.

“I will become a man of action, in the mood of the American of my day. I will build railroads, conquer empires, become rich and powerful. Why should I not do something of the sort as well as all the other men who have done it so brilliantly? America is the land of opportunity. I must keep that thought ever in my mind,” I told myself as I tiptoed out of the house at two o’clock in the morning, having left a note of good-by to Nora and the amount of my room rent in an envelope on my bed. I was being very careful not to make any noise as I went along the hallway and past Nora’s door. “I had better not wake up the woman,” I was wise enough to say to myself as I went away, hugging my new impulse in life.


NOTE VIII
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I HAD COME to that period of a young man’s life where all is uncertainty. In America there seemed at that time but one direction, one channel, into which all such young fellows as myself could pour their energies. All must give themselves wholeheartedly to material and industrial progress. Could I do that? Was I fitted for such a life? It was a kind of moral duty to try and then, as now, men at the heads of the great industrial enterprises filled or had filled all the newspapers and magazines with sermons on industry, thrift, virtue, loyalty and patriotism, meaning I am afraid by the use of all these high-sounding terms only devotion to the interests in which they had money invested. But the terms were good terms, the words used were magnificent words. And I was by my nature a word fellow, one who could at most any time be hypnotized by high-sounding words. It was confusing to me as it must be confusing to many young men now. During the World War did we not see how even the very government went into the advertising business, selling the war to the young men of the country by the use of the same noble words advertising men used to forward the sale of soap or automobile tires? To the young man a kind of worship of some power outside himself is essential. One has strength and enthusiasm and wants gods to worship. There were only these gods of material success. Chivalry was gone. The Virgin had died. In America there were no churches. What were called churches were merely clubs, ruled over by the same forces that ruled over the factories and great mercantile houses. Often the men I heard speaking in churches spoke in the same words, used the same terms to define the meaning of life that were used by the real-estate boomer, the politician, or the enterprising business man talking to his employees of the necessity of steadfastness and devotion to the interests of his firm.

The Virgin was dead and her son had taken as prophets such men as Ralph Waldo Emerson and Benjamin Franklin, the one with his little books in which he set down and saved his acts and impulses, striving to make them all serve definite ends as he saved his pennies and the other preaching the intellectual doctrine of Self-reliance, Up and Onward. The land was filled with gods but they were new gods and their images, standing on every street of every town and city, were cast in iron and steel. The factory had become America’s church and duplicates of it stood everywhere, on almost every street of every city belching black incense into the sky.

A passion for reading books had taken possession of me and I did not work when I had any money at all but often for weeks spent my time reading any book I could get my hands on. In every city there were public libraries and I could get books without spending money.

The past took a strong hold on my imagination and I went eagerly down through the ages, reading of the lives of the great men of antiquity; of the Romans and their conquest of the world; of the early Christians and their struggles before the great organizer Paul came to “put Christianity across”; of the Cæsars, Charlemagnes and Napoleons, marching and countermarching across Europe at the head of their troops; of the cruel but powerful Peters and Ivans of Russia; of the great and elegant dukes of Italy — the poisoners and schemers listening to the words of their Machiavellis; of the magnificent painters and craftsmen of the Middle Ages; of English and French kings; roundheads; Spanish kings of the days of conquest and of gold ships bringing riches from the Spanish Main; the Grand Inquisitor; the coming of Erasmus, the cool scholarly questioner whose questions brought to the front Luther, the conscientious barbarian — all, all spread out before me, the young American coming into manhood, all in the books.

It was a feast. Could I digest it? I had saved a little money and knew how to live very cheaply. After working for some weeks, and when I did not spend money for drinking bouts to ease the confusion of my mind I had a few dollars put aside and dollars meant leisure. That is perhaps all dollars have ever meant to me.

Since I was always making the acquaintance of some fellow who lived by gambling I went now and then into a gambling place and sometimes had luck. I had five dollars when I went in at a certain door and came out with a hundred dollars in my pocket. Oh, glorious day! On such an amount I could live among books for weeks and so, renting a small room on a poor street, I went every day to a public library and got a new book. The book some man had spent years in composing was often waded through in a day and then thrown aside. What a jumble of things in my head! At times the life directly about me ceased to have any existence. The actuality of life became a kind of vapor, a thing outside of myself. My body was a house in which I lived and there were many such houses all about me but I did not live in them. Perhaps I was but trying to make solid the walls of my own house, to roof it properly, to cut windows, becoming accustomed to living in the house so that I could have leisure to look out at the windows and into other houses. Of that I do not know. To make such a claim for myself and my purpose seems giving my life a more intelligent direction than I can convince myself it has had.

I walked in and out of the little rooms in which I lived, often in what was called the tough part of a city, hearing all about me the oaths of drunken men, the crying of children, the weeping of some poor girl of the streets who has just been beaten by her pimp, the quarrelling of laborers and their wives, walked hearing and seeing nothing, walked gripping a book in my hand. — 

In fancy I was at the moment with the great Florentine Leonardo da Vinci on a day when he sat on a little hill above his country house in Italy studying the flight of birds or was making the mathematical and geometrical calculations he so loved. Or I was sitting in a carriage beside the scholar Erasmus as he drove across Europe going from the court of one great duke or king to the court of another. The lives of the dead men and women had become more real to me than the lives of the living people about me.

How bad an American I had become, how utterly out of touch with the spirit of my age! Sometimes for weeks I did not read a newspaper — a fault in me that would have been considered almost in the light of a crime had it been generally known to my fellows. A new railroad might have been built, a new trust formed or some great national excitement like the free silver affair — that did fall in at about that time — might have shaken the whole country while I knew nothing about it.

There was indeed a kind of intimate acquaintance with an unknown and unheralded kind of people I was unconsciously getting. In Chicago, where I had now gone I for a time lived in a room in a huge cheaply constructed building that had been erected about a little court. The building was not old, had in fact been built but a few years before — during the Chicago World’s Fair — but already it was a half-tumbledown unsafe place with great sags in the floors in the hallways and cracks in the walls. The building surrounded the little brick-paved court and was divided into single rooms for bachelor lodgers and into small two-and three-room apartments. Since it was near the end of several street-car lines and a branch of the Chicago elevated railroad it was occupied for the most part by street-car conductors and motormen with their wives and children. Many of my fellow-lodgers were young fellows having wives but no children and not intending to have children if the accidents of life could be avoided. They went off to work and came home from work at all sorts of odd hours.

I hadn’t very much money but did not mind. My room was small and cost little and I lived on fruit and on stacks of wheatcakes that could he had at ten cents the stack at a near-by workingmen’s eating place. When I was broke I told myself I could always go again to some place where laborers were wanted. I was young and my body was strong. “If I cannot get work in the city I can get on a freight train at night and go away to the country and work on a farm,” I thought. Sometimes I had qualms of conscience because I had not already started on the great career as an industrial magnate I had half-heartedly mapped out for myself but I managed to put my sins of omission aside. There was plenty of time I told myself and in any event I planned eventually to do the thing with a grand rush.

In the meantime I lay for long hours on the little bed in my room reading the last book I had got from the library or walked in a near-by park under the trees. Time ceased to exist and the days became night while the nights became days. Often I came back to my room at two in the morning, washed my shirt, underwear and socks at a washbowl in a corner, hung them out at my window facing the court to dry and lying down naked on my bed read by a gaslight until daylight had come.

Marvelous days! Now I was marching with the conqueror Julius Cæsar over the vast domains of the mighty Roman Empire. What a life and how proud Julius and I were of his conquests and how often we spoke together of the doings of Cicero, Pompey, Cato and the others in Rome. Indeed Cæsar and I had become for the nonce the most intimate of friends and often enough we discussed the unworthiness of some of the other Romans, particularly of that Cicero. The man was no better than a dog, a literary hack, when all was said and done, and such fellows are never to be trusted. Often enough Cicero had talked with Caesar and pretended to be Caesar’s friend but, as Julius often pointed out to me, such fellows were wont to veer about with every wind that blew, “Writers are the greatest cowards in the world and my own greatest weakness is that I have a kind of hankering that way myself. Let a man but get into power and he will always find such scribbling fellows willing and anxious to sing his praises. They are the greatest cur dogs in the world,” he declared vehemently.

And so I had become in fancy the friend of Cæsar and all day I marched beside him and at evening went with him and his men into their camp.

The days and weeks passed. I sat by the window looking into the little brick-paved court and there were many other windows. As it was summer they were all open. Evening came, after a day of walking in dreams, and I had come into my room and taking off my coat had thrown myself down on my bed. When darkness came I did not light a light but lay quietly listening.

I had stepped now out of the past and into the present and all about me were the voices of living people. The men and women in the rooms along the court did not laugh or sing often and indeed in the many times, during my life, I have lived, as I did then, lying like a little worm in the middle of the apple of modern life, I have never found that American men and women, except only the Negroes, laugh or sing much in their homes or at their work.

It was evening and a street-car conductor had come home to his wife. They were silent in each other’s presence for a time, then they began to quarrel. Sometimes they fought and after that they made love. The love-making of the couples along the court aroused my own passions and I had bad dreams at night.

What a strange thing love-making had become among modern factory hands, street-car conductors and all such fellows! Almost always it was preceded by a quarrel, often blows were struck, there were tears, repentance and then embraces. Did the tired nerves of the men and women need the stimulation of the fights and quarrels?

A red-faced man who stumbled as he walked along the hallways to his small apartment had secured a small flat stick which he kept behind a door. His wife was young and fat. When he had come home from work and had in silence eaten his evening meal he sat by the window facing the court and read a newspaper while his wife washed the dishes. Suddenly, when the dishes were washed, he jumped to his feet and ran to get the stick. “Don’t, John, don’t,” his wife pleaded half-heartedly, as he began to pursue her about the narrow room. Chairs were knocked over and tables upset. He kept hitting her with the flat stick upon the nether cheeks and she kept laughing and protesting. Sometimes he struck her too hard and she grew angry and, turning upon him, scratched his face with her finger nails. Then he swore and wrestled with her. Their period of more intense love-making had now come and silence reigned over the little home for the rest of the night.

I lay on my bed in the darkness and closed my eyes. Once more I was in the camp of Cæsar and we were in Gaul. The great captain had been writing at a small table near the door of his tent but now a man had come to speak with him. I lay in silence upon a kind of thick warm cloth spread on the ground beside the tent.

The man who talked with Cæsar was a bridge-builder and had come to speak with him regarding the building of a bridge that the legions might cross a river beside which they now lay encamped. A certain number of men would be needed with boats and others were at daylight to go hew great timbers in a nearby forest and roll them into the stream.

How very quiet and peaceful it was where I lay! Caesar’s tent was pitched on a hillside. In person he was like... there was an Italian fruit dealer who had a small store on a street near the park where I went every day to sit, a tall gaunt man who had lost one eye and whose black hair was turning gray. The fruit dealer had evidently lost his eye in a fight as there was a long scar on his cheek. It was this man I had metamorphosed into a Cæsar.

Below, at the foot of the hill on which the tent stood and on the banks of a river the legions were camped. They had built fires and some of the men were bathing in the river but when they came out they dressed quickly because of little biting flies that swarmed about their heads. I was glad Caesar’s tent was pitched on a hill where there was a little breeze and there were no biting flies or insects. Below, the fires in the valley glowed and cast yellow and red lights over the tawny bodies and faces of the soldiers.

The man who had come to Cæsar was a craftsman and had a maimed hand. Two of the fingers of his left hand had been cut sharply off as by a blow with an ax. He went away into the darkness and Cæsar went within his tent.

I lay on my bed in the room in the building in Chicago not daring to open my eyes. Had I been asleep? Now there was no quarrelling in the other places along the court but there were still lights at some of the windows. The workers had not yet all come home. Two women were talking together across the space between their windows. Street-car conductors and motormen, who had been all day working their cars slowly through crowded streets, propitiating quarrelsome passengers, cursing and being cursed at by teamsters and crossing policemen, were now asleep. Of what were they dreaming? They had come from the car barns, had read a newspaper, telling perhaps of a fight between English troops and the natives of Thibet, had read also a speech by the German emperor demanding a place in the sun for Germany, had noted who had beaten the Chicago White Sox or who had been beaten by them. Then they had quarreled with their wives, blows had been struck, there had been lovemaking and then sleep.

I arose and went to walk in the silent streets and twice during that summer I was stopped by holdup men who took a few dollars from me. The World’s Fair had been followed by a time of industrial depression. How many miles I have walked in the streets of American cities at night! In Chicago and the other industrial cities long streets of houses — how many houses almost universally ugly and cheaply constructed, like the building in which I then lived! I passed through sections where all the people were Negroes and heard laughter in the houses. Then came the sections entirely inhabited by Jews, by Greeks, Armenians, Italians, Germans, or Poles. How many elements not yet combined in the cities! The American writers, whose books I read, went on assuming that the typical American was a transplanted Englishman, an Englishman who had served his term in the stony purgatory of New England and had then escaped out into the happy land, this Heaven, the Middle West. Here they were all to grow rich and live forever, a happy blissful existence. Was not all the world supposed to be watching the great democratic experiment in government and human happiness they were to conduct so bravely?

I wandered on into factory districts, long silent streets of grim black walls. Had men but escaped out of the prisons of the Old World into the more horrid prisons of the New? Dread took hold of me as on a dark street I was approached by a man who put a gun to my face. He wanted money and I tried to be facetious with him, telling him I hadn’t enough money to buy drinks for the two of us but would match him pennies for what I had but he only growled at me and taking my few pieces of silver hurried away. Perhaps he did not even understand my words. America, once a place that prided itself on its sense of humor, was now, since the coming of the factories, a place where the very robbers were all too serious about life.

Periods of lust kept coming and going. In the building where I lived there was a woman, very young yet, a high-school graduate from an Illinois town who had married a young man of the place. They had come to live in Chicago, to make their way in the great world, and as he could get no other work he had taken a place as street-car conductor. Oh, it was but a temporary arrangement. He was one who intended, as for that matter I did myself, to rise in the world.

The man I never saw but all afternoon the woman sat by a window in one of the two rooms of her apartment or went for short walks in the park. We began presently to smile shyly at each other but did not speak, both being embarrassed. Like myself she read books and that was a kind of bond between us. I got into the habit of sitting by my window with my book in my hand while she sat by her window also holding a book.

And here was a new confusion. The pages of the books no longer lived. The woman, sitting there, but a few feet away from me, across the little court, I did not want. Of that I was quite sure. She was another man’s wife. What thoughts had she in her head, what feelings had she? Her face was round and fair and she had blue eyes. What did she want? Children perhaps, I thought. She wanted to have a house like all the other houses lived in by the people of her home town who had made money and who held positions of some importance in the town’s life. One day she sat on a bench in the park and I, walking past, saw the title of the book she read. It was a popular novel of the day but I have forgotten its name and the name of its author. Even at that time, although I knew little enough, I did know that such books had always been written, would always be written, books that sold by the hundreds of thousands and were often proclaimed as great works of art and that after a year or two were utterly forgotten. In them was no sense of strangeness, no wonder about life. They lacked the touch of life. “Dead books for men and women who dare not live,” I thought contemptuously. There was a kind of pretense of solving some problem of life but the problem was so childishly stated that later a childish solution seemed quite natural and right. A young man came to an American city from a country town and, although at bottom he was true and fine, the city for a time diverted him from his noble aims. He committed some near crime that made both himself and the girl he really loved suffer terribly, but she stood firmly by him and at the last, and with her help, he pulled himself up again, by the bootstraps as it were, and became a rich manufacturer who was kind to his employees.

The book she read expressed perhaps the high-school girl’s dream, the dream she had when she married and came to Chicago. Was her dream the same now? I had already, as far as I reacted to the life about me at all, started upon another road, was becoming, a little, the eternal questioner of myself and others. Not for me the standardized little pellets of opinion, the little neatly wrapped packages of sentiment the magazine writers had learned to do up, I told myself. In modern factories food was packed in convenient standard-sized packages and I half suspected that behind the high-sounding labels the food was often enough sawdust or something of the sort. It was apparent publishers also had learned to do up neat packages containing sawdust and put bright-colored labels on them.

Oh, glorious contempt! Seeing the book the woman was reading, knowing she was the wife of another and that never by any chance could we come close to each other, give to each other anything of value, I enjoyed my contempt for an hour and then it faded. I sat as before by my window and held an open book but could not follow the thoughts and ideas of the writer of the book. I sat by my window and she with her book sat by her window.

Was something about to happen that neither of us wanted, of which we were both afraid, that would be without value to either of us?

One evening when I met her in the hallway of the building I stopped before her and we stood thus for a minute facing each other. We both blushed, both felt guilty, and then I tried to say something to her but did not succeed. I stammered out a few words about the weather, saying how hot it was, and hurried away but a week later, when we again met in the same place it was dark and we kissed.

We began then to walk in silence together in the park in the early evenings and sometimes we sat together on a park bench. How careful we were not to be seen by others who lived in our building. Her husband left the house at three in the afternoon and did not return until midnight and when he came home he was tired and discouraged. He scolded at his wife. “He is always scolding,” she said. Well, one wanted to save money, get into business for oneself. And now he had a wife to support and the wages of street-car conductors were not large. The young man who wanted to rise in the world had begun to resent his wife and she felt it vaguely, uneasily. She also was filled with resentment. Did she want revenge? She had no words to express what she felt and I had no way of understanding. Was I not also confused, wanting something very much, that at the same time I did not want? I sat in my room until darkness came holding the book I now could not read and when the darkness had come threw it with a loud bang on a table. The sound had become a signal to her and when I went into the park she came to join me. One evening when we had kissed in the darkness of the park I went home ahead of her but did not close the door of my room. I stood in the darkness by the door waiting. She had to pass along the hallway to reach her own place and I put out my hand and drew her inside.

“I’m afraid,” she kept saying, “I don’t want to. I’m afraid.” What a queer silent frightened lovemaking it was — no love-making at all. She was afraid and I was afraid, not of her husband but of myself. Later she went away crying silently along the hallway and after that she and I did not sit at our two windows or walk in the park and I returned to my books. Once, on a night two or three weeks later as I lay in my own bedroom, I heard the husband and wife talking together. Something had happened that had pleased and excited her. She had been able to offer something she thought would help her husband and was urging him to give up being a street-car conductor and to go back to the town from which they had come. Her father owned a store there, I gathered, and had objected to her marriage but she had secretly written, perhaps been very humble, and had persuaded her father to take the younger man into partnership in his business. “Don’t be proud now, Jim. I in not proud any more. Something has happened to me Jim. I’m not proud any more,” I heard her saying as I lay in my own room in the darkness, and I leave the reader to judge whether, under the circumstances, I could be proud. But perhaps after all the woman and I have done something for each other, I thought.


NOTE IX
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ON A CERTAIN Sunday morning of that summer I found myself sitting in a little garden under apple trees back of a red brick house that had green window blinds and that stood on the side of a hill near the edge of an Illinois town of some five or six thousand people. Sitting by a small table near me was a dark slender man with pale cheeks, a man I had never seen until late on the evening before and who I had half thought would die but a few hours earlier. Now, although the morning was warm, he had a blanket wrapped around him and his thin hands, lying on the table, trembled. Together we were drinking our morning coffee, containing a touch of brandy. A robin hopped on the grass near by and the sunlight falling through the branches of the trees made yellow patches at our feet.

I sat in silence filled with wonder at the strangeness of the circumstances that had brought me to the spot and of my own mood. The garden in which we sat had a gravel path running down through the centre and on one side vegetables grew, with narrow beds of flowers about the vegetable plots. Along the further side against a fence were tall berry bushes and on our side there was grass under the trees and near by a tall hedge of elders. Looking toward the foot of the garden one got a view of a river valley dotted with farmhouses and beyond the elders there was a road that led along a hillside down into town.

The town itself was old, for that Illinois country, and had already had two lives. First, it had been a river town on the banks of a stream that led down into the Mississippi, and now it was a merchandising centre. Later perhaps it would become a factory town. The river life had died, when the railroads came but there still were some remnants of the older place, one or two streets of small log stores and houses standing on a bluff above the river and now used as residences by farm laborers. The old town, left thus off by itself half forgotten by the new town, was picturesque. In the company of my strange new acquaintance and once with his father, an old man who had lived in the river town in the days of its prosperity, I later spent several hours among the old houses. Dogs and pigs wandered through the deep dust of the principal street facing the river or slept in the shade of the old buildings and the old man told me that even in its better days it was a quite terrible place. In the winter, in the early days, the roads were hub deep to the wagons with mud, the houses were small and near each house was an outhouse that smelled horribly in summer and invited millions of flies. Pigs, cows and horses were kept in little sheds near the houses and often diseases, encouraged by the utter lack of sanitation, swept through the town and sometimes carried off whole families.

The older of the two men, named Jim Berners, was a merchant, owning with his son a large store on the principal street of the newer town and had been brought to the Illinois town when he was a child. His father, an Englishman, had come to America as a young man and for several years had been a merchant in the city of Philadelphia. Having married there and wanting to establish himself as the head of a landed family in the new country he had come to Illinois when land could be had at a low price and had bought five hundred acres of river bottom land.

With his young wife and his three children he lived in the river town and had cleared and got ready for planting most of his land when misfortune came down upon him. In the crude little towns of that day doctors were for the most part half educated, the houses were stuffy and full of drafts in winter and epidemics of smallpox, followed by scarlet fever, diphtheria and typhus came and could not be checked. Within two years the merchant’s rather delicate wife died and her death was followed by his own and by the death of two of his three children. There was only the babe left alive and he had been put in charge of an old judge with whom the father had formed a friendship.

The young Berners had grown into manhood in the household of the judge, whose great boast it was that he was a personal friend of Abraham Lincoln. He told me he had never been ill a day in his life. Upon reaching manhood he sold three hundred acres of his land and like his father became a merchant.

Father and son still owned the Berners merchandising establishment although they seemed to give it little attention.

What a place it was! Some ten years before I made his acquaintance the younger Berners, named Alonzo, had gone to Chicago where he had got quite hopelessly drunk. During his whole life the man had been a sufferer from some obscure nervous disease and was never without pain. The sprees he sometimes went on were but a kind of desperate attempt to free himself for a short time from the presence of pain. After the drunken time he was dreadfully ill and seemed about to die and then there came a time of weakness and a kind of physical peace. The tense nerves of his slender body relaxed, he slept at night and spent the days talking with a few friends, reading books or riding about town in a buggy.

On the sprees, of ten years before, sprees indulged in twice a year at regular intervals outside his own town, when he had stolen away without warning to his father or to an older sister of the household, young Alonzo had been picked up in the city of Chicago by an English deep-sea sailor. The sailor had been working for a time on a lake steamer but had tired of the place and had left his ship at Chicago and had also gone on a drunk. He rescued Alonzo Berners from the men into whose hands he had fallen and brought him home and later became attached to the Berners establishment, staying in the Illinois town at first as clerk in the store and later as the store’s manager. He was a heavily built man of fifty-five when I saw him and had a white scar, evidently from an old knife wound, on his brown cheek and a peculiar waddling gait. As he hustled about the store one thought of a fat duck trying to make its way rapidly along on land.

In the Berners establishment were sold hardware, agricultural implements, house and barn paints, jack-knives and a thousand other things and there was also a harness shop in the main building facing the town’s principal street. Back of the main building there was an alleyway and across the alleyway half a dozen large frame buildings in which were kept hides bought from the farmers, coal, lumber, bins of corn, wheat and oats in bags and hay in bales.

The whole establishment, an infinitely busy place, was run by the sailor who could neither read or write but who was helped by a stern-looking woman bookkeeper. The sailor was shrewd wise and jolly and had always some tale of life on the deep sea to tell to his farmer customers. He was the most popular man in town and there was another feature that added tremendously to the popularity of the store. In the spring, just before planting time, and in the fall after the crops were harvested, the Berners gave a great feast in one of the sheds. The hay corn and lumber were taken out and long wooden tables erected, while invitations were sent far and wide to the town and country people. Women of the town and country wives came to help prepare the feast, the old sailor waddled about shouting, pigs, turkeys, calves and lambs were killed, bushels of potatoes baked, pies and cakes, baked in advance by the women, were brought and there was a feast lasting sometimes all afternoon and far into the night. Alonzo Berners had provided many barrels of beer and the sailor and his pals among the farmers got half drunk and sang songs and made speeches while the professional men of the town, the lawyers, judges and doctors, all came and made speeches. What a storm of talk! Even the preachers and the rival merchants were there and a prayer was said as each new group sat down to the feast, the ministers shaking their heads over the beer drinking but falling to with a will at the food. The two annual affairs must often have cost the Berners a good part of the profits made during the year but they did not mind. “It doesn’t matter,” said the elder Berners. “I’m old and nearly ready to die, it isn’t likely Alonzo will live very long and as for Hallie,” meaning the daughter, “I have already given her one of my two farms. The Berners are going to peter out anyway and why should they care about leaving money behind them?”

The elder Berners, a man of seventy, rarely went into town but spent most of his days in his little garden and during my own visit at the house he came every day to sit with me, smoking his pipe and talking until he fell asleep in his chair. When he had been a younger man and before his wife died he had owned several trotting horses of which he loved to talk. One of the horses, named “Peter Point,” had been the pride and joy of his life and he spoke of the horse as of a beloved son.

Oh, what a great magnificent beast the stallion Peter Point had been and how he could trot! Sometimes when he spoke of him the old man jumped to his feet and climbing on the chair seat touched the limb of an apple tree with his fingers. “Looket here now. He was taller than that. Yes, siree! He was taller than that when he threw up his head,” he declared, jumping down from the chair and hopping about like an excited boy and walking up and down before me rubbing his hands together. He told me a long tale of a trip he had once taken with his stallion and two trotting mares as far east as Pennsylvania and of how Peter Point won every race in which he started, always the trotting free-for-all, and spoke fervently of the moment when he came out with the others and paraded before the grandstand before the first heat of a race. Jim Berners, then young and strong, sat in the sulky and what a moment it was for him. The memory of it filled him with excitement. “My father used to talk of the English aristocracy to his friend the judge, with whom I was left when all my family died, and the judge told me tales of what he had to say. Sometimes on days like that, when we came out for the first heat and were scoring down for the start or going slowly back for another try after a false start, I used to think of his words. There was me, sitting in the sulky, and there was the man, old Charlie Whaley, who took care of Peter Point, standing over near the grandstand with a blanket over his shoulder. Charlie winked and nodded at me and I winked at him. How swelled up with pride I was. I usually had two or three hundred dollars bet on Peter’s chances and he never once went back on me. I thought we were pretty aristocratic ourselves, Peter and me.

“Well, and so there we were jogging slowly up to the starting place and the people in the grandstand were shouting and down in the betting ring there was a hubbub and I used to look at the people and think about them and about myself and the horse too. ‘Lordy,’ I used to say to myself, ‘what a lot we do think of ourselves and what God-awful things we are, we humans, come right down to it.’ I was raised in the old Judge Willard’s house, right here in this town, you know, and in the old days a lot of what we called our big men used to come to talk their affairs over with the judge. Abe Lincoln used to come and once the editor of the Chicago Tribune and young Logan who afterward got to be governor, and a lot of others, congressmen, and other such truck. They came and planned and schemed and then they used to make speeches up in front of the town hall that was down by the river in the old town but that later burned to the ground. They talked and talked, and I used to listen.

“And such talk! ‘All men are created free and equal,’

‘Nature’s noblemen,’

‘Noble pioneers’ and all that kind of stuff about men just like me. Lordy, what a lot of big sounding words I had listened to when I was a kid. It used to make me sick to think of it sometimes later, when I was sitting up there behind Peter and to think that I had sometimes believed such bunk myself, I who had seen and known a lot of them same pioneers pretty intimately and should have known better than to listen.

“As I say, I used to think about it and a lot of other foolishness I’d heard, when I was up behind Peter, and he with his head up so high and looking — say, he could walk past one of them grandstands and past all of them people like God Almighty himself might have walked! What I mean is, not giving the people or the other horses in the race or the other drivers or the judges up in the stand or me or anyone anything but his darned contempt. It was lovely to see. Sometimes when he’d see a mare he’d throw up his head and snort and sometimes there was a little quiet noise he made just as though he was saying to us ‘You worms, you worms,’ to all of us, all of the people in the world including myself.

“Why, hell, no one ever knew how fast that Peter could trot. He got sick and died before he ever got to the grand circuit where horses of his own class usually raced,” the old man declared proudly. Jim Berners had taken his horses over into Ohio and with Peter had won a race at a place called Fostoria and then that night the horse was taken violently ill and lying down in his stall quietly died.

His owner had been in at the death and after the stallion was dead had walked about the dark race course the rest of the night and had decided to give up racing. “I took a turn about the track,” he said, “and stood a long time at the head of the stretch thinking of the times I had made the turn up there, with Peter leading all the other horses, and not half extending himself at that, and of how proud I had been so many times, sitting behind him and pretending to myself I was doing the job. I wasn’t doing a darned thing but sitting still and riding home in front. It was only after Peter died I ever told myself the truth, “I stood up at the head of the stretch, as I said, and the moon came out and Peter was dead now and I decided to go home. And I had some thoughts that night about most human beings, including myself, that I haven’t ever forgot. I thought a lot of us were swine and the rest a kind of half-baked lot, put us against a horse like Peter had been. ‘And so,’ I said to myself, ‘I’ll quit racing and go home and try to keep my mouth shut a good deal of the time.’ And I haven’t been too much stuck on myself or anyone else ever since,”


NOTE X
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BERNERS, THE MERCHANT and horseman, had for a good many years been disappointed and hurt by the thought that his family was not to carry on after his death but in his old age had grown cheerful about the matter. “We aren’t so much. It doesn’t matter. I dare say the sun will come up mornings and the moon at night when there are no more Berners in Illinois, or anywhere else, for that matter.” As a child the boy Alonzo was always sickly. “We’ve always been thinking he’d die, about twice every year, but you see he hasn’t quite done it yet,” the old man said softly.

Hallie, the daughter of the house, was five years older than her brother and was devoted to him. After seeing them together one understood that she could never have married. It was just a thing that couldn’t have happened. One thought of her as saying to herself:— “Marriage is too intimate. I am not made for intimate relations.” The idea of Hallie Berners held in a man’s arms was for some obscure reason monstrous and yet how affectionate she was! There was a sense in which her brother and father were babes in her charge, babes never touched by her hands or her lips but constantly caressed by her thoughts. She was a tall rather stern-looking woman with graying hair, large strong hands and quiet gray eyes and she was very shy. Her shyness expressed itself in severity and when she was much touched she grew silent and almost haughty in her bearing. It was as though she were saying to herself:— “Look out now! If you are not careful you will let something precious escape you.”

The son Alonzo was a man of thirty-five with a little black mustache, thin features, small delicate hands and thick black hair. As a young man he had gone away to an eastern college but a desperate illness had compelled him to come home almost at once and he had not again tried getting out from under his sister’s care, only leaving the family roof when he crept away for the brief periods of drunkenness that gave him a temporary means of escape out of his house of pain. He stayed at home and on fair days sometimes rode about town and the surrounding country behind an old black horse that belonged to the family or sat in the garden under the apple trees talking with friends who came to see him. In a large room in the house where he stayed on dull or cold days there were a couch, a fireplace and many books on shelves built into the walls.

How many people came up along the hillside road to sit and talk with Alonzo Berners! Were they sorry for him? At first I thought they were and then I saw they came to receive rather than to give. It was Alonzo who did the giving to all. What did he give? Among those I saw at the house was a local judge, son of that judge with whom his father had lived when he was a boy, a man named Marvin Manno, who lived in Chicago but who often came to the town and spent two or three days for the sake of talking with the invalid and who paid him a visit during anytime there, two or three doctors who came, not in a professional way but for something unprofessional they wanted, a cripple of the town who made his living by taking people’s photographs, a man who bought and sold horses, and a tall silent boy who wore glasses and who had large protruding teeth so that he looked something like a horse when on rare occasions he smiled.

Life in the Berners household — in reality presided over by the sick man, in a queer way absolutely controlled by him — was a revelation to me. Like that Judge Turner I had known a few years before, and for that matter like myself too, the man had read a great many books and was still constantly reading — he spent more than half his time with a book in his hands and told me once that but for books he thought he should have gone mad from the gnawing pains that were always eating at him — but in the single fact that we were all readers the similarity between Judge Turner, Alonzo and myself ceased.

In this new man whose path I had unexpectedly crossed was a quiet kind of sanity unknown in any other I had seen. He was a giver. What did he give? The question amazed and startled me. He was loved by all who knew him and during the week I spent in his house, seeing him with other men and riding with him about town and out into the country, I was startled by the feeling of love and well-being that came into the eyes of people when he appeared among them. My own mind, always given to asking questions, unable to take anything for granted, raced like the stallion Peter Point carrying old Jim Berners to one of his victories. Was there a kind of power in pain to remake a man? My own conception of life was profoundly disturbed. The man before me had spent his entire life sitting in the dark house of pain. He sat there now looking out through the windows and into other houses that were alive and cheerful with health. Why had he health and sanity within himself while, almost without exception, the others including myself had not?

As I looked at him and at the men who came to visit him a kind of wonder grew within me. The man Marvin Manno, a slender man, rather elegantly clad and with gold-rimmed glasses on his large nose, was talking. He was connected, in an official capacity, with some large commercial establishment of the city, an establishment that sold goods to the Berners store, but he did not come to the town on business. Why had he come? He spoke continually of his own schemes and hopes and balanced oddly back and forth between devotion to the business interests he served and a kind of penchant he had for writing poetry. An odd effect was produced. The man was sincerely devoted to two interests in life that could not by any chance be combined and as one listened to his talk one became more and more puzzled. Only Alonzo Berners was not puzzled. He entered into the man’s thoughts, understood him, gave him what he apparently wanted, sympathetic understanding without sentimentality. We sat in the garden back of the Berners house, the man Manno talked, a doctor came and spoke of his patients, and in particular of an old woman lying in a cabin down by the river, who for two years had been on the point of death but who could not die. Then the judge spoke of his father and of political affairs in the state, the elder Berners boasted of the speed of the stallion Peter Point and the boy with the large teeth smiled shyly but remained silent.

Then when evening came and they had all gone away I looked at Alonzo Berners and wondered. In all the talk no mention was ever made of himself or his own affairs. Even the pain always present in his body had been forgotten by the others. Any mention of his suffering would have seemed out of place.

My own mind was groping about in a new medium for the expression of a life. I was very young then, had not yet come to the age of citizenship, but for a long time I had been building within myself my own consciousness of men. Well, they were a kind of thing, selfish and self-centred, and they were right in being so. One played the game, won if he could and tried not to be a bellyacher if he lost. In me was a kind of contempt for men including myself that Alonzo Berners did not have. Where had I got my contempt and how had he escaped getting it? Was he right and I wrong or was he a sentimentalist? My mind had run into a thicket of new ideas and I could not find my way out. “Tread softly,” I said to myself.

I sat aside, near the boy with the teeth, looking at my new acquaintance and trying to straighten all these things out in my mind. Hundreds of men, famous and infamous, I had met in the books I had read, went as in a procession across the field of my fancy. How many books I had read and how many stories of the lives of men, so-called great men and rascals, lovely women with gold and jewels in their hands, great killers of men, lawgivers, daring breakers of the law, devout men, starving in deserts for the glory of God; what men and women, what vast resounding names!

Was there something in the books I had missed? A vagrant thought came. Across the pages of some of the books there had wandered a different kind of man or woman. The writers of books had little to say about such people. There was little enough to be said. In the stories told of the great they appeared always as minor characters. The great strutted. The others walked softly. Clement VII had sent an ambassador to Charles of Spain. What the ambassador, one of the mysterious quiet fellows, said to Charles “Emperor of the Romans and Lord of the whole world” (Romanorum Imperitor semper augustus, mundi totius Dominus, universus dominis, Universis Principibus et Populis semper verandus) one did not know, but a peculiar thing happened. The ambassador served faithfully both Charles and the Pope, endeared himself to the two mortal enemies. They were both happier with him about. A thousand conflicting interests swirled about him but he kept himself quite clear. Could it have been that such a one loved men, as men, and that men loved him? There was so little for the writers of books to say of such fellows. They had not sought exalted office and seemed content to play the minor rôle in life. What were they up to? Was there a power greater than obvious power, a power not having in it the disease of obvious power?

I looked about me and wondered. Before me, sitting among men in an Illinois village, was a pale man with delicate hands who, two or three times a year, became hopelessly drunk and who then had to be brought back helpless to his home, as I had brought him a few days before. Men gathered about and talked of their own affairs and he sat for the most part in silence, saying only now and then a few words, always in their interests. His mind seemed always to follow the minds of the others. Did he have no life of his own?

I began to resent the man but as I sat with him the cynicism of Judge Turner I had so much admired lost some of its force in me and the elder Berners, condemning men as less worthy of life than race horses became a half-amusing figure. I was mystified and amazed. Did most men and women remain children and was Alonzo Berners grown up? Was it grown up to come to the realization that oneself did not matter, that nothing mattered but a kind of consciousness of the wonder of life outside oneself?

I sat under the apple trees smiling to myself and wondering why I smiled. Was there possible such a thing as goodness in men, a goodness that was not stuffy and hateful? Like most young men I had a contempt of goodness. Had I been making a mistake? The man before me now did not, like Judge Turner, say wise and witty things that remained fixed in the mind and that could afterward be passed off in conversations as one’s own. Later in New York and in other American cities I was to see a good many men of a sort not unlike Judge Turner but few like Alonzo Berners. The smart fellows of the American Intelligentsia sat about in restaurants in New York and wrote articles for the political and semi-literary weeklies. A smart saying they had heard at dinner or at lunch the day before was passed off as their own in the next article they wrote. The usual plan was to write of politics or politicians or to slaughter some second-rate artist — in short, to pick out easy game and kill it with their straw shafts and they gained great reputations by pointing out the asininity of men everyone already knew for asses. For a great many years I was filled with admiration of such fellows and vaguely dreamed of becoming such another myself. I wanted then, as a young man, I think, to sit with Alonzo Berners and his friends and suddenly say something to upset them all. Alonzo’s life of physical suffering was forgotten by me as by the others but unlike them there was in me a kind of unpleasant dislike of him, a dislike he saw and understood but let pass as being boyish vanity. The smart-seeming things I thought of to say sounded flat enough when I said them over to myself and I remained silent. Occasionally Alonzo turned to me and smiled. I had done him a kindness, had risked something for him, and I was his guest. Perhaps he thought me not mature enough to understand him and his kind of men. Would I ever become mature?


NOTE XI
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DID I IN reality also love the man?

I had found him, on a Saturday evening, very drunk in a saloon in Chicago. It was about nine o’clock and some time after I had fled from Nora. I was nearly broke and thought I had better be thinking of doing something that would bring me in a little money. What should I do? The devil! It was apparent I would soon have to go to work again with my hands. After some weeks of idleness my hands had become soft and velvety to the touch and I liked them so. Now they were hands to hold a pen or a paint brush. Why was I not a writer or a painter? Well, I fancied one had to be a fellow of the schools before one dared approach the arts. Often I went about cursing the fate that had not permitted me to be born in the fifteenth century instead of the twentieth with its all-pervading smell of burning coal, oil and gasoline, and with its noises and dirt. Mark Twain might declare the twentieth the most glorious of all the centuries but it did not seem so to me. I thought often of the fifteenth century in Italy when the great Borgia was just coming into power, was at that time full of the subject. What glorious children! Why could not I be a glorious child? Aha! the Lord Rodrigo de Lancol y Borgia, Cardinal-Bishop of Porto and Santa Rufina, Dean of the Sacred College, Vice-Chancellor of the Holy Roman Church, etc., had just been made Pope. Did I not myself have an Italian grandmother? What a place and a time that might have been for me! It was the day of the coronation of the new Pope and all Rome was excited. On the day before four mules, laden with silver, had gone from Cardinal Rodrigo’s house to the house of Cardinal Sforza-Visconti. It was the gentle privilege of the Romans in those fine days to pillage the house of a cardinal when he had been made pope. Was it not said, in the sacred laws, that the vicar of Christ should give his substance to the poor? Fearing he might not do it the poor went and took. Armed bands of desperate fellows, with feathers in their hats, roamed the streets of the old city at such times and a turn of the wheel of fortune might at any moment make any one of them rich and powerful, a patron of the arts, a rich and powerful grandee of Church or State. How I longed to be a richly gowned, soft-handed cunning but scholarly grandee and patron of the arts!

How much better times those than my own for such haphazard fellows as myself, I thought, and cursed the twentieth century and the fate that had thrown me into it. At that time in Chicago I knew a young Jew named Ben Hecht, not yet a well-known writer, and sometimes he and I went forth to do our cursing together. Outwardly he was a more adept curser than myself but inwardly I felt I could outdo him and often we had walked together, he cursing aloud our common fate and declaring dramatically that life was for us an empty cup, a vessel turned upside down, a golden goblet with cracks in the bowl, the largest crack being the fact that we both unfortunately had our livings to make, and I striving to cap his every curse with a more violent one. We went together into a street and stood under the moon. Before us were many huge ugly warehouses. “I hope they burn,” I said feebly, but he only laughed at the weakness of my fancy. “I hope the builders die slowly of a painful inflammation of the membranes of the bowels,” he said, while I envied.

I had been walking alone on the streets of Chicago on that Saturday evening when I found the younger Berners and had crossed the river to the west side. I was gloomy and distraught and on a side street, off West Madison Street and near the Chicago River, went into a small, dark saloon. Several men sat at a small table at the back, among whom was Alonzo Berners and there was a red-faced bartender leaning over the bar and watching the group at the table. To all these I at the moment paid no attention.

I was absorbed in the contemplation of my own difficult position in life and was thinking only of myself. Sitting at a table I called for a glass of brandy and when it was paid for realized that I had but two dollars left in my pocket. I took the two dollars in my hand and looked at them and putting them away continued looking at my empty hands. They had, at the moment, as I have said, grown soft and velvety and I wanted them to remain so. Wild dreams floated through my mind. Why had I not more physical courage? It was all very well to talk with Ben Hecht of the many advantages to be gained by being an Italian desperado of the fifteenth century, but why had I not the courage to be a desperado of the twentieth? Surely Rome or Naples or Florence, in the days of their glory, never offered any better pickings than the Chicago of my own day. In the older day a man slipped a slender knife delicately between his victim’s neck and spine and made off with a few ducats at the risk of his life but in Chicago men habitually got thousands of dollars by robbery apparently without any risk at all. I looked at my own hands and wondered. Could they hold a pistol steadily to the head of a timid bank clerk or a mail-wagon driver? I decided they could not and was ashamed of myself. Then I decided they might some day be induced to hold a pen or a painter’s brush but reflected that the great patrons of the arts were all long since dead and that my own brother, a painter, had been compelled to make magazine covers for commercial “gents” in order to get the slender amount necessary to educate himself in his craft. “Huh!” I said to myself, not wanting I’m afraid, to work for any commercial “gent” at all. Drinking my brandy I looked about the room into which I had wandered.

It was a desperately dark little hole, lighted by two gaslights and with two beer-stained tables in the semidarkness at the rear. I looked at the bartender, who had a large flat nose and bloodshot eyes and decided it was just as well I had but two dollars. “I may be robbed before I leave this hole,” I told myself and ordered another glass of brandy, thinking I might as well drink up the little money I had rather than have it taken from me.

And now the men at the other table in the room caught and held my attention. With the exception of Alonzo Berners, whom the others had picked up on the street, they were a hard-looking lot. One did not think of them as desperate fellows. They were of the sort one saw hanging about the places of Hinky Dink, Bathhouse John or of Conners, the gray wolf, men famous in Chicago at that time, sullen fellows without money, by no means desperate but hangers-on of the desperate, fellows who robbed full of fright at their own temerity but the more dangerous sometimes because of their fears.

I looked at them and at the man who had fallen into their clutches and who was now spending his money upon them and at the same moment they seemed to have become aware of my presence. Sullen eyes looked at me sullenly. I was not of their world. Was I a fly cop? Their eyes threatened. “If you are a fly cop or are in any way connected with the man we have so fortunately picked up, a man quite apparently helplessly drunk and having money, you had better be minding your business. As a matter of fact it would be well for you to get out of here.”

I returned the stare directed at me and hesitated a moment. The sick drunken man sitting among the others had a large roll of bills held in his left hand that hung at his side, and his right elbow was on the table.

What a look of suffering in his face! From time to time the others ordered drinks brought from the bar and the sick man took a bill from the roll and threw it on the table. When the change was brought by the bartender one of his companions put it in his pocket. They were taking turns, it was apparent, in robbing the man and as I looked an idea came to me. Was it true that the bartender, a more out-and-out fellow than the others, was disgusted at this slow and Comparatively painless method of committing robbery? Did I see in his eyes a kind of sympathy for the man being robbed?

It was a ticklish moment for me. Having been thinking so grandiloquently of Cæsar Borgia, Lorenzo the Magnificent and other grand and courageous personages of my world of books, having just been gazing at my own hands and wondering why they would not or could not do some act of personal courage that would make me think better of myself, having these thoughts, I of a sudden wanted to rescue the man with the roll of bills but I did not want to make a fool of myself. I have always wanted not to be a fool and have been a fool so often!

I had decided to perform a certain act and at the same time began laughing at myself, not thinking I would be foolish enough to attempt it. One of these conflicts between myself, as I live in my fancy, and myself as I exist in fact, that have been going on in me since I was a child had now started. It is the sort of thing that makes autobiography, even of the halfplayful sort I am now attempting, so difficult to manage. One wants to treat oneself as a person of more dignity and worth than one has the courage to attempt. Among advertising men with whom I later associated we managed things better. We took turns doing what we called “staging” each other. I was to speak highly of Smith who in turn did the same of me. The trick is not unknown to literary men, but it is difficult to manage in autobiography. The self of the fancy persists in laughing at the self of fact and does it sometimes at unfortunate moments. Also the fancy is a great liar. How often later, when I became a man of business, I did in fancy some shrewd or notable act that was never done in fact at all, but that seemed so real that it was difficult not to believe in it as a fact. I had been talking with a certain man and later thought of a number of brilliant things I might have said. Then I met a friend and told him of the conversation, putting the brilliant things in. The story several times repeated became a part of the history of my life and nothing would have later so amazed me as to have been compelled to face the facts of the conversation and the figure I had cut in it.

Was the thing I now thought myself about to do in the saloon a fact or was it but another of the fanciful acts, created in my own imagination, I might and no doubt would later relate as a fact? Would it not be better not to attempt to rescue the man in the room and later just to say I had and in the end make myself believe I had?

There was little doubt I could do the thing more gaudily in fancy. The place in which I sat was in a part of the city little frequented at night. Near it were only vacant lots and rows of dark and now empty factory buildings. It was unlikely there were any policemen in the neighborhood and in case of need and if a policeman did appear what sort of fellow was he likely to be — a fellow really appointed to the district to knock aside such interfering fools as myself? As for the men seated at the table, if they were cowards it was unlikely the bartender was one.

I kept smiling to myself, at my own thoughts, at my trick of always threshing my acts out in advance and in the end doing nothing except to create later the fiction of an act performed. “My book reading and my conversations with such fellows as Judge Turner are making a bigger fool of me than I need be,” I told myself, still looking at the empty hands lying on the table before me. What really empty things they were, ‘those same hands of mine. They had never grasped anything, never fulfilled any purpose for me. So many fingers, so many pads of flesh in the palms, so many little muscles to grasp things, to lay hold of some situation, to drive a knife into an enemy, to lift a friend, to make love to a woman, hands to become servants of the brain and to make their owner something other than a meaningless thing of words and fancies drifting through life with millions of other meaningless men. I really thought at that time I had a brain. It is an illusion that I believe almost everyone has.

In disgust of myself my eyes stopped looking at my empty hands ‘and looked instead about the room. What seemed to me a stream of deliciously romantic notions now came. There was no doubt the man sitting with the crew from the city’s underworld was very ill. One might have said he was about to die. A chalky pallor had spread over his face and except for his eyes everything about his face and figure expressed utter weariness. It was so people looked when they were about to die, when they were through with life, done for, glad to throw life aside.

The face and figure of the man were like that but the eyes were not. They were alive and only seemed curious and puzzled. As they looked at me from out the pale face I had the curious illusion of a voice speaking, speaking as though out of a coffin or a cavern.

Now the man’s eyes were looking from my eyes to the eyes of the bartender. Was there something commanding in them? Had the sick man, in his helpless position, the power to command the two men in the room who might conceivably be of use to him? The man had been drunk for several days, and now he was not drinking but the poison from the vile stuff he had taken had permeated his system. The same eyes had looked at the men among whom he sat and his brain had come to a decision concerning them. Men’s eyes could be impersonal sometimes. The other men at the table were of no value, had been thrown aside as useless. One fancied a thin sick body going on for days, eyes not looking about, eyes alive in a corner of the head of a man waiting for a moment of sanity.

And now they command. The sick man was not afraid, as in his place I would have been. There was no fear in the eyes that now looked at me so steadily. It might be the man did not mind the fact that he was about to be robbed and perhaps his body had known so much pain that the additional pain of a beating would not too much matter.

As for myself I was thinking beyond my own depths, thinking of certain things as possible in another that could never have been possible in myself. I was a coward trying to think the thoughts of a brave man. From the very moment when I first became aware of the actuality of the man Alonzo Berners I began doing something I had never done before, I began to live in another, suffer in another, love another perhaps.

If the man’s eyes were issuing a command what did he want? I grew resentful. What right had he to command me? Did he think me a fool? Unconsciously I had begun to resist a command. “I won’t. You got yourself into this pickle, now get yourself out.”

What a plague to have an imagination! It seemed to me a kind of wordless conversation, something after the following manner, now began between myself, the bartender and the man at the table.

From the bloodshot eyes of the bartender leaning over his bar words were now coming. I leaned forward to listen.

“Ah! Bah! I do not like this affair. You have fallen into the hands of these cheap thugs and from the looks of you I should say you are a rather decent sort. To me, situated as I am in life, that would not make any difference if the men robbing you were fellows I could respect. If any one of a dozen men I know chose to hit you over the head and throw your body into the river I would not lift a hand to prevent it. As the matter stands I think I will. I do not fancy these dogs you are with eating so fat a calf. As for myself you are not fair game. Poor chap, you are sick. I cannot leave my job here but the fellow over there at the table will take you away. Speak to him. He will do as you wish.”

What a chattering of unheard voices my imagination had created in the room!

Words from the living eyes of the sick man.

“It does not matter about being robbed. If these men beat or kill me it does not matter. The point is I am tired now.” The eyes smiled.

And now the man at the table was looking directly at me and his words, created, you understand in my fancy, were directed at me. “Well, come on lad. Lift me up in your arms and carry me home. It is only because you are young and inexperienced you are afraid.”


NOTE XII
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“AFRAID?” IT WAS only because I was so thoroughly afraid I now arose from my seat and went toward the sick man. As for the imagined voices I did not believe in them. Did I not know the tricks of my own fancy and did the man think I was going to be fool enough to risk my hide for a stranger? It is true, had I been a man of physical courage, I might, without too great risk, have gone over to the table and snatched the roll of bills out of the sick man’s hands. When it came right down to it I could at the moment use such a roll of bills very handily. Had I been a man of courage I might have gone blustering and swaggering to the table and bluffed everyone in the place but being, as I knew I was, a coward did the man sitting there think I was going to risk my hide for him?

I moved slowly toward the table, all the time laughing at myself and telling myself I was not going to do what I was at the same time obviously doing and the bartender coming from behind the bar with a hammer in his hand fell in behind me. I could see the hammer from a corner of my eye. Well, he was going to hit me with it. In a moment more my head would be crushed and, as would be quite plain to any man of sense, I would only be getting what I deserved. What a confounded fool! I was terribly frightened and at the same time there was a smile on my lips. My appearance at the moment must have been disconcerting to the men at the table.

They were apparently as great fools as myself. As I approached, the sick man, perhaps to free himself from the others, threw the roll of bills carelessly on the table and one of his companions put a large hairy hand over it. Was he also afraid? All of the men were looking intently at me and at the bartender behind me. Were they but waiting to see my head crushed? One of them got rather hesitatingly to his feet and doubling his fist raised it as though to strike me in the face — I had now got within a foot of the sick man — but the blow did not descend.

Reaching down I put my arms about the sick man’s shoulder and half raised him to his feet, the foolish smile still on my face but as I saw he could not stand I prepared to take him in my arms. That would make me quite helpless but I was helpless enough as it was. What did it matter? “If I am going to be slugged I might as well be slugged doing something,” I thought.

I lifted the man as gently as I could, placing the slender body over my shoulder and waiting for the blows that were to descend upon me but at that very moment the hand of the bartender reached over and snatching the roll of bills from under the hand on the table put it in my pocket.

All was done in silence and in silence, with Alonzo Berners slung over my shoulder, I walked to the door and to West Madison Street where there were lights and people passing up and down. At the corner I put him down and looking back saw the bartender standing at the door of his establishment watching. Was he laughing? I fancied he was. And one might also fancy he was keeping the others bluffed in the room until I had got safely away. I stood at the corner beside the sick man, who leaned helplessly against my legs, and waited for a cab that would take me to a railroad station. Already I had taken letters from his pocket and knew where he lived. He seemed unable to speak. “He will probably die on the way and then I’ll be in a hell of a mess,” I kept saying to myself after I had got with him into the day coach of a train.


NOTE XIII
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MY ADVENTURE WITH Alonzo Berners came to an end after I had been at his house for a week and during the week nothing I can set down as notable happened at all and later I was told he was dead, that he had again got drunk in the city of Chicago and had fallen or had been knocked off a bridge into the Chicago River where he drowned. There was the house on the hillside and the garden. During my visit to the house the elder Berners worked in the garden or sat with me boasting of the horse Peter Point and found in me a sympathetic audience. I have always understood horses better than men. It’s easier.

I sat in the garden listening to the talk of the men who came to see Alonzo Berners, rode with him once in his buggy or went into town to walk by myself or to listen to some tale told by the sailor who managed the store. The sister, who on the night of my arrival had treated me coldly — no doubt strange characters had come to the Berners house on the same mission that had brought me and also no doubt she was in terrible fear when Alonzo was away on one of his helpless debauches — the sister later treated me with the silent kindliness characteristic of her.

Nothing happened at all during my visit and Alonzo Berners did not during the whole time say a notable thing that I could later remember and that I can now quote to explain my feeling for him.

Nothing happened but that I was puzzled as I had never been before. There was something in the very walls of the Berners house that excited and when I had gone to bed at night I did not sleep. Notions came. Odd exciting fancies kept me awake. As I have explained I was then young and had quite made up my mind about men and life. Men and women were divided into two classes containing a few shrewd wise people and many fools. I was trying very hard to place myself among the wise and shrewd ones. The Berners family I could not place in either of these classifications and in particular Alonzo Berners puzzled and disconcerted me.

Was there a force in life of which I knew nothing at all and was this force exemplified in the person of the man I had picked up in a Chicago saloon?

At night as I lay in my bed new ideas, new impulses, came flocking. There was a man in the house with me, a man fairly worshiped by others and for no reason I could understand but wanted to understand. His very living in the house had done something to it, to the very wall of the house, so that anyone coming into the place, sleeping between the walls, was affected. Could it be that the man Alonzo Berners simply loved the people about him and the places in which they lived and had that love become a force in itself affecting the very air people breathed? Sometimes in the afternoons when there was no one about I went through the rooms of the house looking curiously about. There was a chair here and a table there. On the table lay a book. Was there also in the house a kind of fragrance? Why did the sunlight fall with such a pronounced golden glory on the faded carpet on the floor of Alonzo Berner’s room?

Questions invaded my mind and I was young and skeptical, wanting to believe in the power of the mind, wanting to believe in the power of intellectual force, terribly afraid of sentimentality in myself and in others.

Was I afraid also of people who had the power of loving, of giving themselves? Was I afraid of the power of unasking love in myself and in others?

That I should be afraid of anything in the realm of the spirit, that there should perhaps be a force in the world I did not understand, could not understand, irritated me profoundly.

As the week advanced my irritation grew and I have never had any doubt at all that Alonzo Berners knew of it. He said nothing and when I went away he had nothing to say. I spent the days of that week in his presence, saw the men who came to visit him and whom I thought I understood well enough and then at night went to my bed and did not sleep. I was like one tortured by a desire for conversion to something like the love of God, by a desire to love and be loved and sometimes in the night I lay in my bed like a very lovelorn maiden and sometimes I grew angry and walked up and down in the moonlight in my room swearing and shaking my fist at the shadows that flitted across the walls in the moonlight.

It was two o’clock of the morning of one of the last nights I spent in the house and I let myself out at the kitchen door and went for a walk, going down along the hillside to the town and through the newer town to the older place by the river. The moon was shining and all was hushed and silent. What a quiet night! “I will give myself over to these new impulses,” I thought, and so went along thinking thoughts that had never before come into my head.

Could it be that force, all power was disease, that man on his way up from savagery and having discovered the mind and its uses had gone a little off his head in using his new toy? I had always been drawn toward horses dogs and other animals and among people had cared most for simple folk who made no pretense of having an intellect, workmen who in spite of the handicaps put in their way by modern life still loved the materials in which they worked, who loved the play of hands over materials, who followed instinctively a force outside themselves — they felt to be greater and more worthy than themselves — women who gave themselves to physical experiences with grave and fine abandon, all people in fact who lived for something outside themselves, for materials in which they worked, for people other than themselves, things over which they made no claim of ownership.

Was I, who thought of myself as a young man having no morality now face to face with a new morality? In the fifteenth century man had discovered man. Had man later been lost to man? Was Alonzo Berners simply one who loved his fellows and was he by that token stronger in his weakness, more notable in his obscure Illinois village life than all these great and powerful ones I had been following with my own mind across the pages of history?

There was no doubt I was in a magnificent mood and that I enjoyed it and when I got to the old town I went and stood by a small brick building that had once been a residence but was now a cowshed. In a near-by house a child cried and a man and a woman awoke from sleep and talked for a time in low hushed voices. Two dogs came and discovered me where I stood in the silence. As I remained unmoved they did not know what to make of their discovery. At first they barked and then they wagged their tails, and then, as I continued to ignore them, they went away looking offended. “You are not treating us fairly,” they seemed to be saying.

“And they are something like myself,” I thought, looking at the dusty road on which the soft moonlight was falling and smiling at nothingness.

I had suddenly an odd, and to my own seeming a ridiculous desire to abase myself before something not human and so stepping into the moonlit road I knelt in the dust. Having no God, the gods having been taken from me by the life about me, as a personal God has been taken from all modern men by a force within that man himself does not understand but that is called the intellect, I kept smiling at the figure I cut in my own eyes as I knelt in the road and as I had smiled at the figure I had cut in the Chicago saloon when I went with such an outward show of indifference to the rescue of Alonzo Berners.

There was no God in the sky, no God in myself, no conviction in myself that I had the power to believe in a God, and so I merely knelt in the dust in the silence and no words came to my lips.

Did I worship merely the dust under my knees? There was the coincidence as there is always the coincidence. The symbol flashed into my mind. A child cried again in a near-by house and I presume some traditional feeling come down from old tellers of tales took possession of me. My fancy played with the figure of myself in the ridiculous position into which I had got and I thought of the wise men of old times who were reputed to have come to worship at the feet of another crying babe in an obscure place. How grand! The wise men of an older time had followed a star to a cowshed. Was I becoming wise? Smiling at myself and with also a kind of contempt of myself and my own sentimentality I half decided I would try to devote myself to something, give my life a purpose. “Why not to another effort at the rediscovery of man by man?” I thought rather grandly, getting up and beating the dust off my knees, the while I continued the trick I had learned of pointing the laughing finger of scorn at myself. I laughed at myself but all the time kept thinking of the occasional flashes of laughter that came from the drawn lips of Alonzo Berners. Why was his laughter freer and more filled with joy than my own?


NOTE XIV
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WAR, LEISURE AND the South!

The leisure was not too much cut across “by the hours spent in drills and manœuvres and the other duties of a soldier. Here was a life in which everything was physical, the mind on a vacation and the imagination having leisure to play while the body worked. One’s individuality became lost and one became part of something wholly physical, vast, strong, capable of being fine and heroic, capable of being brutal and cruel.

One’s body was a house in which had lived two, three, perhaps ten or twelve personalities. The fancy became the head of the house and swept the body away into some absurd adventure or the mind took charge and laid down laws. These then were in turn driven out of the house by physical desire, by the lustful self. Dumb nights of walking city streets, wanting women, wanting to touch with the hands lovely things.

“Dust and ashes!” So you creak it and I want the heart to scold.

Dear dead women, with such hair, too. — What’s become of all the gold Used to hang and brush their bosoms?

All gone now, that kind of imaginings, for the time anyway. In the distance, beckoning, the women of the southern island, the dark Cuban women. Would they like us when we came, we American lads, in our brown clothes? Would they take us as lovers, we the land’s deliverers?

Long days of marching. We were in a forest of the South where once our fathers had fought a great battle. Everywhere camps among the trees and the ground worn hard as bricks by the constant tramping of feet. In the morning one awoke with five other men in a tent. There was morning roll call standing shoulder to shoulder. “Corporal Smith!”

“Here!”

“Corporal Anderson!”

“Here!” Then breakfast out of flat tin dishes and the falling into line for hours of drill.

Out from under the trees into a wide field we went, the southern sun pouring down on us and presently the back tired, the legs tired. One sank into a half-dead state. This did not signify battles, killing other men. The men with whom one marched were comrades, feeling the same weariness, obeying the same commands, being molded with oneself into something apart from oneself. We were being hardened, whipped into shape. For what? Well, never mind. Take what is before you! You have come out from under the shadow of the factory, the sun shines. The tall boys marching with you were raised in the same town with yourself. Now they are all silent, marching, marching. Times of adventure ahead. You and they will see strange people, hear strange tongues spoken.

The Spaniards, eh! You know of them from books? Stout Cortez, silent upon his peak in Darien. Dark cruel eyes, dark swaggering men — in one’s fancy. In the fancy picture ships coming suddenly up out of the western seas, bearing gold, bearing dark, adventurous men.

Is one going to fight such men, with one’s comrades, some thousands of such men? Tall boys from an Ohio town, baseball players, clerks in stores, Eddie Sanger over there who got Nell Brinker into trouble and was made to marry her at the point of a shotgun; Tom Means, who was once sent to the state reform farm; Harry Bacon, who got religion when the evangelist came to preach in the Methodist Church but got over it afterward — are these men to become killers, to try to kill Spaniards, who will try to kill them?

Now, never mind! There is before you now but the marching for long hours with all these men. Here is something your mind has always been groping about trying to understand, the physical relation of man to man, of man to woman, of woman to woman. The mind is ugly when the flesh does not come in too. The flesh is ugly when the mind is put out of the house that is the body. Is the flesh ugly now? No, this is something special. This is something felt.

Suppose a man spend certain months, not thinking consciously, letting himself be swept along by other men, with other men, feeling the weariness of a thousand other men’s legs in his own legs, desiring with others, fearing with the others, being brave sometimes with the others. By such an experience can one gain knowledge of the others and of oneself too?

Comrades loved! Never mind now the thoughts of the hour of killing. One gets little enough. Take what is offered. And the killing may not come. Let the Roosevelts and others of that sort, the men of action, talk and think now of the hour of action, of the drawn sword, the pointed gun, victory, defeat, glory, bloody fields. You are not a general or a statesman. Take the thing before you, the physical marching fact of an army of which you are a part.

There is just the possibility that you are yourself a disease and that you may be cured here. This tremendous physical experience may cure you of the disease of yourself. Can one lose oneself utterly, become as nothing, become but a part of something, the state, the army? The army is something physical and actual while the state is nothing. The state exists but in men’s minds and imaginations and you have let your own imagination rule in your house too long. Let this young body of yours, so straight, so fair, so strong, let it have full possession of the house now. The imagination may play now over fields, over mountain tops if it please. “We are coming, Father Abraham, a hundred thousand strong!” You have forced your fancy to grovel in factory dust too long. Let it go now. You are nothing, so many little pounds of flesh and bone, a small unit in a vast thing that is marching, marching — the army. Blossoms on apple trees, sap in the branches of trees, a single head of wheat in a vast wheat field, eh?

All day long the march goes on and dust gathers in little circles about the eyes of weary men. A thin sharp voice is heard, an impersonal voice. It is speaking, not to you, not to one man only, but to a thousand men. “Fours right into line.”

“Fours right into line!” You have so wanted that, have so hungered for it. Has not your whole life been filled with a vague indefinite desire to wheel into some vast line with all the others you have known and seen?

It is enough! The legs respond. Tears sometimes gather in the eyes at the thought of being able, without question, to do some one thing with thousands of others, with comrades.


NOTE XV
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I HAD ENLISTED for a soldier shortly after my visit to Alonzo Berners and because I was broke and could see no other way to avoid going back into a factory. The voices crying out for war with Spain, for the freeing of Cuba, I had heard not at all but there had been a voice within myself that was plain and clear enough and I did not believe there was danger of many battles being fought. The glory of Spain, read about in the books, was dead. We had old Spain at a disadvantage, poor old woman. The situation was unique. America, the young and swaggering giant of the West had been fortunate. She had not been compelled to face, on the field of battle, the giant of the Old World in the days of her Old World strength. Now the young western giant was going to assert himself and it would be like taking pennies from a child, like robbing an old gypsy woman in a vacant lot at night after a fair. The newspapers might call into service Stephen Crane, Richard Harding Davis, all the writers of battle tales trying to work up the illusion of a great war about to be fought, but no one believed, no one was afraid. In the camps the soldiers laughed. Songs were being sung. To the soldiers the Spaniards were something like performers in a circus to which the American boys had been invited. It was said they had bells on their hats, wore swords and played guitars under the windows of ladies’ bedrooms at night.

America wanted heroes and I thought I would enjoy being a hero and so I did not enlist for a soldier in Chicago, where I was unknown and my rushing to my country’s aid might have passed unnoticed, but sent off a wire to the captain of militia of my home town in Ohio and got on a train to go there. Alonzo Berners had pressed upon me a loan of a hundred dollars but I did not want to spend any of it for railroad fare so beat my way homeward on a freight train and even the hoboes with whom I sat in an empty freight car treated me with respect as though I were already the hero of a hundred hard-fought battles. At a station twenty miles from home I bought a new suit of clothes, a new hat, neckties and even a walking stick. My home town would want to think I had given up a lucrative position in the city to answer my country’s call, they would want a Cincinnatus dropping his plow handles, and why should I not give them the best imitation I could manage? What I achieved was something between a bank clerk and an actor out of work.

I was received with acclaim. Never before that time or since have I had a personal triumph and I liked it. When, with the others of my company, I marched away to the railroad station to entrain for war the entire town turned out and cheered. Girls ran out of houses to kiss us and old veterans of the Civil War — they had known that of battles we would never know — stood with tears in their eyes.

To the young factory hand of the cities — that was myself, as I now remember myself at that moment — it was grand and glorious. There has always been a kind of shrewdness and foxiness in me and I could not convince myself that Spain, clinging to its old traditions, old guns, old ships, could offer much resistance to the strong young nation now about to attack and I could not get over the feeling that I was going off with many others on a kind of glorious national picnic. Very well, if I was to be given credit for being a hero I could not see why I should object.

And then the camp at the edge of a southern city under forest trees, the physical hardening process that I instinctively liked. I have always enjoyed with a kind of intoxicating gusto any physical use of my body out in the sun and wind. In the army it brought me untroubled sleep at night, physical delight in my own body, the drunkenness of physical well-being and often in my tent at night, after a long day of drilling and when the others slept, I rolled quietly out under the tent flap and lay on my back on the ground, looking at the stars seen through the branches of trees. About me many thousands of men were sleeping and along a guard line, somewhere over there in the darkness, guards were walking up and down. Was it a kind of vast child’s play? The guards were pretending the army was in danger, why should not my own imagination play for a time?

How strong my body felt! I stretched and threw my arms above my head. For a time my fancy played with the notion of becoming a great general. Why might not Napoleon in his boyhood have been just such a fellow as myself? I had read somewhere that he had had an inclination to be a scribbler. I fancied the army, of which I was a part, hemmed in on all sides by untold thousands of fierce Spaniards. No one could think what to do and so I (Corporal Anderson) was sent for. The Americans were in the same position the French revolutionists had been in when young Napoleon appeared and with “a whiff of grapeshot” took the destinies of a nation in his hands. Oh, I had read my Carlyle and knew something also of Machiavelli and his Prince. Aha! In fancy also I could be a great and cruel conqueror. The American army was surrounded by untold thousands of fierce Spaniards but in the American army was myself. This was my hour. I sat up on the ground outside the tent where my comrades were sleeping and in the darkness gave quick and accurate orders. Certain ones of my soldiers were to make a sortie. I did not quite know what a sortie was but anyway why not have one made? It would create a diversion, give my marvelous mind time to work. And now it was done and I began to fling bunches of troops here and there. My courier sprang upon a swift horse and rode away in the darkness. In his tent the Spanish commander was feasting — and here I, being a true Anglo-Saxon, must needs make out that the imaginary Spaniard was something of a monster. He was half drunk in his tent and was surrounded by concubines. Ah! he is sure to have concubines about and is proud and sure of victory but little does he know of me, the sleepless one. Grand phrases, grand ideas, flocking like birds! Now the Spanish commander has shown his true nature. A young boy comes to bring him wine and trips, spilling a little of the wine on the commander’s uniform. He arises and unsheathing his sword plunges it into the little boy’s breast. All are aghast. The Spaniards all stand aghast, and at that very moment I, like an avenging angel, and followed by thousands of pure clean-living Americans (Anglo-Saxon Americans, let it be understood), I swoop down upon him.

At the time of which I am writing America had not learned as it did during the World War that in order to stamp out brutal militarism it is best to adopt brutal militarism, teach it to our sons, do everything possible to brutalize our own people. During the World War I am told boys and young men in the training camps were made to attack with the bayonet dummy figures of men and were even told to grunt as they plunged the bayonet into the figure. Everything possible was done to brutalize the imaginations of the young men, but in our war— “my war” I find myself calling it at times — we had not yet carried our education that far. There was as yet a childish belief in democracy. Men even supposed that the purpose of democracy was to raise free men who could think for themselves, act for themselves in an emergency. The modern idea of the standardization of men had not taken hold and was even thought to be inimical to the very notion of democracy. And we had not learned yet, as we did later, that when an army is to be organized you must split your men up, so that no man knows his fellows, that you must not have officers coming from the same towns as their soldiers, that everything must be made as machine-like and impersonal as possible.

And so there we were, just boys from an Ohio country town with officers from the same town in a wood in the South being made into soldiers and I am much afraid not taking the whole affair too seriously. We were heroes and we accepted the fact. It was enough. In the southern cities ladies invited us to dine at their houses on our days off in town. The captain of our company had been a janitor of a public building back in Ohio, the first lieutenant was a celery raiser on a small farm near our town and the second lieutenant had been a knife grinder in a cutlery factory.

* * * *

In the camp I marched with the others for several hours each day and in the evening went with some other young soldier for a walk in the wood or in the streets of a southern city. There was a kind of drunkenness of comradeship. So many men so like oneself, doing the same thing with oneself. As for the officers — well, it was to be admitted that in military affairs they knew more than ourselves but there their superiority ended. It would be just as well for none of them to attempt to put on too much side when we were not drilling or were not on actual military duty. The war would soon be over and after a time we would all be going back home. An officer might conceivably “get away” with some sort of injustice for the moment — but a year from now, when we were all at home again.... Did the fool want to take the chance of four or five huskies giving him a beating some night in an alleyway?

The constant marching and manoeuvring was a kind of music in the legs and bodies of men. No man is a single thing, physical or mental. The marching went on and on. The physical ruled. There was a vast slow rhythm, out of the bodies of many thousands of men, always going on and on. It got into one’s body. There was a kind of physical drunkenness produced. He who weakened was laughed at by his comrades and the weakness went away or he disappeared. One was afloat on a vast sea of men. There was a kind of music on the surface of the sea. The music was a part of oneself. One was oneself a part of the music. One’s body, moving in rhythm with all these other bodies, made the music. What was an officer? What was a man? An officer was but one out of whose throat came a voice.

The army moved across a great open field. One’s body was tired but happy with an odd new kind of happiness. The mind did not torture the body, asking questions. The body was moved by a power outside itself and as for the fancy, it played freely, far, freely and widely, over oceans, over mountain tops too.

Beyond him not the ghost of shores, 

Beyond him only shoreless seas.

And now the voice and the words, caught up and repeated by other voices, harsh voices, tired voices, thin high pitched voices.

Fours right into line — 

Fours right into line 

Three young men having run the guard line together are walking along a dark road toward a southern city. In the city and later when they have stood on street corners and walked through the section of the city where only Negroes live — being Ohio boys and fascinated by the strangeness of the notion of a race thus set aside — they go into a saloon where they sit drinking beer. They discuss their officers, the position of the officer in relation to his men. “I think it’s all right,” says a doctor’s son. “Ed and Dug are all right. They have to live off by themselves and act as though they were something special, kind of grand and wise and gaudy. It’s a kind of bluff, I guess, that has to be kept up, only I should think it would be kind of tough on them. I should think they might get to feeling they were something special and get themselves into a mess.”

And now Ed, the raiser of celery, comes into the saloon. He is saving all he can of his officer’s pay hoping to buy a few additional acres of land when he gets back home and he doesn’t much like spending money. He sees the three sitting there and wants to join them but hesitates. Then he calls to me and he and I go off together along a street and into another saloon.

The celery raiser is a devout Catholic and he and I get into a discussion. I have some money and am buying the beer and so it goes on for a long time. I speak of the feeling I have when I have marched for a long time in rhythm with many other men and Ed nods his head. “It’s the same way I feel about the Church,” he says. “That’s just the way we Catholics get to feeling about the Church.”

At the camp Ed, being an officer, can walk boldly in but I, being but a corporal and having gone off to town without leave, must creep along the guard line to where a fellow from my own town is stationed. “Who goes there?” he demands sternly; and “Ah, cut it Will, you big boob. Don’t make such a racket,” I answer as I go past him and creep away in the darkness to my tent.

And now I am in the tent, awake beside five sleeping men and I am filled with drinks and thinking of war. What a strange idea that men should need a war to throw many of them for a time into a common mood. Is there unison only in hatred? I do not believe it but the idea fascinates me. Men form a democracy but in the end must throw the democracy aside in order to make the army that shall protect and preserve democracy. The guard and myself creeping past him to my tent are as soldiers a little absurd. Is all feeling of comradeship, of brotherhood between many men, a little absurd?


BOOK THREE


NOTE I
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“THERE IS NO lighter burden, nor more agreeable, than a pen. Other pleasures fail us, or wound us while they charm; but the pen we take up with rejoicing and lay down with satisfaction, for it has the power to advantage not only its lord and master, but many others as well, even though they be far away — sometimes, indeed, though they be not born for thousands of years to come. I believe I speak but the strict truth when I claim that as there is none among earthly delights more noble than literature, so there is none so lasting, none gentler, or more faithful; there is none which accompanies its possessor through the vicissitudes of life at so small cost of effort or anxiety.”

                    — Petrarch’s letter to Boccaccio.

I ONCE knew a devout smoker who went to spend the winter in Havana and when he had got there and was unpacking his trunk he began to laugh, realizing suddenly that he had packed the trunk half full of boxes of cigars, and I have myself on more than one occasion when going from one city to another on some affair of business carried with me thousands of sheets of paper, fearing, I presume, that all the stationers in the new place had died. The fear of finding myself without paper, ink or pencils is a kind of disease with me and it is with a good deal of effort only that I restrain myself from stealing such articles whenever I am left unobserved in a store or in someone’s house. In houses where I live for some time I cache small stores of paper as a squirrel stores nuts and at one time in my life I had forcibly to be separated, by a considerate friend, from something like half a bushel of lead pencils I had for a long time carted about with me in a bag. There were enough pencils in the bag to have rewritten the history of mankind.

To the writer of prose, who loves his craft, there is nothing in the world so satisfying as being in the presence of great stacks of clean white sheets. The feeling is indescribably sweet and cannot be compared with any reaction to be got from sheets on which one has already scribbled. The written sheets are already covered with one’s faults and oh, it is seldom indeed these sentences, scrawled across these sheets, can compare with what was intended! One has been walking in a street and has been much alive. What stories the faces in the streets tell! How significant the faces of the houses! The walls of the houses are brushed away by the force of the imagination and one sees and feels all of the life within. What a universal giving away of secrets! Everything is felt, everything known. Physical life within one’s own body comes to an end of consciousness. The life outside oneself is all, everything.

Now for the pen or the pencil and paper and I shall make you feel this thing I now feel — ah, just that boy there and what is in his soul as he runs to look in at the window of the neighboring house in the early evening light; just what that woman is thinking as she sits on the porch of that other house holding the babe in her arms; just the dark, brooding thing in the soul of that laborer going homeward under those trees. He is getting old and was born an American. Why did he not rise in the world and become the owner or at least the superintendent of a factory and own an automobile?

Aha! You do not know, but I do. You wait now, I shall tell you. I have felt all, everything. In myself I have no existence. Now I exist only in these others.

I have run home to my room and have lighted a light. Words flow. What has happened? Bah! Such tame, unutterably dull stuff! There was something within me, truth, facility, the color and smell of things. Why, I might have done something here. Words are everything. I swear to you I have not lost my faith in words.

Do I not know? While I walked in the street there were such words came, in ordered array! I tell you what — words have color, smell; one may sometimes feel them with the fingers as one touches the cheek of a child.

There is no reason at all why I should not have been able, by the instrumentality of these little words, why I should not have been able to give you the very smell of the little street wherein I just walked, made you feel just the way the evening light fell over the faces of the houses and the people — the half moon through the branches of that old cherry tree that was all but dead but that had the one branch alive, the branch that touched the window where the boy stood with his foot up, lacing his shoe. And there was the dog sleeping in the dust of the road and making a little whining sound out of his dreams and the girl on a nearby street who was learning to ride a bicycle. She could not be seen but her two young brothers laughed loudly every time she fell to the pavement.

These the materials of the story-writer’s craft, these and the little words that must be made to run into sentences and paragraphs; now slow and haltingly, now quickly, swiftly, now singing like a woman’s voice in a dark house in a dark street at midnight, now viciously, threateningly, like wolves running in a winter forest of the North.

Oh! This unutterable rot spoken sometimes about writing. “One is to consider the morals of the people who read, one is to please or amuse the people with these words and sentences. One lives in an age when there is much talk of service — to automobile owners, to riders on trains, to buyers of packages of food in stores. Is no one to do service to the little words, the words with which we make love, defend ourselves with lies after we have killed the friend who stole the woman we wanted — the words with which we bury our dead, comfort our friend, with which we are in the end to tell each other, if we may, all the secrets of our dreams and hopes?

I am servant to the words. Are you to tell me what words I shall put aside and not write? Are you to be the master of my mood, caught from yourself perhaps as you walked in the street and I saw you when you did not see me and when you were more sweet and true in all your bearing than you have ever been before, or when alas you were more vicious and cruel. Bah! The words I have put here on this paper!

But there are the clean sheets, the unwritten sheets. On them I shall write daringly, boldly and truly — to-morrow.

The writer has just come from the stationer’s, where he has got him a fresh supply of sheets. He had money with him and bought five thousand. Ah, the weight of them on the arm as he walked off along a street to his own house. Four thousand nine hundred and ninety-nine times he may destroy the sheet on which he has been writing and there, lying before him, will be again the fresh white surface.

Makers of paper, I exclude you from all the curses I have heaped upon manufacturers when I have walked in the street breathing coal dust and smoke. I have heard your industry kills fish in rivers. Let them be killed. Fishermen are, in any event, noisy lying brutes. Last night I dreamed I had been made Pope and that I had issued a bull, excommunicating all owners of factories, consigning them to burn everlastingly in hell, but ah, I left you out of my curses, you busy makers of paper. Those who made paper at a low price and in vast quantities somewhere up in the forests of Canada, I sainted. There was one man — I invented him — named Saint John P. Belger, who furnished paper to indigent writers of prose free of charge. For virtue I put him, in my dream, almost on a level with Saint Francis of Assisi.

And now the writer has got to his room and has stacked the bundles of paper on the desk where he sits to write. He goes to a window and throws it open and there is a man passing. Who is the man?

The writer does not know but is tempted to throw a dish or a chair at his head, merely to show his contempt of the world. “Take that mankind! Go to Hades! Have I not five thousand sheets?”

It is without doubt a moment! In my boyhood I knew an old woodworker who on Sundays went ta walk alone in a forest. Once I was lying on my back by a clump of bushes and saw his actions when he thought there was no one about.

What has mankind, in America, not missed because men do not know, or are forgetting, what the old workman knew? There was Sandro Botticelli who knew. He was in danger once of becoming married to a woman but at the critical moment he fled. All night he ran in the streets of Florence wrestling with himself and in the end won the victory. The woman was not to come between him and his surfaces, those cathedral walls, those dumb strips of canvas on which he was to paint — not all his dreams — what he could of his dreams. Nothing was to come between him and his materials.

The old woodworker in the forest approached a living tree and then walked away. He went close again and let his eye travel up along the tree’s trunk. Then, hesitatingly, lovingly he touched the tree with his fingers. That was all. It was enough.

It was the workman en rapport with his materials. Oh, there is a feeling in the breasts of men that will not die. Ages come and go, but always the feeling is alive, haltingly, in the breasts of the few. To the workman his materials are as the face of his God seen over the rim of the world. His materials are the promise of the coming of God to the workman.

Ford factories cannot kill the love of materials in the workmen and always and in the end the love of materials and tools in the workmen will kill the Fords. Standardization is a phase. It will pass. The tools and materials of the workmen cannot always remain cheap and foul. Some day the workmen will come back to their materials, out of the sterile land of standardization. If the machine is to survive it will come again under the dominance of the hands of workmen, as it already no doubt is doing, in a hundred, perhaps a thousand unknown places. The day of re-discovery of man by man may not be so far off as we fancy. Has there not been, in our own time, a slackening of the impulse toward purely material ends? Has not the cry for success and material growth become already a bore to the average American?

These the thoughts of a man. To the boy lying in the silent place on the Sunday afternoon long ago and seeing the old workman touching so tenderly the tree that he dreamed might some day become the materials of his craft no such thoughts.

What happened? Just a tightening of the cords of the boy’s body. There was an inclination to be at the same time sad and full of joy. A door had been jerked open by the hand of the workman but the boy could not see within the house. He was, I remember, known as something of a “nut” in our town — a silent old chap — and once he went away to work in a city factory but later came back to his own little shop. He was a wagon-maker and the making of wagons by individual workmen lasted out his time. But he had no young workman to whom he taught the love of his trade. That died with him.

Not quite, perhaps. The picture of the old workman and just the way his fingers touched the trunk of a tree on a certain Sunday afternoon and of how, as he walked away along a path, he kept stopping to turn back and take another look at his materials, stayed in a boy’s mind through long years of being smart, of trying mightily to be shrewd and capable in a world where materials did not matter, in the company of workmen vulgarized by the fact that the old workman’s love of materials was unknown to them.

The writer with his sheets in a room. Will he accomplish his purpose? It is sure he will not. And that too is a part of the joy of his fate. Do not pity the workman, you who have succeeded in life. He wants no pity. Before him always there is the unsolved problem, the clean white unwritten sheets, and the workman also knows his moments of surrender, of happiness. There will always be the moments when he is lost in wonder before the possibilities of the materials before him.

As for myself I had been, at the time in my life of which I am now writing a man of business for many years, had been buying and selling, but had all the time been secretly scribbling in my room at night.

During the day I for years wrote advertisements — of soaps, of plows, house paints, incubators for the hatching of chickens.

Was there something hatching in me? With all my scribbling had I something to say? Were there tales I had picked up I might in the end tell truly and well? I had seen and known men and women, going from their homes to their work, going from their work to their homes, had worked with them in offices and shops. On all sides the untold tales looked out at me like living things.

I had bought and sold but had no real interest in buying and selling. All day I wrote advertisements and perhaps the advertisements helped sell So-and-so many dollars’ worth of goods. As I walked homeward through streets, across bridges, I could not remember what I had been writing about.

At times too there was a sharp sense of uncleanliness. In my room the white sheets looked up at me. I remembered the workman seen in the forest in the presence of the tree when I was a boy. “I will launch out upon new adventures,” I said to myself.


NOTE II
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ON AN EVENING of the late summer I got off a train at a growing Ohio industrial town where I had once lived. I was rapidly becoming a middle-aged man. Two years before I had left the place in disgrace. There I had tried to be a manufacturer, a moneymaker, and had failed, and I had been trying and failing ever since. In the town some thousands of dollars had been lost for others. An effort to conform to the standard dreams of the men of my times had failed and in the midst of my disgrace and generally hopeless outlook, as regards making a living, I had been filled with joy at coming to the end of it all. One morning I had left the place afoot, leaving my poor little factory, like an illegitimate child, on another man’s doorstep. I had left, merely taking what money was in my pocket, some eight or ten dollars.

What a moment that leaving had been! To one of the European artists I afterward came to know the situation would have been unbelievably grotesque. Such a man could not have believed in my earnestness about it all and would have thought my feelings of the moment a worked-up thing. I can in fancy hear one of the Frenchmen, Italians or Russians I later knew laughing at me. “Well, but why get so worked up? A factory is a factory, is it not? Why may not one break it like an empty bottle? You have lost some money for others? See the light on that field over there. These others, for whom you lost money, were they compelled to beg in the streets, were their children torn by wolves? What is it you Americans get so excited about when a little money is lost?”

A European artist may not understand but an American will understand. The devil! It is not a question of money. No men are so careless and free with money as the Americans. There is another matter involved.

It strikes rather deeply at the roots of our beings. Childish as it all may have seemed to an older and more sophisticated world, we Americans, from the beginning, have been up to something, or we have wanted to think we were up to something. We came here, or our fathers or grandfathers came here, from a hundred diverse places — and you may be sure it was not the artists who came. Artists do not want to cut down trees, root stumps out of the ground, build towns and railroads. The artist wants to sit with a strip of canvas before him, face an open space on a wall, carve a bit of wood, make combinations of words and sentences, as I am doing now — and try to express to others some thought or feeling of his own. He wants to dream of color, to lay hold of form, free the sensual in himself, live more fully and freely in his contact with the materials before him than he can possibly live in life. He seeks a kind of controlled ecstasy and is a man with a passion, a “nut,” as we love to say in America. And very often, when he is not in actual contact with his materials, he is a much more vain and disagreeable ass than any man, not an artist, could possibly be. As a living man he is almost always a pest. It is only when dead he begins to have value.

The simple truth is that in a European country the artist is more freely accepted than he is among us, and only because he has been longer about. They know how harmless he really is — or rather do not know how subtly dangerous he can be — and accept him only as one might accept a hybrid cross between a dog and a cat that went growling mewing barking and spitting about the house. One might want to kill the first of such strange beasts one sees but after one has seen a dozen and has realized that, like the mule, they cannot breed their own kind one laughs and lets them live, paying no more attention to them than modern France for example pays to its artists.

But in America things are somewhat different. Here something went wrong in the beginning. We pretended to so much and were going to do such great things here. This vast land was to be a refuge for all the outlawed brave foolish folk of the world. The declaration of the rights of man was to have a new hearing in a new place. The devil! We did get ourselves into a bad hole. We were going to be superhuman and it turned out we were sons of men who were not such devilish fellows after all. You cannot blame us that we are somewhat reluctant about finding out the very human things concerning ourselves. One does so hate to come down off the perch.

We are now losing our former feeling of inherent virtue, are permitting ourselves occasionally to laugh at ourselves for our pretensions, but there was a time here when we were sincerely in earnest about all this American business, “the land of the free and the home of the brave.” We actually meant it and no one will ever understand present-day America or Americans who does not concede that we meant it and that while we were building all of our big ugly hurriedly — thrown-together towns, creating our great industrial system, growing always more huge and prosperous, we were as much in earnest about what we thought we were up to as were the French of the thirteenth century when they built the cathedral of Chartres to the glory of God.

They built the cathedral of Chartres to the glory of God and we really intended building here a land to the glory of Man, and thought we were doing it too. That was our intention and the affair only blew up in the process, or got perverted, because Man, even the brave and the free Man, is somewhat a less worthy object of glorification than God. This we might have found out long ago but that we did not know each other. We came from too many different places to know each other well, had been promised too much, wanted too much. We were afraid to know each other.

Oh, how Americans have wanted heroes, wanted brave simple fine men! And how sincerely and deeply we Americans have been afraid to understand and love one another, fearing to find ourselves at the end no more brave heroic and fine than the people of almost any other part of the world.

I however digress. What I am trying to do is to give the processes of my own mind at two distinct moments of my own life. First, the moment when after many years of effort to conform to an unstated and but dimly understood American dream by making myself a successful man in the material world I threw all overboard and then at another moment when, having come back to the same spot where I passed through the first moment, I attempted to confront myself with myself with a somewhat changed point of view.

As for the first of these moments, it was melodramatic and even silly enough. The struggle centred itself at the last within the walls of a particular moment and within the walls of a particular room.

I sat in the room with a woman who was my secretary. For several years I had been sitting there, dictating to her regarding the goods I had made in my factory and that I was attempting to sell. The attempt to sell the goods had become a sort of madness in me. There were certain thousands or perhaps hundreds of thousands of men living in towns or on farms in many states of my country who might possibly buy the goods I had made rather than the goods made in another factory by another man. How I had wheedled! How I had schemed! In some years I gave myself quite fully to the matter in hand and the dollars trickled in. Well, I was about to become rich. It was a possibility. After a good day or week, when many dollars had come, I went to walk and when I had got into a quiet place where I was unobserved I threw back my shoulders and strutted. During the year I had made for myself so many dollars. Next year I would make so many more, and the next year so many more. But my thoughts of the matter did not express themselves in the dollars. It never does to the American man. Who calls the American a dollar-lover is foolish. My factory was of a certain size — it was really a poor haphazardly enough run place — but after a time I would build a great factory and after that a greater and greater. Like a true American, I thought in size.

My fancy played with the matter of factories as a child would play with a toy. There would be a great factory with walls going up and up and a little open place for a lawn at the front, shower baths for the workers with perhaps a fountain playing on a lawn, and up before the door of this place I would drive in a large automobile.

Oh, how I would he respected by all, how I would be looked up to by all! I walked in a little dark street, throwing back my shoulders. How grand and glorious I felt!

The houses along the street in which I walked were small and ugly and dirty-faced children played in the yards. I wondered. Having walked, dreaming my dream for a long time I returned to the neighborhood of my factory and opening my office went in to sit at my desk smoking a cigarette. The night watchman came in. He was an old man who had once been a school-teacher but, as he said, his eyes had gone back on him.

When I had walked alone I had been able to make myself feel somewhat as I fancied a prince might have felt but when anyone came near me something exploded inside. I was a deflated balloon. Well, in fancy, I had a thousand workmen under me. They were children and I was their father and would look out for them. Perhaps I would build them model houses to live in, a town of model houses built about my great factory, eh? The workmen would be my children and I would look out for my children. “Land of the free — home of the brave.”

But I was back in my factory now and the night watchman sat smoking with me. Sometimes we talked far into the night. The devil! He was a fellow like myself, having the same problems as myself. How could I be his father? The thought was absurd. Once, when he was a younger man, he had dreamed of being a scholar but his eyes had gone back on him. What had he wanted to do? He spoke of it for a time. He had wanted to be a scholar and I had myself spent those earlier years eagerly reading books. “I would really like to have been a learned monk, one of those fellows such as appeared in the Middle Ages, one of the fellows who went off and lived by himself and gave himself up wholly to learning, one who believed in learning, who spent his life humbly seeking new truths — but I got married and my wife had kids, and then, you see, my eyes went back on me.” He spoke of the matter philosophically. One did not let oneself get too much excited. After a time one got over any feeling of bitterness. The night watchman had a boy, a lad of fifteen, who also loved books. “He is pretty lucky, can get all the books he wants at the public library. In the afternoon after school is out and before I come down here to my job he reads aloud to me.”

Men and women, many men and many women! There were men and women working in my factory, men and women walking in streets with me, many men and women scattered far and wide over the country to whom I wanted to sell my goods. I sent men, salesmen, to see them — I wrote letters; how many thousands of letters, all to the same purpose! “Will you buy my goods?” And again, “Will you buy my goods?”

What were the other men thinking about? What was I myself thinking about? Suppose it were possible to know something of the men and women, to know something of oneself, too. The devil! These were not thoughts that would help me to sell my goods to all the others. What were all the others like? What was I myself like? Did I want a large factory with a little lawn and a fountain in front and with a model town built about it?

Days of endlessly writing letters to men, nights of walking in strange quiet streets. What had happened to me?’ “I shall go get drunk,” I said to myself and I did go and get drunk. Taking a train to a near-by city I drank until a kind of joy came to me and with some man I had found and who had joined in my carousal I walked in streets, shouting at other men, singing songs, going sometimes into strange houses to laugh with people, to talk with people I found there.

Here was something I liked and something the others liked too. When I had come to people in strange houses, half drunk, released, they were not afraid of me. “Well, he wants to talk,” they seemed to be saying to themselves. “That’s fine!” There was something broken down between us, a wall broken down. We talked of outlandish things for Anglo-

Saxon trained people to speak of, of love between, men and women, of what children’s coming meant. Food was brought forth. Often in a single evening of this sort I got more from people than I could get from weeks of ordinary intercourse. The people were a little excited by the strangeness of two unknown men in their houses. With my companion I went boldly to the door and knocked. Laughter. “Hello, the house!” It might be the house of a laborer or that of a well-to-do merchant. I had hold of my new-found friend’s arm and explained our presence as well as I could. “We are a little drunk and we are travelers. We just want to sit and visit with you a while.”

There was a kind of terror in people’s eyes, and a kind of gladness too. An old workman showed us a relic he had brought home with him from the Civil War while his wife ran into a bedroom and changed her dress. Then a child awoke in a near-by room and began to cry and was permitted to come in in her nightgown and lie in my arms or in the arms of the new-found friend who had got drunk with me. The talk swept over strange intimate subjects. What were men up to? What were women up to? There was a kind of deep taking of breath, as though we had all been holding something back from one another and had suddenly decided to let go. Once or twice we stayed all night in the house to which we had gone.

And then back to the writing of letters — to sell my goods. In the city to which I had gone to carouse I had seen many women of the streets, standing at corners, looking furtively about. My thoughts got fixed upon prostitution. Was I a prostitute? Was I prostituting my life?

What thoughts in the mind! There was a note due and payable at the bank. “Now here, you man, attend to your affairs. You have induced others to put money into your enterprises. If you are to build a great enterprise here you must be up and at it.”

How often in after years I have laughed at myself for the thoughts and emotions of that time. There is a thought I have had that is very delicious. It is this, and I dare say it will be an unwelcome thought to many, “I am the American man. I think there is no doubt of it. I am just the mixture, the cold, moral man of the North into whose body has come the warm pagan blood of the South. I love and am afraid to love. Behold in me the American man striving to become an artist, to become conscious of himself, filled with wonder concerning himself and others, trying to have a good time and not fake a good time. I am not English Italian Jew German Frenchman Russian. What am I? I am tremendously serious about it all but at the same time I laugh constantly at myself for my own seriousness. Like all real American men of our day I wander constantly from place to place striving to put down roots into the American soil and not quite doing it. If you say the real American man is not yet born, you lie. I am the type of the fellow.”

This is somewhat of a joke on me but it is a greater joke on the reader. As respectable and conventional a man as Calvin Coolidge has me in him — and I have him in myself? Do not doubt it.

I have him in me and Eugene Debs in me and the crazy political idealists of the Western States and Mr. Gary of the Steel Trust and the whole crew. I accept them all as part of myself. Would to God they would thus accept me!

And being this thing I have tried to describe I return now to myself sitting between the walls of a certain room and between the walls of a certain moment too. Just why was that moment so pregnant? I will never quite know.

It came with a rush, the feeling that I must quit buying and selling, the overwhelming feeling of uncleanliness. I was in my whole nature a tale-teller. My father had been one and his not knowing had destroyed him. The tale-teller cannot bother with buying and selling. To do so will destroy him. No class of men I have ever known are so dull and cheerless as the writers of glad sentimental romances, the painters of glad pretty pictures. The corrupt unspeakable thing that had happened to tale-telling in America was all concerned with this matter of buying and selling. The horse cannot sing like a canary bird nor the canary bird pull a plow like a horse and either of them attempting it becomes something ridiculous.


NOTE III
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THERE WAS A door leading out from my office to the street. How many steps to the door? I counted them, “five, six, seven.”

“Suppose,” I asked myself, “I could take those five, six, seven steps to the door, pass out at the door, go along that railroad track out there, disappear into the far horizon beyond. Where was I to go? In the town where my factory was located I had still the reputation of being a bright young business man. In my first years there I had been filled with shrewd vast schemes. I had been admired, looked up to. Since that time I had gone down and down as a bright young man but no one yet knew how far I had gone. I was still respected in the town, my word was still good at the bank. I was a respectable man.

Did I want to do something not respectable, not decent? I am trying to give you the history of a moment and as a tale-teller I have come to think that the true history of life is but a history of moments. It is only at rare moments we live. I wanted to walk out at a door and go away into the distance. The American is still a wanderer, a migrating bird not yet ready to build a nest. All our cities are built temporarily as are the houses in which we live. We are on the way — toward what? There have been other times in the history of the world when many strange peoples came together in a new strange land. To assume that we have made an America, even materially, seems to me now but telling ourselves fairy tales in the night. We have not even made it materially yet and the American man has only gone in for money-making on a large scale to quiet his own restlessness, as the monk of old days was given the Régula of Augustine to quiet him and still the lusts in himself. For the monk, kept occupied with the saying of prayers and the doing of many little sacred offices, there was no time for the lusts of the world to enter in and for the American to be perpetually busy with his affairs, with his automobiles, with his movies, there is no time for unquiet thoughts.

On that day in the office at my factory I looked at myself and laughed. The whole struggle I am trying to describe and that I am confident will be closer to the understanding of most Americans than anything else I have ever written was accompanied by a kind of mocking laughter at myself and my own seriousness about it all.

Very well, then, I wanted to go out of the door and never come bade. How many Americans want to go — but where do they want to go? I wanted to accept for myself all the little restless thoughts of which myself and the others had been so afraid and you, who are Americans, will understand the necessity of my continually laughing at myself and at all things dear to me. I must laugh at the thing I love the more intensely because of my love. Any American will understand that.

It was a trying moment for me. There was the Woman, my secretary, now looking at me. What did she represent? What did she not represent? Would I dare be honest with her? It was quite apparent to me I would not. I had got to my feet and we stood looking at each other. “It is now or never,” I said to myself, and I remember that I kept smiling. I had stopped dictating to her in the midst of a sentence. “The goods about which you have inquired are the best of their kind made in the—”

I stood and she sat and we were looking at each other intently. “What’s the matter?” she asked. She was an intelligent woman, more intelligent I am sure than myself, just because she was a woman and good, while I have never been good, do not know how to be good. Could I explain all to her? The words of a fancied explanation marched through my mind: “My dear young woman, it is all very silly but I have decided to no longer concern myself with this buying and selling. It may be all right for others but for me it is poison. There is this factory. You may have it if it please you. It is of little value I dare say. Perhaps it is money ahead and then again it may well be it is money behind. I am uncertain about it all and now I am going away. Now, at this moment, with the letter I have been dictating, with the very sentence you have been writing left unfinished, I am going out that door and never come back. What am I going to do? Well now, that I don’t know. I am going to wander about. I am going to sit with people, listen to words, tell tales of people, what they are thinking, what they are feeling. The devil! It may even be I am going forth in search of myself.”

The woman was looking into my eyes the while I looked into hers. Perhaps I had grown a little pale and now she grew pale. “You’re sick,” she said and her words gave me an idea. There was wanted a justification of myself, not to myself but to the others. A crafty thought came. Was the thought crafty or was I, at the moment, a little insane, a “nut,” as every American so loves to say of every man who does something a little out of the groove.

I had grown pale and it may be I was ill but nevertheless I was laughing — the American laugh. Had I suddenly become a little insane? What a comfort that thought would be, not to myself but to the others. My leaving the place I was then in would tear up roots that had gone down a little into the ground. The ground I did not think would support the tree that was myself and that I thought wanted to grow.

My mind dwelt on the matter of roots and I looked at my feet. The whole question with which I was at the moment concerned became a matter of feet. I had two feet that could take me out of the life I was then in and that, to do so, would need but take three or four steps to a door. When I had reached the door and had stepped out of my little factory office everything would be quite simplified, I was sure. I had to lift myself out. Others would have to tackle the job of getting me back, once I had stepped over that threshold.

Whether at the moment I merely became shrewd and crafty or whether I really became temporarily insane I shall never quite know. What I did was to step very close to the woman and looking directly into her eyes I laughed gayly. Others besides herself would, I knew, hear the words I was now speaking.

I looked at my feet. “I have been wading in a long river and my feet are wet,” I said.

Again I laughed as I walked lightly toward the door and out of a long and tangled phase of my life, out of the door of buying and selling, out of the door of affairs.

“They want me to be a ‘nut,’ will love to think of me as a ‘nut,’ and why not? It may just be that’s what I am,” I thought gayly and at the same time turned and said a final confusing sentence to the woman who now stared at me in speechless amazement. “My feet are cold wet and heavy from long wading in a river. Now I shall go walk on dry land,” I said, and as I passed out at the door a delicious thought came. “Oh, you little tricky words, you are my brothers. It is you, not myself, have lifted me over this threshold. It is you who have dared give me a hand. For the rest of my life I will be a servant to you,” I whispered to myself as I went along a spur of railroad track, over a bridge, out of a town and out of that phase of my life.


NOTE IV
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ON THE EVENING when I returned to the town my mood was quite another one. I was on my way from Chicago to the city of New York. Why had I wanted to stop? The impulse had come suddenly, as I stood at the railroad ticket window in Chicago.

It rained when I got off the train and the night promised to be dark but half an hour later the rain ceased and the stars came out. At the station I escaped notice. Already in the town I and my struggles had been forgotten. At the moment when I had so dramatically walked away from my factory there had been some little local newspaper furore— “Well-known business man mysteriously disappears. Not known to have had any troubles,” etc. I went into a baggage check room and left my bag and then to a ticket window where I bought a ticket to New York on a later train. Both the check room boy and the ticket-seller were strangers to me. It was evident the town had grown, suddenly and furiously, as industrial towns do grow. Had it become a centre for the manufacture of automobiles shoes rubber tires or chewing gum? I did not know. In the station waiting room ten or twelve people stood or sat about and several taxi drivers were shouting at the door.

I walked away in the drizzling rain and stood on a bridge until the night cleared. Now it was plain to me that I had wanted to spend an evening alone with myself in the midst of the shadows of a former life. Since I had left the town much had happened. All during the last years of my life as a manufacturer and later as a Chicago advertising man I had secretly been writing tales and now they were beginning to be published. In some places they had been praised, in others blamed. I had loved the praise. It had made me feel very much as I had felt as a manufacturer when I had made a little money and had begun to dream of building a great factory and being father to workmen — that is to say, rather grand and noble. When my tales displeased people and when some critic wrote condemning me and calling me a dull or an unclean man I got furiously angry but always tried quickly to conceal my anger. I was really so angry that I did not want, on any account, to let the other fellow know how angry and hurt I was. Often the critic seemed merely to want to hurt. I had had a moment of exaltation, of joy in thinking I had penetrated a little into the life story of some man or woman. The person about whom I had been writing had been swept by some passion, of the flesh or spirit and I had been swept along with him. At such times I, as an individual, had no existence. Sometimes I had been seated writing all night at my desk and could not have told whether I had been there two hours or ten. Then the morning light streamed in at my window and my hands trembled so that I could no longer hold the pen. What a sweet clean feeling! During those hours there had been no life of my own at all. I had lived but in the characters I was trying to bring to life in my story and in the early morning light I felt as one shriven of all grossness, of all vanity, of all cheapness in himself. The process of writing had been for me purifying and fine. It had been curative and later I was filled with unholy wrath when someone said that, during that period of work, I had been unclean or vile.

And most of all I was furiously angry when someone said that the people of whom I wrote, being only such people as I myself had known, were of a lower, more immoral, less healthy order of beings. They were not respectable, were queer and did unaccountable things. I had myself been a respectable man and at one time in my life all of my friends had been respectable men and women and had I not known what was underneath the coats of many such, what they were too? I was furious for the men and women about whom I had written and furious for myself too but actually, on the outside, in the face of scurrilous criticism, had always assumed a sort of heavy bucolic genial manner, something in the manner of a certain type of benevolent old gentleman I had always detested. “They may be right,” I said aloud generously when inside myself I thought the critics often enough only dogs and fools.

I was thinking of myself and my critics as I walked that evening in the rain and I presume that what I had wanted in coming back thus to the Ohio town was to try to arrive at some sort of basis for self-criticism.

It was going to be a somewhat difficult undertaking, finding such a basis, of that I was sure. When I had been doing my writing, unknown and unseen, there was a sort of freedom. One worked, more or less in secret, as one might indulge in some forbidden vice. There were the bankers and others who had put money into my enterprises. They had expected I would be giving myself wholly to the matter in hand and I had been cheating and did not want them to know. One wrote tales, played with them. One did not think of publication, of a public that was to read. In the evening one came home to one’s house and going upstairs closed the door to a room. There was before one the desk and paper.

In a neighboring garden a man was picking potato bugs off potato vines. His wife came to the kitchen door and began to scold. He had forgotten to bring home five pounds of sugar from the store and now she was angry about it. There came one of those strangely vital little domestic flare-ups, the man with a tin can in which were the captured bugs, looking ridiculous as he stood listening to his wife, and she in turn looking unnecessarily angry about the small matter of the sugar.

They were in their garden unconscious of me and I was unconscious of a dinner being put on a table downstairs in my house, unconscious of any need of food I would ever feel again, unconscious of the régime of my own household, of the affairs of my factory. A man and a woman in a garden had become the centre of a universe about which it seemed to me I might think and feel in joy and wonder forever. People had outer motives that seemed to control their lives. Under certain circumstances they said certain words. Stealthily I went to lock the door of my room. A domestic régime would be upset by my determination, the affairs of a certain factory might be ruined by my inattention but what did all that, at the moment, matter to me? I became cruelly impersonal and could not avoid becoming so. Had a god been in my way or intent on disturbing me just then I would have at least tried to brush him aside. “You Jove, sit in that chair over there and keep your mouth shut! You Minerva, get down that stairway, go into the front room of my house and sit in a rocking-chair with your hands folded until I have attended to the business before me! At the moment I am concerned with a man standing in a potato patch with a can of potato bugs held in his hand and with a certain perplexed baffled look in his eyes and in the eyes of the wife in a gingham apron who is unnecessarily angry about a trifling matter of sugar not brought home from a store. You must see that I am a swimmer and have stripped myself of the clothes which are my ordinary life. You, my dear Minerva, should not stay in the presence of a naked man. People will say things about you. Get down the stairway at once. I am a swimmer and am about to leap off into the sea of lives, into the sea of present-day American lives. Will I be able to swim there? Will I be able to keep my head above water? That is a matter for greater gods than yourself to decide. Get out of here!”

Utter obscurity, the joy of obscurity. Why could not one cling to that? Why the later vanity that made one want to be proclaimed? I remember an evening alone in my room. I was not always writing. Sometimes I read the work of other men. There was a scene being depicted by an old master of prose. Three men were in a little room talking. What was attempted was that there should be actual words said while the reader should be given the sense of things felt for which there were no words. One of the men kept talking in the most affable and genial manner while at the same time there was murder in his heart. The three had been eating and now the man who wanted to kill was fingering the handle of a knife.

I remember that I sat in my room with tears streaming out of my own eyes. Oh, so delicately and well was the scene being handled! There was everything in just the way the man’s hands played with that knife. That told the whole story. The writer had not said too much about it. He had just, by a stroke of his pen, centred your attention there, upon the fingers of a hand fiddling with the handle of a knife at the edge of the table.

How easy to say too much! How easy to say too little! I remember that I half read through the scene and then put the book down and ran nervously up and down in my room. “He can’t do it! He can’t do it! No man can do a thing so beautifully restrained and sure!” Do you think, dear reader, I cared a hang about the social standing of the three men in that room, what kind of morals they had, their influence for good or evil on the characters of others, what they were up to? Indeed I did not. It is a long time at least since I have been such a child as that. A master had started to do a scene and I was in mortal terror lest he fail to draw his line sharp and true. I had never yet drawn my own line sharp and true, was not man enough to do so, was too timid, too weak vain and fearful.

But ah, that master, that man who had written the scene I was reading! Faith came back and I ran to pick up the book and read on and on. Oh, the delicate wonder of it, the joy of it! At the moment I could have crawled across the floor of my room and bathed with my happy tears the feet of the man who in another room long before had held his pen firmly, had spread upon a sheet of white paper, with such true and vital an economy of ink, the complete sense of his scene.

Utter obscurity, the joy of obscurity. Why had I not been content with it? In the nights alone in my room I had realized fully the danger of coming out of my obscurity and yet never did I write a tale, at all approaching good handling, but that I must need run down out of my room and go eagerly from one person to another asking praise. Time and again I said to myself:— “You are an ignorant man. Every artist who goes to pieces and takes the joy of complete abandonment from his task, and the joy from his own life too, does so because he lets some outside impulse, want of fame, want of money, want of praise, come between him and his materials. The white surfaces before him become muddy and dirty, the scene before his mind’s eye fades or becomes dim and blurred.”

These things I had a thousand times said to myself and had made a dream of a life I was to live. I was to keep in obscurity, work in obscurity. When I had left the life of a manufacturer I would get, in Chicago or some other city, a clerkship or some other minor job that would just provide me with a living and would give me as much leisure as possible. Well, I would live somewhere in a cheap room on a street of laborers’ houses. Clothes would not matter to me. I would live wholly for something outside myself, for the white clean surfaces on which, if the gods were good, I might some day have the joy of writing at least one finely drawn and delicately wrought tale.

As I had walked away from my factory on a certain day these had been the thoughts in my mind and now, after two years and after a few of my tales had been printed and I had been a little praised I was going to New York for the obvious purpose of doing everything possible to make myself better known, to strut before the very people I was trying to understand so that I could write of them fully and truly. What a tangle!

It was a dramatic moment in my own life and if, on that particular evening as I walked alone in the streets of the Ohio town, I achieved a certain victory over myself, it was not to be a lasting one. The kind of workman I had wanted to be I could not be but I did not know it at the moment. It was not until long afterward I came to the conclusion that I, at least, could only give myself with complete abandonment to the surfaces and materials before me at rare moments, sandwiched in between long periods of failure. It was only at the rare moment I could give myself, my thoughts and emotions, to work and sometimes, at rarer moments, to the love of a friend or a woman.

I went from the railroad station along a street and onto a bridge where I stood leaning over and looking at the water below. How black the water in the dim light! From where I stood I could look along the river bottom to the factory district where my own factory had stood. The bridge led into a street that was in the fashionable residence district of the town and presently a fat gray-haired old man, accompanied by a friend, walked past. They were smoking expensive cigars and the fragrance hung heavy on the air so that I also wanted tobacco and lit a cigarette. The fat man had formerly been my banker and no doubt had he recognized me might have told me a tale of money lost through me, of promises unfulfilled. The deuce! I smiled at the thought of how glad I was he had not recognized me. Would he have been nasty about the matter or would he and I have laughed together over the thought of the foolish impulse in himself that had led him to conclude I was a man to be trusted and one likely to succeed in affairs — a good banker’s risk?

“Hello,” I said to myself, “I’d better get out of here.” Some of the men of the town I had succeeded in getting worked up to the point of investing in the wild business scheme I had formerly had in my head might at any moment pass along the bridge and recognize me. That might bring on an embarrassing moment. They might want their money back and I had no money to give. In fancy I began to see myself as a desperado revisiting the scene of some former crime. What had I done? Had I robbed a bank, held up a train, or killed someone? It might well be that at some time in the future I would want to write a tale of some desperate fellow’s having got into a tight hole. Now he had to pass, say in a park, the wife of a man he had murdered. I slunk away off the bridge, throwing my cigarette into the river and pulling my hat down over my eyes, becoming in fancy as I passed a man accompanied by a woman and a child the murderer my own fancy had created. When I had got to them my heart stopped heating and quite automatically I put my hand to my hip pocket as though there had been a pistol there. “Well, I was an enemy to society and if the worst came to the worst would sell my life as dearly as possible.”

More absurdity in myself, endless absurdities. My own childishness sometimes amused me. Would it amuse others? Were others like myself, hopelessly childish? Many men and women seemed, in outward appearance at least, to comport themselves in life with a certain dignity. All history was filled with the stories of men who had managed to get through life with at least an outward dignity. Was all history a lie? There was a man who owned a bank or an automobile factory or who was a college professor or a judge. He rode about through the streets of a city in an automobile, was called a great man. How did that affect him inside, how did it make him feel? I began now wondering about myself. Suppose someone were suddenly to call me a great man. I imagined a tall serious-looking man with whiskers saying it. “He writes novels and tales. He is a great man.” And now as there was no one else to say the words set down above I said them myself and at first I liked the sound of them and then a desire to laugh took possession of me and I not only wanted to laugh at myself but I wanted everyone in America to laugh with me, at myself and at themselves too.

Oh, glorious moment! No more great men again ever, no more bad men or good men, everyone on to everyone else. Was there a sense of something, I at that moment felt, in all American people everywhere? In the old days we Americans had been proud of what we thought of as our distinctive American humor but lately our humor had pretty much settled itself down into the universal dullness of the newspaper funny strip. A really great humorist like Mr. Ring Lardner had come to that. Would it not be a joke on us all if we were all, already, and in reality, pretty far beyond any outward expression of ourselves we were getting?

And now I was stumbling about in the dark streets of an Ohio manufacturing town poking sharp sticks into the tender flesh of myself and others. There was no one to refute any smart thing I thought and so I had a good time. Like everyone else I would so love to go through life criticizing everyone else and withholding from others any right to criticize me. Oh, the joy of being a king a pope or an emperor!

“Suppose,” I now thought, “everyone in America really hungers for a more direct and subtle expression of our common lives than we have ever yet had and that we are all only terribly afraid we won’t get it.”

The notion seemed good. It would explain so much. For one thing it would explain the common boredom with life and with work characteristic of so many so-called successful men I had met. Whether he was a successful railroad-builder or a successful writer of magazine short stories, the brighter man always seemed bored. Also it would explain beautifully our American fear of the highbrow. Suppose the brighter men were really having a good time — on the sly as it were — well, laughing up their sleeves. And suppose some fellow were to come along who was really on to the entire emptiness of the whole success theory of life, the whole absurd business of building bigger and bigger towns, bigger and bigger factories, bigger and bigger houses, but had decided not to be a reformer and scold about it. I fancied such a one going blandly about and really laughing, not fake laughing as in the newspaper funny strips, made by poor driven slaves who think they must be rich or silly to get fun out of life, getting the old American laugh back again, the laugh that came from far down inside, an American Falstaff kind of a laugh.

Well, now I had got myself into deep water. I had fancied into existence a man I had not nerve or brains enough to be myself and one never likes that. The figure my fancy had made annoyed me as I am sure he would everyone else.

I had gone in the darkness down along a spur of a railroad track to where my factory had formerly stood and there it was, much as I had left it except that my name had been taken off the front. There was a wall of the building that looked up toward the railroad station and there I had once put a big sign on which was my name in letters three feet high. How proud I had been when the sign was first put up. “Oh, glorious day! I a manufacturer!” To be sure I did not own the building but strangers would think I did.

And now my name was gone and another man’s name, in letters as large as I had once used, was in its place. I went near the building trying to spell out the new name in the darkness, hating the name with instinctive jealousy, and a man came out at a door of the factory and walked toward me. Oh Lord, it was the former school-teacher, the man who had once been my night watchman and who was now evidently night watchman for my successor. Would he recognize me, lurking about the place of my former grandeur?

I started walking away along the tracks singing the words of an old ditty my father had been fond of singing in his liquor when I was a boy and that had at that moment popped into my head, and at the same time staggering about as though I were drunk. It was my purpose to make the night watchman think me a drunken workman homeward bound and I succeeded. As I went away from him, staggering along the track, singing and not answering when he demanded to know who I was and what I was doing there, he grew angry, ran quickly up behind and kicked at me. Fortunately he missed and fortunately I remembered that his eyes had gone back on him long since. He now grabbed at me but I eluded his grasp, singing my ditty as I half ran, half staggered away:

“’Twas a summer’s day and the sea was rippled 

By the softest, gentlest breeze, 

When a ship set sail with her cargo laden 

For a land beyond the seas.

Did she never come back?

No, she never came back, 

And her fate is yet unlearned.

Though for years and years sad hearts have been waiting 

Yet the ship she never returned.”


NOTE V
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I HAD BECOME a writer, a word fellow. That was my craft. Flinging aside the fake devotion that must always be characteristic of all such jobs as the advertising writing I had been doing for several years I had accepted my passion for scribbling as one accepts the fact that the central interest of one’s whole being lies in carving stone, spreading paint upon canvas, digging in the earth for gold, working the soil, working in wood or in iron. The arts are after all but the old crafts intensified, followed with religious fervor and determination by men who love them and deep down within him perhaps every man wants more than anything else to be a good craftsman. Surely nothing in the modern world has been more destructive than the idea that man can live without the joy of hands and mind combined in craftsmanship, that men can live by the accumulation of monies, by trickery. In the crafts only one may exercise all one’s functions. The body comes in, the mind comes in, all the sensual faculties become alive. When one writes one deals with a thousand influences that motivate his own and other lives. There is, first of all, the respect for what has gone before, for the work of the older craftsmen. One who has written as much as I have written — and for every word printed there are hundreds I have scrawled experimentally that will never be printed — has also read much and often with great joy.

In Russia England France Germany a writer sat writing. Oh, how well he did his job, and how close I feel to him as I read! What a sharp sense he gives of the life about him! With him one enters into that life, feels the hidden passions of peoples, their little household traits, their loves and hates. There are sentences written by all writers of note in all countries that have their roots deep down in the life about them. The sentences are like windows looking into houses. Something is suddenly torn aside, all lies, all trickery about life gone for the moment. It is what one wants, what one seeks constantly in one’s own craftsmanship, and how seldom it comes. The little faky tricks are always so ready to help over the hard places and when one has used them there is the little flush of triumph followed by — bah! followed always by the sick awakening.

One need not go too far afield to find sentences and paragraphs that stir deeply. No doubt they were in the Indian language before white men came and the first whites on our shores brought the sense of them. There was that Fredis, sister of that Norseman Eric, who had come to America long before Columbus came and had built him a house in Vinland. The sister was a strong-willed woman who bullied her husband and was avaricious for wealth. Came sailing to Greenland the brothers, Helgi and Finnbogi, with a strong ship, and she induces them to go adventuring with her to Vinland but at the very beginning tricks them. She in her ship is to have thirty men and they are to have thirty but unknown to them she conceals an extra five In her own vessel so that In the far land, where are no white men and white men’s laws are unknown, she shall have the upper hand. They get to Vinland and she will not let them stay in the house, built there by her brother Eric, and they go patiently away and build a hut of their own.

Still she schemes. See now with what truth, what fidelity and clearness some old writer tells of what happened. Well, the brothers had the larger and better ship and she wanted that too.

One morning early Fredis arose from her bed and dressed herself, but did not put on her shoes and stockings. A heavy dew had fallen, and she took her husband’s cloak, and wrapped it about her, and then walked to the brothers’ house and up to the door, which had been only partly closed by one of the men, who had gone out but a short time before. She pushed the door open and stood silently in the doorway for a time. Finnbogi, who was lying on the innermost side of the room, awoke. “What dost thou wish here, Fredis?” She answers: “I wish thee to rise and go out with me, for I would speak with thee.” He did so; and they walked to a tree, which lay close by the wall of the house, and seated themselves upon it. “How art thou pleased here?” says she. He answers “I am well pleased with the fruitfulness of the land, but I am ill content with the breach that has come between us, for methinks there has been no cause for it.”

“It is even as thou sayest,” says she, “and so it seems to me; but my errand to thee is that I wish to exchange ships with you brothers, for ye have a larger ship than I, and I wish to depart from here.”

“To this I must accede,” says he, “if it is thy pleasure.” Therewith they parted, and she returned home and Finnbogi to his bed. She climbed up into the bed and awakened Thorvard (her husband) with her cold feet; and he asked her why she was so cold and wet. She answered with great passion. “I have been to the brothers’,” says she, “to try to buy their ship, for I wish to have a larger vessel; but they received my overtures so ill that they struck me and handled me very roughly; that time thou, poor wretch, will neither avenge my shame nor thy own; and I find, perforce, that I am no longer in Greenland. Moreover I shall part from thee unless thou makest vengeance for this.” And now he could stand her taunts no longer, and ordered the men to rise at once and take their weapons; and they then proceeded directly to the house of the brothers, and entered it while the folk were asleep, and seized and bound them, and led each one out when he was bound; and, as they came out, Fredis caused each to be slain.

Since I had been a boy it had been such passages as the one above that had moved me most strangely. There was a man, perhaps one of Fredis’ men, who had seen a part of what had happened on that dreadful morning in the far western world and had sensed the rest. For such a one there would perhaps have been no thought of interference. One can think of him, the unknown writer of the memorable passage above, as even helping in the dreadful slaying there in the field at the edge of the wood and near the sea, not because he wanted to but because he would have been afraid. He would have done that and later perhaps have gone off alone into the woods and cried a little and prayed a little, as I can imagine myself doing after such an affair. The woman Fredis, after she had got what she wanted, swore all her men to secrecy. “I will devise the means of your death if there is any word of this when we have returned to Greenland,” she said, and after she had gone home with the two vessels loaded and had made up her own lie to tell her brother Eric of what had happened to the brothers and their men in the far place, she made all of her own men handsome presents.

But there was that scribbler. He would put it down. Fear might have made him take part in the murder but no fear could now keep his hand from the pen. Do I not know the wretch? Have I not got his own blood in me? He would have walked about for days, re-living all of that dreadful morning scene in Vinland and then when he was one day walking he would have thought of something. Well, he would have thought suddenly of just that bit about Fredis crawling back into her husband’s bed, after the talk with Finnbogi, and how her cold wet feet awoke the man. He would have been alone in the wood, back there in Greenland, when that bit came to him, but at once he hurried to his own house. Perhaps his wife was getting dinner and wanted him to go to the store but he would have brushed her aside, and sitting down with ink and paper — perhaps in her angry presence — he wrote all out, just as it is put down above. Not only did he write, but he read his piece to others. “You will get yourself into trouble,” said his wife, and he knew what she said was true but that could not stop him. Do I not know the soul of him? He would have gone about boasting a little, strutting a little. “I say now, Leif, that bit, where Fredis gets into the bed and with her cold feet awakens Thorvald — not bad, eh? I rather nailed her there, now didn’t I old man?”

“But you yourself helped to do the murder, you know.”

“Oh, the deuce now! Never mind ‘that. But I say now, you’ll have to admit it, I did rather put a spike into my scene. I nailed it down, now didn’t I, Leify old chap?”


NOTE VI
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WELL, THERE WAS my father, there was myself. If people did not want their stories told, it would be better for them to keep away from me. I would tell if I could get at the heart of it — as the fellow who went off to Vinland with Fredis told — and for just the reasons that made him tell. And like that fellow, after he returned to Greenland, I would have to walk alone in the woods or in city streets thinking, trying to think, trying to get all in accord, seeking always just that illuminating touch the Norse storyteller had found when he thought up the bit about Fredis — that about her getting into bed and touching the back of her sleeping husband with the cold feet. The foxy devil! Do I not know what happened after that? First he thought of the two in the warm bed — the determined woman and the startled weak man — with a little jump of delight and then he went back over his story and put that in about her having got up in the first place without putting on shoes and stockings and the cold wet dew on the grass and the log against the wall of the house on which they sat. Now he had got going just right and he knew he had got going just right. What a splendid feeling! It was like a dance. How neatly everything fitted in! Words came — ah — just the right words.

How many times, in these modern days when I have seen how story-tellers and painters have got themselves so often all balled-up with the question of style I have wondered whether the story-tellers among the old Norse and those most marvelous story-tellers of the older Testaments, whether they also did not have their periods of escaping out into words because they had grown weary of seeking after the heart of their stories.

I dare say they stole when they could without being detected as I have so often done. Well, there was the heart of the tale itself. That had first to be got at and then one had to find the words wherewith to clothe it. One got a bit feverish at times and used feverish words, made his telling too turgid or too wordy. One was like a runner who has a long race to run but who is feverishly forcing the pace. How many times I have sat writing, hoping I had got at the heart of the tale I was trying to put down on the paper when inside myself I knew I had not. I have tried to bluff myself. Often I have gone to others, hoping they would say words that would quiet the voices within. “You have not got it and you know you have not got it. Tear all up. Well, then, be a fool and go on trying to bluff yourself. Perhaps you can get some critic to say you have got what you know well enough you have not got, the very heart, the very music of your tale.”


NOTE VII
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IN CHICAGO I had ruined my chances of becoming a successful man of affairs because I could not take affairs seriously but that had not bothered me. Often enough, to be sure, I dodged the fact that, after having started on the scent of some tale I turned aside because I could not follow the scent and consoled myself by saying that the need of money had been the cause of my defeat or that the need of leisure had upset me but it was always a lie.

I was an advertising man in Chicago and sat in a room with some half a dozen others. We had met to discuss some matter of grave importance to say a maker of plows or automobile tires. The matter was really of no importance to me. The man had come to Chicago with three or four others and we were to discuss methods of increasing his sales. So many thousands of tires made, so many thousands of plows. There were other makers of tires, other makers of plows too. Could we be more persuasive than they, more bold and daring in statement, more foxy and clever perhaps?

We sat in a room to talk it over and near me sat a large man with a beard. Someone had told me that he was the treasurer of the plow company but that had meant little. Now, as he sat there smoking a cigarette and gazing out at a window I saw, just when his head was slightly turned, that he had a long scar on his cheek, that he had grown the beard to conceal the scar. The talk went on but I sat fascinated. “We must develop the trade in the southwest, that’s what we must do,” said a voice from some far-distant place. Pictures had begun to form in my fancy. Beside the voices in the room, other voices were making themselves heard. Old memories had begun to stir.

There was something, a story within me that had been there a long time but had never been told and that the scar under the beard had brought to life. What an unfortunate time for the story to begin asserting itself at just that moment. Now I was to think of the promotion of the sale of plows in the newly opened State of Oklahoma and in Texas.

I sat with some six or eight men by a large table in a room and some man was talking. He had been to Texas and knew things I would later have to know when I wrote advertisements for the plow company. I tried to appear attentive. There was a trick I had cultivated for just such occasions. I leaned a little forward and put my head in my hands, as though lost in deep thought. Some of the men in the room had heard that I wrote stories and had therefore concluded that I had a good brain. Americans have always a kind of tenderness for such cheats as I was being at the moment. Now they gave me credit for thinking deeply on the subject of plows, which was what I wanted. One of my employers — he was president of our company and his name was Barton — tried to cover up my obvious inattention. Already he had decided I would have to write the plow company’s advertisements but later he would tell me of all that had been said in the room. He would take me into his office and scold me gently, like a mother speaking to a badly behaved child. “Of course you didn’t hear a blamed word they said but here is the gist of it. I had to tell that big man with a beard that you were a genius. My God, what lies do I not tell on your account? When the little man with the glasses was speaking of agricultural conditions in Texas I was afraid that at any moment you might begin to whistle or sing.”

Voices inside the room and voices inside myself too. Was something coming a bit clear at last?

Now my fancy had taken me quite out of the room where the others talked of plows. One night, years before, when I was a young laborer and was beating my way westward on a freight train, a brakeman had succeeded in throwing me off the train in an Indiana town. I had remembered the place long afterward because of my embarrassment — walking about among people in my dirty torn clothes and with my dirty hands and face. However, I had a little money and after I had walked through the town to a country road I found a creek and bathed. Then I went back to town to a restaurant and bought food.

It was a Saturday evening and the streets were filled with people. After it grew dark my torn clothes were not so much in evidence and by a street light near a church on a side street a girl smiled at me. Half undecided as to whether or not I had better try to follow and pick up an acquaintance, I stood for some moments by a tree staring after her. Then I bethought me that when she had seen me more closely and had seen the condition of my clothes she would in any event have nothing to do with me.

As is natural to man, under such circumstances, I told myself I did not want her anyway and went off down another street.

I came to a bridge and stood for a time looking down into the water and then went on across the bridge along a road and into a field where long grass grew. It was a summer night and I was sleepy but after I had slept, perhaps for several hours, I was awakened by something going on in the field and within a few feet of me.

The field was small and two houses stood facing it, the one near where I lay in a fence corner and the other a few hundred yards away. When I had come into the field lights were lighted in both houses but now they were both dark and before me — some ten paces away — three men were struggling silently while near them stood a woman who held her hands over her face and who sobbed, not loudly but with a kind of low wailing cry. There was something, dimly seen, something white, lying on the ground near the woman and suddenly by a kind of flash of intuition I understood what had happened. The white thing on the ground was a woman’s garment.

The three men were struggling desperately and even in the dim light it was evident that two of them were trying to overcome the third. He was the woman’s lover and lived in the house at the end of the path that crossed the field and the two others were her brothers. They had gone into the town for the evening and had come home late and as they were walking silently across the grass in the field they had stumbled upon the love-makers and in a flash there was the impulse to kill their sister’s lover. Perhaps they felt the honor of their house had been destroyed.

And now one of them had got a knife out of his pocket and had slashed at the lover, laying his cheek open, and they might have killed the man as the woman and I watched trembling but at that moment he got away and ran across the field toward his own house followed by the others.

I was left alone in the field with the woman — we were within a few feet of each other — and for a long time she did not move. “After all I am not a man of action. I am a recorder of things, a teller of tales.” It was somewhat thus I excused myself for not coming to the lover’s aid, as I lay perfectly still in the fence corner, looking and listening. The woman continued to sob and now, from across the dark field, there was a shout. The lover had not succeeded in getting into his own house, was really but a step ahead of his pursuers, and perhaps did not dare risk trying to open a door. He ran back across the field, dodging here and there, and passing near us crossed the bridge into the road that led to town. The woman in the field began calling, evidently to her two brothers, but they paid no attention. “John! Fred!” she called between her sobs. “Stop! Stop!”

And now again all was silent in the field and I could hear the rapid steps of the three running men in the dusty road in the distance.

Then lights appeared in both the houses facing the field and the woman went into the house near me, still sobbing bitterly, and presently there were voices to be heard. Then the woman — now fully dad — came out and went across the field to the second house and presently came back with another woman. Their skirts almost brushed my face as they passed me.

The three sat on the steps of the house on my side of the field, all crying, and above the sound of their crying I could still hear, far off, the sound of running feet. The lover had got into the town, which was but half a mile away, and was evidently dodging through streets. Was the town aroused? Now and then shouts came from the distance. I had no watch and did not know how long I had slept in the field.

Now all became silent again and there were just the four people, myself lying trembling in the grass and the three women on the steps of the house near me, and all three crying softly. Time passed. What had happened? What would happen? In fancy I saw the running man caught and perhaps killed in some dark little side street of an Indiana farming town into which I had been thrown by the accident that a railroad brakeman had seen me standing on the bumpers between two cars of his train and had ordered me off. “Well, get off or give me a dollar,” he had said, and I had not wanted to give him a dollar. I had only had three dollars in my pocket. Why should I give one to him? “There will be other freight trains,” I had said to myself, “and perhaps I shall see something of interest here in this town.”

Interest indeed! Now I lay in the grass trembling with fear. In fancy I had become the lover of the younger of the three women sitting on the steps of the house and my sweetheart’s brothers with open knives in their hands were pursuing me in a dark street. I felt the knives slashing my body and knew that what I felt the three women also felt. Every few minutes the younger of the three cried out. It was as though a knife had gone into her body. All four of us trembled with fear.

And then, as we waited and shook with dread, there was a stir in the silence. Feet, not running but walking steadily, were heard on the bridge that led into the road that passed the field and four men appeared. Somewhere in the town, in the dark night streets of the town, the two brothers had caught the lover but it was evident there had been an explanation. The three had gone together to a doctor, the cut cheek had been patched, they had got a marriage license and a preacher and were now coming home for a marriage.

The marriage took place at once, there before me on the steps of the house, and after the marriage, and after some sort of heavy joke on the part of the preacher, a joke at which no one laughed, the lover with his sweetheart, accompanied by the third woman, the one from the house across the field and who was evidently the lover’s mother, went off across the field. Presently the field where I lay was all dark and silent again.

And that had been the scene playing itself out in my fancy as I sat in the advertising office in Chicago, pretending to listen to the man who spoke of agricultural conditions in Texas and looking at the man with the scar on his cheek, the scar that had been partly hidden from the sight of others by growing the beard. I remembered that the plow company, now wanting to sell its plows in greater numbers in the southwest, was located in an Indiana town. How fine it would be if I could speak to the man of the beard and ask him if by any chance he was the lover of the field. In fancy I saw all the men in the room suddenly talking with the greatest intimacy. Experiences in life were exchanged, everyone laughed. There had been something in the air of the room. The men who had come to us were from a small city in Indiana while we all lived in the great city. They were somewhat suspicious of us while we were compelled to try to allay their suspicions. After the conference there would be a dinner, perhaps at some club, and afterward drinks — but there would still be suspicion. I fancied a scene in which no man suspected another. What tales might then be told! How much we might find out of each other!

And now in fancy the bearded man and I were walking and talking together and I was telling him of the scene in the field and of what I had seen and he had told me of what I had not seen. He told me of how during the running he had become exhausted and had stopped in a dark little alleyway behind stores in the town and of how the brothers had found him there. One of them came toward him threateningly but he began to talk and an explanation followed. Then they had gone to arouse a doctor and a small official who gave them the marriage license.

“Do you know,” he said, “neither her mother nor my own knew just what had happened and didn’t dare ask. Her mother never asked her and my mother never asked me. We went along later as though nothing had happened at all except that with all of us, her brothers and myself, and even our two mothers, there was a kind of formality. They did not come to our house without being invited and we did not go freely to their house as we always had done before the brothers saw us together in the field that night.

“It was all a little strange and as soon as I could I grew the beard to hide the scar on my face that I thought embarrassed all the others.

“As for Molly and myself — well, you see it was somewhat strange to find ourselves suddenly man and wife but she has been a good wife to me. After the ceremony that night on the porch of the house and after the preacher went away we all stood for a little time together, saying nothing, then my mother started for our house across the field and I took my wife’s arm and followed. When we got to our house I took my Molly into my bedroom and we sat on the edge of the bed. There was a window that looked over across the field to the house where she had always lived and after a while the lights went out over there. My own mother kept moving about in our house and, although she made no noise, I knew she was crying. Was she crying because she was glad or sad? Had Molly and I married in the regular way I suppose there would have been rejoicing in both houses and I think there is no doubt we would inevitably have married. Anyway, my mother did things about the house she had already done once that night, opened the door to let out the cat that was already out, tried to wind the clock that was already wound. Then she went off upstairs and our house was dark and silent too.

“We just sat like that, on the edge of the bed, Molly and me, I don’t know for how long. Then she did something. The doctor in town had sewed up the wound in my cheek and had covered the place with a soft cloth held in place by pieces of tape. What she did was to reach up and touch the end of the wound, timidly, with the tips of her fingers. She did it several times, and each time a soft little moan came from her lips.

“She did that, as I say six or eight times and then we both lay down on the bed and took each other’s hands. We didn’t undress. What we did was to lie there, all night, just as I have described, with our clothes on and holding fast to each other’s hands.”


BOOK IV


NOTE I
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I WALKED ABOUT the city of New York looking at people. I was not too young any more and could not make myself over to fit a new city. No doubt certain characteristics of my own nature had become fixed. I was a man of the mid-western towns who had gone from his town to the mid-western cities and there had gone through the adventures common to such fellows as myself. Was there some salt in me? To the end of my life I would talk with the half slovenly drawl of the middle-westerner, would walk like such a middle-westerner, have the air of something between a laborer, a man of business, a gambler, a race horse owner, an actor. If I was, as I then fully intended, to spend the rest of my life trying to tell such tales as I could think and feel my way through, I would have to tell the tales of my own people. Would I gain new power and insight for the telling by having come East, by consorting with other story-tellers? Would I understand better my own people and what had made the tragedies, the comedies and the wonders of their lives?

I was in New York as a guest, as an onlooker, wondering about the city and the men of the city and what they were thinking and feeling. There were certain men I wanted to see, who had written things I thought had given me new lights on my own people, the subjects of my tales.

I dare say there was a good deal of a certain half rural timidity in me.

There was Mr. Van Wyck Brooks, whose book “America’s Coming-of-Age,” had moved me deeply. He with Mr. Waldo Frank, Paul Rosenfeld, James Oppenheim and others had just started a magazine, The Seven Arts (that after its death was to be replaced by The Dial, published by a quite different group), and the magazine had not only offered to publish some of my things but its editors had asked me to come to see them.

I wanted to go and was at the same time a little afraid. At that time there was a good deal of talk abroad as to a new artistic awakening in America. Mr. Waldo Frank’s “Our America” must have been in preparation at just about that time and it could not have been much later that Mr. William Allen White wrote in The New Republic, an article the import of which was that “The King is dead! Long live the King!” If there were new kings in the land, I wanted to see and consort with them if I could.

As for The Seven Arts magazine, there had been rumors of its coming birth, even in Chicago. Miss Edna Kenton had come from New York to Chicago at about that time and a meeting was held. There was a large party in a large house and upstairs somewhere the new day was under discussion. We, downstairs, did not just know what was being discussed but there was a kind of tingling sensation in the air. Little groups of us gathered in the rooms below. “What’s up?” It is to be remembered this was in Chicago and we were all young and no doubt naïve. “What they whispering about upstairs?”

“Don’t you know?” Not to know was, we all felt, a kind of cultural blight. I had run from one group to another trying to find out and at just that moment a young doctor, who in his spare moments wrote poetry, came into the house and went hurriedly upstairs. A rather ribald fellow among the guests — Ben Hecht perhaps — who like the rest of us was angry that he had not been let into the secret, made an announcement. “I know what it is. Someone’s having a baby;” he said.

What about the men of New York, the writers whose work I admired, the painters whose work I admired? I had always wanted to be a painter myself, was always having sensations and seeing forms that could perhaps have been expressed in paint and in no other way but the materials of the painter’s craft seemed to me to lie far outside my way of life. One had to know drawing, to know what green did to yellow and yellow to brown. When one talked to painters they spoke of things that lay far outside one’s pathway. There had been one painter I had known quite well. He had lived in a room near my own in Chicago and painted landscapes. Rather he painted one landscape over and over. There was an old stone building that looked like pictures one had seen of peasants’ cottages. It was evening and two cows were coming home along a road, to a barn one fancied, but the barn could not be seen for the deep shadows that had gathered behind the house. Then there were some trees, the tops of which could be but faintly seen on the horizon. The last rays of the sun had splashed the sky with red. Often in the evening the painter, a large man with red Hair, Came into my room and spoke to me. He also had been touched with the new day and had read Paul Gauguin’s notebook and a work by Mr. Clive Bell. “The new fellows have nothing on me,” he declared and taking me into his room he showed me half a dozen of his canvases and how that in one the tops of the trees could just be seen above the roof of the house and in another that there were really no trees at all. “What you think is trees is only clouds,” he declared, “and what you think is the sun going down is really the moon coming up.”

Returning with me to my room he had talked so long and well of the effect of light on color, of form and its significance, of the new cubistic and postimpressionistic movements, the import and significance of which he declared scornfully he had measured and for the most part discarded, that! became frightened and did not for years afterwards try to paint. Once in Chicago I went into a store, intending to buy some colors with which to play at idle moments in my room but a certain air of the clerk had frightened me. My own father, when he was alive, had often received from manufacturers certain cards on which the house-painter’s colors were shown and the trade name of each color printed below and I had thought I might find such a card lying on a counter in the art store but saw none and was ashamed to ask. Perhaps I wanted the clerk to think me a painter who knew his craft. How glibly the red-haired man had reeled off the names of colors. I was like one who has wandered into a church where people are kneeling in prayer. I began walking on tiptoes. “I only wanted to buy a pencil eraser,” I said.

And so now there I was in the city of New York and there were certain men in the city to whom I would have liked to go, to talk with them of my craft, but when I thought of doing so I was afraid.

My own position was something like this: there were in my head certain tales I knew but could not yet tell and certain others I had told but felt I had told badly or haltingly. Was there a certain formula one could learn that might help one out of the difficulty? There was a sense in which I thought of myself as an ignorant man. The tales I had already put down on paper had been as a sort of growth in me. There was The Little Review, run by two Chicago women who had preceded me to New York. They had published tales of mine and might publish more. When I went to see them we had much fun together and Miss Anderson and myself had in common a fondness for rather striking clothes and for strutting a bit upon the stage of life that drew us closely together but being at bottom fellow Chicagoans we were bound not to take each other too seriously — at least not under the rose.

Did I want, above everything else, to be taken seriously? No doubt I did. That may have been the notion I had in coming to the city. And I suppose I wanted also to find superior craftsmen at whose feet I could sit. I already had my own notions concerning American story-tellers in general.

I was walking in the street or sitting in a train and overheard a remark dropped from the lips of some man or woman. Out of a thousand such remarks, heard almost every day, one stayed in my head, I could not shake it out. And then people constantly told me tales and in the telling of them there was a sentence used that intoxicated. “I was lying on my back on the porch and the street lamp shone on my mother’s face. What was the use? I could not say to her what was in my mind. She would not have understood. There was a man lived next door who kept going past the house and smiling at me. I got it into my head that he knew all that I could not tell mother.”

A few such sentences in the midst of a conversation overheard or dropped into a tale someone told. These were the seeds of stories. How could one make them grow?

In telling tales of themselves people constantly spoiled the tale in telling. They had some notion of how a story should be told got from reading. Little lies crept in. They had done something mean and tried to justify some action that for the tale’s sake did not need justification.

There was a notion that ran through all storytelling in America, that stories must be built about a plot and that absurd Anglo-Saxon notion that they must point a moral, uplift the people, make better citizens, etc. The magazines were filled with these plot stories and most of the plays on our stage were plot plays. “The Poison Plot,” I called it in conversation with my friends as the plot notion did seem to me to poison all story-telling. What was wanted I thought was form, not plot, an altogether more elusive and difficult thing to come at.

The plots were frameworks about which the stories were to be constructed and editors were inordinately fond of them. One got “an idea for a story.” What was meant was that a new trick had been thought out. Nearly all the adventure stories and the well-known American western stories were so constructed. A man went into the redwood forests or into the deserts and took up land. He has been a rather mean, second-rate chap in civilization but in the new place a great change comes over him. Well, the writer had got him out where there was no one looking and could do as he pleased with the fellow. Never mind what he had been. The forests or the deserts had changed him completely. The writer could make a regular angel of him, have him rescue downtrodden women, catch horse thieves, exhibit any kind of bravery required to keep the reader excited and happy.

A word of good sense dropped in anywhere would have blown the whole thing to pieces but there was no danger. In all such writing all consideration for human beings was thrown aside. No one lived in such tales. Let such a writer begin to think of human beings, care a little for human beings, and his pasteboard world would melt before his eyes. The man in the desert or in the redwood forests was of course the same man he had been before he went there. He had the same problems to face. God knows we would all flee to the forests or the deserts at once if going there could so transform anyone. At least I know I should waste no time in getting there.

In the construction of these stories there was endless variation but in all of them human beings, the lives of human beings, were altogether disregarded. An Alabama Negro was given the shrewdness of a Connecticut Yankee, a trick that made some writer temporarily famous and brought him wealth. Having made his Negro think like a Yankee, having made him practice all the smart cute tricks of the Yankee, there was nothing to stop the writer producing a thousand tales with the hybrid Negro as the hero of them all. Only the giving out of the patience of the editors or of the public could stop him, and both seemed inexhaustible.

As to what the writer himself suffered under these circumstances, that was a different matter. One supposed that any man who attempted the writer’s craft had, at the beginning, some real interest in the people about him but this was quickly lost. The imaginative life of the romancer must be lived entirely in a queer pasteboard world.

It was a peculiarity of the writer’s craft that one must of necessity give oneself to the people about whom one wrote, must in a quite special way believe in the existence of these people, and a peculiar childlike credulousness must result to the writer who so completely separated himself from actual life. Having acquired sudden fame and wealth such a writer woke up some morning to find himself irrevocably dead. The actuality of life could not reach him. On all sides of him people suffered, were touched with moments of nameless joy, loved and died, and the manufacturer of society detectives, desert heroes and daring adventures by sea and land could no longer see life at all. With unseeing eyes, deaf ears and benumbed senses he must walk through life — a movie hero, a stage star or a rich and successful manufacturer of romances — no longer a human being at all. One had no notion of giving oneself to that kind of death in life but to find out what one did not want to do was but half the battle.

After all the tales themselves came quickly. In certain moods one became impregnated with the seeds of a hundred new tales in one day. The telling of the tales, to get them into form, to clothe them, find just the words and the arrangement of words that would clothe them — that was a quite different matter. I wanted to find, if I could, the men who would help me toward the solution of that problem.

For even an unknown and unsuccessful scribbler in America the situation is difficult enough. Even the very sweetness of our people in their attitude toward our writers is destructive. You have seen how I myself was allowed to play like a reckless child among advertising men, constantly forgiven for my impudence, often paid an absurd figure for writing an unimportant advertisement — that any one of forty men, not authors, would have gladly written with more care at half my price — simply because I was an author.

Well, I had published certain tales over my own name and my fate was sealed. That the tales were not liked by many of the critics did not matter too much. To be sure, my books did not sell, but I was discussed in the newspapers and literary magazines and my picture was occasionally printed and finally a very second-rate English writer of romances, very popular in our country, spoke well of me and Mr. Frank Harris spoke ill of me.

Ye gods, I was lost and must flee. The very grocer at the corner, with whom I was wont to sit on the steps by the back door of the store on summer evenings while he talked of his life as a young sailor on a lake steamer looked at me with new eyes. He began speaking like a very movie hero. His tales, that had been so naturally and humanly told, became grotesques of tales. The fellow had some idea I might make him the hero of some improbable romance of our inland seas, one always holding the helm in some desperate storm or jumping overboard to rescue some broker’s daughter, and tried heroically to supply me with materials. He had in his youth read some novel of the seas and now he began to lie valiantly, telling me all the desperate escapades of which he had heard or read as having happened to himself. Shades of Defoe and Melville, such a sea and such a sailor’s life as he manufactured! I remembered almost with tears in my eyes the little homely real stories he had formerly been in the habit of telling of himself, and left him never to return. I was even vicious enough to rob him, for his defection, of my grocery trade.

How utterly all my life had been changed by a little public attention! Even some of my friends went the road of the grocer. I remember that I had, at just that time, done a deed affecting my personal life that had lost me the respect of some of my acquaintances. One of them saw my picture, printed I think in the Literary Digest, and immediately afterward wrote me a letter. “You are a great artist and may do anything you please. I forgive you everything,” he wrote and as I read the letter my heart went sick within me. “At any rate why do they want to dehumanize us?” I asked myself. Violently then I cursed the romancers. They were in reality at the bottom of it all. Not satisfied with the cowboys the sailors and the detectives they had descended upon their brothers of the pen and the brush. A poet was a certain kind of man with long hair and no food who went about muttering to himself. There was no escape for him. That he was and his fate was fixed. To be sure I had myself known some American poets and had found them in their everyday life much like all the other people I knew except that they were a trifle more sensitive to life and its beauties and, before they became widely known as poets, sometimes wrote beautiful bits describing their inner reaction to some flash of beauty that had come to them. They were that before they became widely known as poets and then later they were usually goners.

That was how it was with the poet. The painter usually starved in a garret and went about his small room pale and emaciated, with a palette stuck on his thumb, and then one day a lovely lady came along the street, saw how that he was a genius and married him. I’ll say this for us scribblers and the actors. We got off better. We usually, in the romances, sat on a park bench with the tramps and had a dirty newspaper blown to us by a cold wind. On the front page of the newspaper was a large picture of ourselves and an announcement that fame had come. Then we went and bought the tramps a breakfast with our last dollar before we went to live in a great house with servants. We scribblers and the actors got off the least shamefully in the romances but then, it is to be remembered, fellows of our own craft got up these yarns that had so stuck in the public mind and that they had for that reason perhaps a little pity for us.

All of this however concerned the materials for tales. One had to do one’s own winnowing in any event. I was in New York and was after something other than stories. Would I find what I wanted? I was somewhat afraid of the writers, particularly of the ones whose work I most admired because I thought they must be a special kind of being, quite different from the men I had known. (No doubt I was myself the victim of the same romancers I have just been cursing.) There were certain men I thought had written of America and American writing with an understanding that had been a help to me. I was what I was, a rough and tumble participant in life. As yet there had been little time for study, for quiet thought.

As for these other men, the fellows of the East, what of them? I fancied in them an erudition the contemplation of which made me afraid. Now I understood how Mark Twain felt when he went up to Boston. Did he, like myself, want something without knowing just what he wanted?

For such men as myself you must understand there is always a great difficulty about telling the tale after the scent has been picked up. The tales that continually came to me in the way indicated above could of course not become tales until I had clothed them. Having, from a conversation overheard or in some other way, got the tone of a tale, I was like a woman who has just become impregnated. Something was growing inside me. At night when I lay in my bed I could feel the heels of the tale kicking against the walls of my body. Often as I lay thus every word of the tale came to me quite clearly but when I got out of bed to write it down the words would not come.

I had constantly to seek in roads new to me. Other men had felt what I had felt, had seen what I had seen how had they met the difficulties I faced? My father when he told his tales walked up and down the room before his audience. He pushed out little experimental sentences and watched his audience narrowly. There was a dull-eyed old farmer sitting in a corner of the room. Father had his eyes on the fellow. “I’ll get him,” he said to himself. He watched the farmer s eyes. When the experimental sentence he had tried did not get anywhere he tried another and kept trying. Beside words he had — to help the telling of his tales — the advantage of being able to act out those parts for which he could find no words. He could frown, shake his fists, smile, let a look of pain or annoyance drift over his face.

These were his advantages that I had to give up if I was to write my tales rather than tell them and how often I had cursed my fate.

How significant words had become to me! At about this time an American woman living in Paris, Miss Gertrude Stein, had published a book called “Tender Buttons” and it had come into my hands. How it had excited me! Here was something purely experimental and dealing in words separated from sense — in the ordinary meaning of the word sense — an approach I was sure the poets must often be compelled to make. Was it an approach that would help me? I decided to try it.

A year or two before the time of which I am now writing an American painter, Mr. Felix Russman, had taken me one day into his workshop to show me his colors. He laid them out on a table before me and then his wife called him out of the room and he stayed for half an hour. It had been one of the most exciting moments of my life. I shifted the little pans of color about, laid one color against another. I walked away and came near. Suddenly there had flashed into my consciousness, for perhaps the first time in my life, the secret inner world of the painters. Before that time I had wondered often enough why certain paintings, done by the old masters, and hung in our Chicago Art Institute, had so strange an effect upon me. Now I thought I knew. The true painter revealed all of himself in every stroke of his brush. Titian made one feel so utterly the splendor of himself; from Fra Angelico and Sandro Botticelli there came such a deep human tenderness that on some days it fairly brought tears to the eyes; in a most dreadful way and in spite of all his skill Bouguereau gave away his own inner nastiness while Leonardo made one feel all of the grandeur of his mind just as Balzac had made his readers feel the universality and wonder of his mind.

Very well then, the words used by the tale-teller were as the colors used by the painter. Form was another matter. It grew out of the materials of the tale and the teller’s reaction to them. It was the tale trying to take form that kicked about inside the taleteller at night when he wanted to sleep.

And words were something else. Words were the surfaces, the clothes of the tale. I thought I had begun to get something a little clearer now. I had smiled to myself a little at the sudden realization of how little native American words had been used by American story-writers. When most American writers wanted to be very American they went in for slang. Surely we American scribblers had paid long and hard for the English blood in our veins. The English had got their books into our schools, their ideas of correct forms of expression were firmly fixed in our minds. Words as commonly used in our writing were in reality an army that marched in a certain array and the generals in command of the army were still English. One saw the words as marching, always just so — in books — and came to think of them so — in books.

But when one told a tale to a group of advertising men sitting in a barroom in Chicago or to a group of laborers by a factory door in Indiana one instinctively disbanded the army. There were moments then for what have always been called by our correct writers “unprintable words.” One got now and then a certain effect by a bit of profanity. One dropped instinctively into the vocabulary of the men about, was compelled to do so to get the full effect sought for the tale. Was the tale he was telling not just the tale of a man named Smoky Pete and how he caught his foot in the trap set for himself? — or perhaps one was giving them the Mama Geigans story. The devil. What had the words of such a tale to do with Thackeray or Fielding? Did the men to “whom one told the tale not know a dozen Smoky Petes and Mama Geigans? Had one ventured into the classic English models for tale-telling at that moment there would have been a roar. “What the devil! Don’t you go high-toning us!”

And it was sure one did not always seek a laugh from his audience. Sometimes one wanted to move [the audience, make them squirm with sympathy. Perhaps one wanted to throw an altogether new light on  a tale the audience already knew.

Would the common words of our daily speech in shops and offices do the trick? Surely the Americans among whom one sat talking had felt everything the Greeks had felt, everything the English felt? Deaths came to them, the tricks of fate assailed their lives. I was certain none of them lived felt or talked as the average American novel made them live feel and talk and as for the plot short stories of the magazines — those bastard children of De Maupassant, Poe and O. Henry — it was certain there were no plot short stories ever lived in any life I had known anything about.

Did it come to this, that Americans worked, made love, settled new western states, arranged their personal affairs, drove their fords, using one language while they read books, wanted perhaps to read books, in quite another language?

I had come to Gertrude Stein’s book about which everyone laughed but about which I did not laugh. It excited me as one might grow excited in going into a new and wonderful country where everything is strange — a sort of Lewis and Clark expedition for me. Here were words laid before me as the painter had laid the color pans on the table in my presence. My mind did a kind of jerking flop and after Miss Stein’s book had come into my hands I spent days going about with a tablet of paper in my pocket and making new and strange combinations of words. The result was I thought a new familiarity with the words of my own vocabulary. I became a little conscious where before I had been unconscious. Perhaps it was then I really fell in love with words, wanted to give each word used every chance to show itself at its best. — 

It had then not occurred to me that the men I had really come to New York hoping to see and know, fellows of the schools, men who knew their Europe, knew the history of the arts, who knew a thousand things I could not know, it had never occurred to me that in the end I would find them as frankly puzzled as myself. When I found that out there was a new adjustment to make. It was then only the trick men, the men who worked from the little patent formula they had learned, the critics who could never get English literature out of their heads, who thought they were sure of their grounds? That knowledge was a relief when I found it out hut I was a long long time finding it out. It takes a long time to find out one’s own limitations and perhaps a longer time to find out the limitations of one’s critics.

Was there really something new in the air of America? I remember that at about this time someone told me that I was myself something new and how thankful I was to hear it. “Very well,” I said to myself, “if there are certain men launching a new ship from the harbor of New York and if they are willing to take me aboard I’ll sure go.” I was just as willing to be a modern as anything else, was glad to be. It was very sure I was not going to be a successful author and well enough I knew that, not being successful, there would he a great deal of consolation to me in being at least a modern.

What I at the moment felt toward all the more deeply cultured men whose acquaintanceship I sought and still in a sense feel toward them was something like what a young mechanic might feel when his boss comes into the shop accompanied by his daughter.

The young mechanic is standing at his lathe there is grease on his face and hands. The boss’s daughter has never been shown over the shop before and is a little excited by the presence of so many strange men and as she and her father approach the lathe where the young workman stands he does not know whether to appear surly and uncommunicative or bold and a bit impudent. (In his place I, being an American, should probably have winked at the girl and been terribly embarrassed and ashamed later.)

There he stands fumbling about with his fingers and pretending to look out of the window and — the devil! — now the boss has stopped behind his lathe and is attempting to explain something to the daughter, “This is a sprocket post, is it not?” he says to the workman, who is compelled to turn around. “Yes, sir,” he mutters, in embarrassment but his eyes, in just that fraction of a second, have taken a sweeping glance at the daughter.

And now she is gone and the workman is asking himself questions. “If I was a swell now I suppose maybe I’d be invited to their house.” He imagines himself in a dress suit going up a long driveway to the front of a grand house. He is swinging a cane and there on the front steps is the boss’s daughter waiting to receive him. What will he talk to her about? Dare a man speak in such company of the only things he knows? What does he know?

He knows that Jack Johnson could probably have whipped Jess Willard if he had really tried. There is a woman lives in his rooming house who is unfaithful to her husband. He knows who with. She is going to have a child but the chances are it is not her husband’s child. Often he has asked himself how she will feel on the night when the child is born and when her husband is so excited and proud.

After all, the young workman knows a good many things of his own sort, but of how many of them can he, dare he, speak with the boss’s daughter whose voice was so soft and whose skin looked so delicate that day when she came into the shop with her father? “Dare I ask her what she thinks the unfaithful wife will be thinking and feeling when the child is born?”

Young workmen have a kind of fear of the thing called culture. Most middle-westerners think of it — in spite of their protestations to the contrary — as in some vague way to be breathed in the air of New York. New Yorkers seem to think of it as to be found in London or Paris. Bankers and manufacturers of the Middle-West hope to get it for their sons by sending them to Yale or Harvard and as there are a good many bankers and manufacturers Yale and Harvard are inclined to be crowded. Mark Twain thought he would find it in Boston — a whole generation of Americans thought that.

To the young workman culture is somewhat like a new suit of clothes that does not fit too well. It binds under the arms when one first puts it on.


NOTE II
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WHEN I LIVED in Chicago and had first begun to write stories an American critic who had seen some of my work had been very kind about securing the publication of the stories but once, when he was annoyed with me for writing a story he did not like, he wrote me a scolding letter. “You are, after all, nothing but an advertising writer who would like to be something else and can’t make it,” he said and after I had got to New York and had walked about a little looking at the tall arrogant buildings and at the smart alert-looking people in the streets I thought I had better, for the time at least, stay away from the people whose work and whose minds I admired. “They might find out how really little I know,” I said to myself shrewdly.

I was however not too lonely, having plenty of people at whom I could look, to whom I could listen. My brother, who lived in New York, took me to the Salmagundi Club where I saw any number of successful painters and my boyhood friend Mr. John Emerson took me to the Players and Lambs and also, with other men and women I knew, I penetrated into the life of Greenwich Village.

How many strings to grasp! How many things I wanted of the city that was, I had no doubt, the artistic and intellectual capital of the country! The city’s wealth did not impress me too much, as I had been in other wealthy places. One could make money as fast in Chicago as in New York, although it could probably not be spent with quite as much style. What I wanted most was the men who would help me solve certain problems connected with the craft to which I was devoted. Could I find such fellows? Would they do it?

The bitter truth was that of the actors I saw and heard talk none seemed much interested in the craft of the actor and of the painters the same lack of interest in what seemed to me so essential was apparent, and surely we scribblers were no better. The successful men of the arts talked of the market and little else. Writers even went into bookstores to see what kind of books were selling well in order to know what kind of books to write, actors talked of salaries paid and of getting some part that would bring them into prominence and the painters followed the same bent.

Were the successful practitioners of the arts much less decent fellows than the laborers and business men of the Middle West among whom my life had been spent? I was forced to ask myself that question too.


NOTE III
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I SAT IN a restaurant in New York thinking of my friends George and Marco in Chicago. We had been lads together and I remembered an evening of our young manhood when we all went out to walk together. We had stopped at a bridge and stood leaning over and I remembered that Marco had said something, expressive at the moment of what we had all felt. “The time’ll come, I’ll bet you what you please the time!! come when I’ll be making my hundred and twenty-five every month,” he had said.

Well, Marco’s remark had expressed something more than a desire to make money. Later all of us had made money and then when youth was gone we had all tried something else. Marco wrote poetry and George and I wrote stories. None of us knew much of our crafts but we had struggled together with them and in the evenings had sat about talking. What we had all wanted was the leisure money might bring. We had all wanted to go to New York and live among men who knew more of the crafts we were trying to practice than we felt we would ever know.

And now I had come to New York and was sitting in a restaurant where the more successful of the practitioners of the arts congregated. What did I want? I wanted to hear men of my own craft, who loved the craft, speak of it. I remembered how as a boy in mid-western towns before the factories came in so thick the carpenters, wheelwrights, harness-makers and other craftsmen often gathered about to speak of their work and how I loved to be among them at such times. The factories had brushed such fellows aside. Had the same thing happened in the more delicate crafts? Were the great publishing houses of the city and the magazines but factories and were the writers and picture makers who worked for them but factory hands now?

If that had happened I thought I understood the men among whom I had now come. The older craftsmen had thought little on the subject of wages and had never talked on the subject when they gathered in groups in the evenings but the factory hands among whom I later worked had talked of little else. They had talked of how much money might be made and had boasted interminably of their potency in sex. Were the practitioners of the more delicate crafts becoming like them?

In the New York restaurant was a room filled with people, all in some way practitioners of the arts. Near me at a table sat three men and two women. They were talking in rather loud tones and seemed conscious that everything they said was of importance. One had a queer sense of their separateness from each other. Why, when one of them spoke, did he not look at his fellows? Instead he glanced about the room, as though saying to himself, “Is anyone looking at me?”

And now one of these men arose and walked across the room. There was something strange about his walk. I was puzzled and then the truth came to me. All the men and women in the room were obviously aware of what they thought of as their own importance. No man spoke naturally, walked naturally.

The man who had got up from the table to go speak to someone at another table did not want really to speak to him. He wanted to walk across the room for the same reason that I am told, nowadays, it is almost impossible to do anything with actors as they all want to get into one spot on the stage — upstage where the light is the clearest.

What a ghastly separation from life! I sat in the New York restaurant fully aware that what was true of the men and women about me was true also of myself. The people in the restaurant, the actors, painters and writers, had made themselves what the public thought it wanted from its artists, and had been well paid for doing so. What I felt in New York I might have felt with even more terrible certainty in Hollywood.

I fled from the restaurant and at a street corner stopped and laughed at myself. I remembered that at the moment I had on a pair of socks and a neck-scarf, either of which might have been seen for a mile. “At any rate you’re not such a blushing violet yourself,” I said, grinning with myself at myself.


NOTE IV
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IT WAS TIME surely for me to review myself. I wanted to know just what I was doing in New York, what I was up to — if I could find out. I had time now to ask myself a lot of questions and I enjoyed doing so. Mornings to walk about, afternoons to go to the parks, sit with people or go to see paintings, evenings of my own. No advertisements to write, for a time anyway. “Crescent Soap Lightens the Day’s Work. Tangletoes Catches the Flies,” etc. For a man living as I lived a few hundred dollars would go far. For the American there are always plenty of books to be had without cost and one may see what the more successful painters are doing by simply walking in at the door of a museum or a gallery. The work of the more unsuccessful ones worth seeing Alfred Stieglitz will show you or tell you about. Cigarettes do not cost very much and there are happy hours to be spent sitting by the window of a room in a side street hearing what people have to say as they walk past. All the women of my street spent the time at the same thing. There was a fat old woman across the way who never left the window from morning till night. I wondered if she was planning to write a novel and was thinking about the characters, dreaming of them, making up scenes and situations in which they were to play a part.

If my life in the past had been split into two parts it need be that no longer. I have taken a resolution. In the future I would write no more advertisements. If I became broke I would become a beggar and sit with a beggar bowl in Fifth Avenue. Even the police are sentimental enough not to kick an author out. I would not sit swearing at the book publishers, the magazine editors or the public, that I was not rich. I had not tried to accommodate myself to them — why should they bother about me? I sat dreaming of what might be the takings of an author with a beggar bowl in his lap sitting in front of the Public Library on Fifth Avenue. The press of people would prevent the literarily inclined ladies from stopping to discuss books or to tell the author that his philosophy of life was all wrong. Also they could not accuse him of personal immorality. A beggar could not be immoral. He was at once above and below immorality. And the takings! There would be much good silver and I loved silver. If I should become blind my fortune would be made at last. A blind author sitting begging before the Public Library in the city of New York! Who dare say there was not glorious opportunity left in our country?

Had I less courage than my father? Perhaps I had. He also might have thought of so noble a plan but in my place he might also have put it into execution at once. Ladies often came to the Public Library to meet their lovers. Quarrels started there. One would learn much of life by sitting as I have suggested. No man or woman would hesitate to speak boldly before a beggar. The stones would be cold but perhaps one could have a cushion.


NOTE V
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WHEN I WENT on my pilgrimage to New York I was not a young man any more. The gray had begun to show in my hair. On the very day after my arrival I chanced to pick up a novel of Turgenev’s, “A House of Gentlefolk,” and saw how that he had made his hero Levretsky an old man, through with life, at forty-five.

Pretty rough on an American who had not dared think of trying to do what he wanted until he was approaching that age. No American dared think of doing anything he enjoyed until youth was gone. Youth must be given to money making among us and leisure was a sin. A short time after the period of which I am now writing I was given the Dial prize for literature, the intent of which was that it was to be given to encourage some young man just starting out on the hard road of literary effort. It had been offered to me and I wanted it but thought seriously of investing in hair dye before going to call on the editors.

So little work of any account done! Mornings coming, noons, nights! Many nights of lying awake in my bed in some rooming house in the city thinking!

I had a penchant for taking my own life rather seriously. Americans in general pretended their own lives did not matter. They were continually talking of devoting their lives to business, to some reform, to their children, to the public. I had been called a modern and perhaps only deserved the title inasmuch as I was a born questioner. I did not take such words people were always saying too seriously. Often enough I used to lie on my bed in my room and on moonlight nights I lit a cigarette and spent some time looking at myself. I lifted up my legs, one after the other, and rejoiced at the thought that they might yet take me into many strange places. Then I lifted my arms and looked long and earnestly at my hands. Why had they not served me better? Why would they not serve me better? It was easy enough to put a pen into the fingers. I myself was perfectly willing to be a great author. Why would not the pen slide more easily and gracefully over the paper? What sentences I wanted to write, what paragraphs, what pages! If reading Miss Stein had given me a new sense of my own limited vocabulary, had made me feel words as more living things, if seeing the work of many of the modern painters had given me a new feeling for form and color, why would my own hands not become better servants to me?

On some nights, as I lay thus, the noise of the great city to which I had come growing fainter as the night wore on, I had many strange thoughts, brought into my head by reading the works of such men as Mr. Van Wyck Brooks or by talking with such men as my friends Alfred Stieglitz and Paul Rosenfeld. My own hands had not served me very well. Nothing they had done with words had satisfied me. There was not finesse enough in my fingers. All sorts of thoughts and emotions came to me that would not creep down my arms and out through my fingers upon the paper. How much was I to blame for that? How much could fairly be blamed to the civilization in which I had lived? I presume I wanted very much to blame something other than myself if I could.

The thoughts that came were something like this: “Suppose,” I suggested to myself, “that the giving of itself by an entire generation to mechanical things were really making all men impotent. There was a passion for size among almost all the men I had known. Almost every man I had known had wanted a bigger house, a bigger factory, a faster automobile than his fellows. I had myself run an automobile and doing so had given me a strange sense of vicarious power, mingled with a kind of shame too. I pressed my foot upon a little button on the floor of the car and it shot forward. There was a feeling that did not really belong to me, that I had in some way stolen. I was rushing along a road or through a street and carrying five or six other people with me and, in spite of myself, felt rather grand doing it. Was that because I was in reality so ineffectual in myself? Did so many of my fellow writers want great sales for their books because, feeling as I did then the ineffectuality of their own hands to do good work, they wanted to be convinced from the outside? Was the desire all modern peoples had for a greater navy, a greater army, taller public buildings, but a sign of growing impotence? Was there a growing race of people in the world who had no use for their hands and were the hands paying them back by becoming ineffectual? Was the Modem after all but the man who had begun faintly to realize what I was then realizing and were all his efforts hut at bottom the attempt to get his hands back on the ends of his arms? ‘It may be that all the men of our age can at best but act as fertilizer,’ Paul Rosenfeld had said to me. Was what I was then thinking in reality what he had meant?”

I am trying to give as closely as I can a transcript of some of my own thoughts as I lay on my bed in a rooming house in the city of New York and after I had walked about and had talked a little with some of the men I admired. I was thinking of old workers in the time of the crafts and of the new workers I had personally known in the time of the factories. I was thinking of myself and my own ineffectualness. Perhaps I was but trying to make excuses for myself. Most artists spend a large part of their time doing that. In the factories so many of the workers spent so large a part of their time boasting of their sexual effectiveness. Was that because they felt themselves every year growing more and more ineffectual as men? Were modern women going more and more toward man’s life and man’s attitude toward life because they were becoming all the time less and less able to be women? For two or three hundred years the western peoples had been in the grip of a thing called Puritanism. Mr. Brooks and Mr. Waldo Frank, in two books published at about that time, had declared that industrialism was a natural outgrowth of Puritanism, that having renounced life for themselves the Puritans were determined to kill life in others.

I had definite reasons for asking myself many of the questions that came to me as I lay in my bed at night. I had already published several stories and, for some reason I had not clearly understood, many people in reading my stories had been made angry by them. Many abusive letters had been written me. I had been called a pervert, a thoroughly nasty man.

Was I that? I thought if I was I had better find out. My own hands looked all right to me as I lay on my bed looking at them in the moonlight. Were they unclean hands? There had been a few times, for brief periods only, when they had seemed to me to serve my purpose. I had felt something deeply, been quite impersonally absorbed in something in the life about me and my hands had of a sudden come to life. They had arranged words on paper I thought very skillfully. How clean I had felt during just those moments! It was the feeling I had always been seeking. At last, in a crippled way to be sure but after a fashion, my whole being had become a quite impersonal thing, expressing itself on paper through written words. The life about me seemed to have become my life. I sang as I worked, as in my boyhood I had often seen old craftsmen sing and as I had never heard men sing in the factories.

And for what I had written at such times I had been called unclean by men and women who had never known me, could have had no personal reasons for thinking me unclean. Was I unclean? Were the hands that, for such brief periods of my life, had really served me, had they been unclean at such moments of service?

Other thoughts came. Even my friend Paul Rosenfeld had called me “the Phallic Chekhov.” Had I a sex obsession? Was I a goner?

Another American, Mr. Henry Adams, had evidently been as puzzled as I was at that moment although I am sure he would never have been so undignified as to have written, as I am doing here, of himself as lying on a bed in a New York rooming house and putting his own hands up into the moonlight to stare at them.

However he had been equally puzzled. “Singularly enough,” he had said in his book, “The Education of Henry Adams,”

“singularly enough, not one of Adams’ many schools of education has ever drawn his attention to the opening lines of Lucretius, though they were perhaps the finest in all Latin literature, where the poet invoked Venus exactly as Dante invoked the Virgin:

‘Quae, quoniam rerum naturam Sola gubernas.’

“The Venus of Epicurean philosophy survived in the Virgin of the Schools.

‘Donna, sei tanto grande, e tanta vali, 

Che quai vuol grazia, e a te non ricorre, 

Sua Disianza vuol volar senz’ ali.’

“All this was to American thought as though it had never existed. The true American knew something of the facts, but nothing of the feelings; he read the letter, but he never felt the law. Before this historic chasm, a mind like that of Adams felt itself helpless; he turned from the Virgin to the dynamo as though He were a Branly coherer. On one side, at the Louvre and at Chartres, as he knew by the record of work actually done and still before his eyes, was the highest energy ever known to men, the creator of four-fifths of his noblest art, exercising vastly more attraction over the human mind than all the steam engines and dynamos ever dreamed of; and yet this energy was unknown to the American mind. An American Virgin would never dare command; an American Venus would never dare exist.”


NOTE VI
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IF MR. ADAMS had not spent his time as I was doing, lying on a bed and looking at his own hands, he had at least spent his time looking about. “An American Virgin would never dare command; an American Venus would never dare exist,” he had said and it was an accusation that an American could neither love nor worship.

At any rate I was a man of the Middle West. I was not a New Englander. For my own people, as I had known them, it was absurd to say they had neither love nor reverence. Never a boy or man I had known at all intimately but that had both in him. We had simply been cheated. Our Virgins and Venuses had to be worshiped under the bush. What nights I had spent mooning about with middle-western boys, with hungry girls too. Were we but trying to refute the older men of New England who had got such a grip on our American intellectual life, the Emersons, Hawthornes and Longfellows? It was perhaps true to say of the intellectual sons of these men that a Virgin would never dare command, that a Venus would never dare exist. I knew little of New England men in the flesh but it was not necessarily true of us, out in my country. Of that I was pretty sure.

As for my own hands I continued looking at them. Questions kept coming. I was myself no longer young. Having made a few bicycles in factories, having written some thousands of rather senseless advertisements, having rubbed affectionately the legs of a few race horses, having tried blunderingly to love a few women and having written a few novels that did not satisfy me or anyone else, having done these few things, could I begin now to think of myself as tired out and done for? Because my own hands had for the most part served me so badly could I let them lie beside me in idleness?

I did not dare make such a surrender, nor did I dare dodge the issue with myself by going off into that phase of New York life I had already come to dislike, that phase of life which allows a man to employ his hands merely in writing smart and self-satisfying words regarding the failures of other men. In reality I was not trying to look at other men’s lives just then and as for other men’s work — it meant something to me when it taught me something. I was a middle-westerner who had come East to school if I could find the school.

I wanted back the hands that had been taken from me if I could get them back. Mr. Stark Young had talked to me one day of what thinking might be and his words kept ringing in my ears. Such words as he had said to me always excited like music or painting. He was a man who had been a professor in colleges and knew what was conventionally called thinking and he had said that thinking meant nothing at all unless it was done with the whole body — not merely with the head. I remember that one night I got out of bed and went to my window. I had a room far over on Twenty-second Street, near the Hudson River, and often, late at night, sailors from the ships lying in the river came along my street. They had been drinking, seeing the girls, having a time, and were now going back to the ships to sail away over the world. One of them, a very drunken sailor who had to stop every few steps and lean against a building, sang in a hoarse throaty voice:

“Lady Lou. Lady Lou.

I love you.

Lady Lou.”

I looked at my own hands lying on the window sill in the moonlight and I dare say had anyone seen me at that moment he might have decided I had gone quite insane. I talked to my own hands, made them promises, pleaded with them, “I shall cover you with golden rings. You shall be bathed in perfumes.” Perhaps there was an effort to be made I had not the courage or strength to make. When it came to tale-telling there were certain tales that fairly told themselves, but there were others, more fascinating, that needed a great deal of understanding, of myself first and then of others.


NOTE VII
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AND SO THERE I was, an American rapidly approaching middle life, sitting in my room over in west Twenty-second Street at night after a day spent listening to the talk of the new men and trying with all my might to be one of the new men myself. Below me in the street the common life of people went on but I tried to put it away from me for the time, was having too good a time thinking of myself to think much of ordinary people. It is a mood that has appeared and reappeared in me at various times and I am trying to clear it out of my system by writing this book. When I have done that I hope to shut up on the subject for keeps. In my book I have had something to say of my father, emphasizing the showman side of his nature. I have perhaps lied now and then regarding the facts of his life but have not lied about the essence of it.

He was a man who loved a parade, bands playing in streets and himself in a gaudy uniform somewhere up near the head of the procession and I have myself had a pretty hard time not making a parade out of my own life.

Some time after the period of which I am now writing, my friend Mr. Paul Rosenfeld was with me in London stopping at the same hotel and one day I got away from him and when he wasn’t watching wandered into a gents’ furnishing store. When he came into the hotel later I took him to my room and displayed before him the things I had bought. He almost wept but there was little he could do. “Don’t,” he said. “Come out of the room. Promise me you won’t wear these things until you get out again to Chicago.”

I was in New York and was the son of my father. The New Movement in the Arts was under way. If it was going to be a parade I wanted, ached, to be in it. Was I but trying to put myself over to the literary world as formerly I had been employed to put over automobile tires to the public?

It was a question I was compelled to keep asking myself as it had something to do with the ineffectualness of my own hands lying before’ me on the window sill. I kept thinking of middle-western men like Dreiser, Masters, Sandburg and the others. There was something sincere and fine about them. Perhaps they had not worried, as I seemed to be doing, about the whole question of whether they belonged to the New Movement or not. I thought of them as somewhere out in the Middle West quietly at work, trying to understand the life about them, trying to express it in their work as best they could. How many other men were there in towns and cities of that great middle-western empire — my own land — younger men coming along. I had been unable to make my own beginning until most of the stronger years of my own life had passed. Perhaps I could not have begun at all but for them and perhaps, because of them, other men could now begin ten years younger than myself.

“The eastern men, among whom I had now come, were perhaps right in demanding something more than courage from American artists,” I began telling myself. It was apparent there were two steps necessary and it might well be that we middle-western men had taken but one step. One had first of all to face one’s materials, accept fully the life about, quit running off in fancy to India, to England, to the South Seas. We Americans had to begin to stay, in spirit at least, at home. We had to accept our materials, face our materials.

There was one thing, but there was something else too. We had to begin to face the possibilities of the surfaces of our pages.

Ah, here was something very difficult and delicate indeed! Was I right after all in sitting in the darkness of my room and looking at my own hands, pleading with my own hands? Had I really come to New York — not to find out and digest abstract thoughts about American life but to find there the men who would direct me more truly to the training of my own hands for my task?

In the days of the old crafts men became apprenticed craftsmen at fifteen. Had the men of the new day to live nearly three times that long before they found out they need go looking for the masters?


NOTE VIII
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I WAS LIVING in a rooming house in a side street in New York and had spent more years of my life than I cared to think about in just such places. When I first began writing I used to read a great deal, in George Moore and others, of writers, painters, poets and the like sitting in cafés. That however happened in Paris, not in New York or Chicago. Everyone has read about it. You know how they do. In the evening one by one they come in at the door of the cafe. On the arm of the painter there may chance to be a beautiful grisette. The writers are less fortunate with the ladies and are glad to sit in silence listening to the talk. And how brilliant the talk! Such things are said! There is always an old wit, someone in the manner of Whistler or Degas. The old dog sits at a table keeping everything in order. I remember that two or three men I knew in New York tried something of the sort but did not quite pull it off. Let someone get a little “hifalutin’” — some scribbler, let us say. Suppose he sighs and says “The beautiful must remain the unattainable,” or something like that. Or let some other scribbler go off on a long solemn pronouncement about government, “All government should be done away with. It’s nonsense.” Bang! The Jimmy Whistler or the Degas of the café has shot him right between the eyes. There was a sense in which Miss Jane Heap of The Little Review supplied the need of such a one in New York, but she and Miss Margaret Anderson could not cover the whole field. That was impossible.

And, in any event, neither New York nor Chicago has any cafés. When I first went to New York drinking was still publicly going on but one stood up at a bar with the foot on a rail and shot the drink into oneself. There might be a moment of conversation with the bartender. “What chance you think the Giants got?” etc. Nothing specially helpful in that and anyway what one secretly hoped was that the White Sox of Chicago would win.

Everyone lived in rooms, except those who had rich parents and most young American artists gathered in the city, ate at cafeterias. In Chicago, before I left, they had begun taking the chairs out of the restaurants and one fancied that, in a few years, all Chicagoans would eat as they drank, standing. It would save time.

We more solemn and serious American scribblers, painters, etc., for the most part lived in rooms and I have myself a memory of rooms in which I have lived, that is like a desert trail. I can no longer recall all of them. In a sense they haunt my whole life. At a little distance they become gray, little gray holes into which I have crept.

And we Americans have enough of the blood of the northern races in us that we must have our holes into which to creep, to contemplate ourselves, to say our prayers. In Paris, during a summer when I loitered there, I found myself able to sit all afternoon in a café, watching the people pass up and down a little street. At another café across a small square a young student made love to a girl. He kept touching her body with his hands and laughing and occasionally he kissed her. That happened and carts passed. One side of my mind made little delightful mental notes. The French teamsters did not make geldings of their horses. Magnificent stallions passed drawing dust carts. Why did Americans unman stallions while the French did not? The teamster walked in the road with his hat cocked to the side of his head and a bit of color in the hat. The stallion threw back his head and trumpeted. The teamster made some sort of sarcastic comment to the student with the girl, who answered in kind but did not quit kissing her. There was a small church on the west side of the square and old women were going in and coming out. All these things happened and I was alive to them all and still I sat in a café writing a tale of life in my own Ohio towns. How natural it seemed, in Paris, to lead one’s secret inner life quite openly in the streets and how unnatural the same sort of thing would have seemed in an American city.

In Chicago alone there had been enough rooms, in which I myself had lived, had hidden myself away, to have made a long street of houses. How much had my own outlook on life been made by the rooms? How much were the lives of all Americans made by the places in which they lived? When Americans grew tired of their houses — or rooms — and went into the street there was no place to sit unless one went into a movie or went to eat expensive and unnecessary food in a crowded restaurant. In the movies signs were put up:— “Best place in town to kill time.”

Time then was a thing to be killed. It would seem an odd notion, I fancy, to a Frenchman or an Italian.


NOTE IX
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ONE GOES FROM Chicago to New York on a modern train very quickly but in the short time while the train is tearing along, while one sleeps and awakens once, one cuts the distance between oneself and Europe immeasurably. To the American, and in spite of the later disillusionment brought by the World War Europe remained the old home of the crafts. Even as the train goes eastward in one’s own country, there is an inner ferment of excitement. Turgenev, Gogol, Fielding, Cervantes, De Foe, Balzac — what mighty names marched through the mind with the click of the car wheels. To the man of the American West how much the East means. How deeply buried the great European craftsmen had been in the soil out of which they had come. How intimately they had known their own peoples and with what infinite delicacy and understanding they had spoken out of them. As one sat in the train one found oneself bitterly condemning many of our own older craftsmen for selling out their inheritances, for selling out the younger men, too. Why were they not more consciously aware of what they, as craftsmen, were at? What had they got — a few automobiles, suburban homes, a little cheap acclaim.

Moments of wrath and then a smile too. “My boy, my boy, keep your shirt on!”

In the next seat a Detroit man talking loudly. “Advertising pays. What you got to do is put it across in a hurry.”

Only yesterday there was myself too, talking so, pounding tables in offices, crying the gospel of size, of hustle.

‘Keep your shirt on! Listen! You are starting rather late to do much. Perhaps if you are patient, if you listen work and learn you shall yet tell delicately a few tales.”

As one approaches the Atlantic Coast there is a feeling comes that one, not horn, not having lived, through youth and young manhood in the Middle or Far West will never quite understand. Near my own room in the city, lying in the Hudson River, were vessels that to-morrow would set sail for Europe, other vessels that had arrived from Europe but the day before. As I lay on my cot in my room at night I could hear the steamboats crying in the river. At night when there was a fog they were like cows lost in a forest, somewhere out in the Middle West, lost and bawling for the warm barns.

One went down to walk in the street facing the river. People were arriving on boats, departing on boats. They took the whole matter calmly, as one living in Chicago would entrain for Indianapolis. Out in my own country, when I was a boy, going to Europe meant something tremendous, like going to war for example. It was of infinitely more importance than, let us say, getting married. One got married or even went to war without writing a book about it but no man went to Europe from Ohio at least, without later writing a book about his travels.

Men and women of the Middle West became famous by way of European trips. Such and such a one had been to Europe three times. He was consulted upon all occasions, was allowed to sit on the platform at political meetings, might even claim the privilege of carrying a cane. Even the men of the barrooms were impressed. The bartender settled a quarrel between two men by referring the matter to Ed Swarts, who had been home to Germany twice. “Well, he’s traveled. He has an education. He knows what he’s talking about,” the bartender said.

Had I myself come to New York, half wanting to go on to Europe and not quite daring? At least there was not in me the naïve faith in Europe my father must have had. I found myself able to go into the presence of men who had spent years in Europe without trembling, visibly at least, but something pulled. It was so difficult to understand life and the impulses of life here. There was so much phrase-making to cover up the reality of feelings, of hungers. Would one learn something by going to the sources of all this vast river of mixed bloods, mixed traditions, mixed passions and impulses?

Perhaps I thought that in New York I should find men, Americans in spirit and in fact, who had digested what Europe had to give America and who would pass it on to me. I was middle-western enough to think it a bit presumptuous of me to strike out as a man of letters, set myself up as a man of letters. I wanted to, but didn’t quite dare.

However I took a long breath and plunged. All about me were men talking and talking. There was, at just that time, a distinct effort to awaken in New York something like the group life among artists and intellectuals for which Paris had long been famous. There was the extreme radical political and intellectual group, gathered about The Masses; the Little Review with its sledgehammer pronouncements and a kind of flaunting joy of life, of which the others were both scornful and afraid; The Seven Arts group, inclined to make itself small and exclusive; the liberals, always apparently trembling on the edge of a real feeling for the crafts and never quite making it, that gathered about The New Republic and The Nation, and besides these Mencken and Nathan, knights errant at large, with pistols always loaded, ready at any moment to shoot anyone if the shooting would make a bit of stir in the town.

Among these men I walked and after walking went back to my room to lie on my cot. I began checking off names. As for myself I had no serious intention of becoming a New Yorker. I was a middle-westerner born and bred. All the rest of my days I might drift here and there about America but at heart I would be, to the New Yorker, a man from beyond the mountains, an Ohio man to the end.

I was a middle-westerner trying to pick up cultural scraps in New York, trying to go to school there.

I made little lists of names on the walls of my mind. There was Van Wyck Brooks, the man who never wrote a line that did not give me joy, but his mind seemed altogether occupied with what had happened to Twain, Howells, Whitman, Poe and the New Englanders, men for the most part dead before I was born. I was sorry they had the rotten luck to be born in a new land but could not stay permanently sorry. I had to live myself in the moment, in America as it was, as it was becoming. Often I thought of Brooks. “He has a theme. It is that a man cannot be an artist in America. The theme absorbs ah his time and energy. He has little or no time to give to such fellows as myself and our problems.” I did not put Brooks aside. He put me aside.

There were however others. Alfred Stieglitz, Waldo Frank, Henry Canby, Paul Rosenfeld, Leo Ornstein, Ben Huebsch, Alfred Kreymborg, Mary and Padraic Colum, Julius Friend, Ferdinand Schevill, Stark Young when I came to him later, Lawrence Gilman, Gilbert Seldes, Jane Heap, Gertrude Stein. Not all of them New Yorkers, but none of them, except Miss Heap and Ferdinand Schevill middle-westerners like myself.

There were in New York and Chicago no end of people who were willing to talk to me, listen to my talk, cry out for any good thing I did, condemn with quick intelligence what I did that was cheap or second-rate. Not one among them but had thought further than myself, that could tell me a hundred things I did not know. What a debt of gratitude I owe to men like Paul Rosenfeld, Stark Young, Alfred Stieglitz, Waldo Frank and others, men who have willingly taken long hours out of their busy lives to walk and talk with me of my craft.

I used to lie in my room thinking of them, in relation to myself, in relation to other writers who were coming out of the Middle West and who would come. It was rather odd how many of them had Jewish blood in their veins. I did not believe I was too much prejudiced because the people I have named liked certain work of my own. Often enough they did not like it and I had opportunity to realize their reactions to other men’s work, had seen how Stieglitz had labored for Marin, Hartley, O’Keefe, Dove and others, how Waldo Frank had given Sandburg the intelligent appreciation he must have so wanted, had watched with glowing pleasure the subtle workings of the minds of men like Rosenfeld and Young.

I tried to feel and think my way into the matter because it had I thought some relation to my own problem which as you will remember was to try to find footing for myself, a basis of self-criticism.

I wanted, as all men do, to belong.

To what? To an America alive, an America that was no longer a despised cultural foster child of Europe, with unpleasant questions always being asked about its parentage, to an America that had begun to be conscious of itself as a living home-making folk, to an America that had at last given up the notion that anything worth while could ever be got by being in a hurry, by being dollar rich, by being merely big and able to lick some smaller nation with one hand tied behind its broad national back.

As for the men of Jewish blood, so many of whom I found quick and eager to meet me half way, my heart went out to them in gratitude. They were wanting love and understanding, had in their natures many impulses that were destructive. Was there a sense of being outlaws? They did not want their own secret sense of separateness from the life about them commented upon but it existed. They themselves kept it alive and I thought they were not unwise in doing so. I watched them eagerly. Did they have, in their very race feeling, the bit of ground under their feet it was so hard for an Ohio man to get in Cleveland Cincinnati or Chicago or New York? The man of Jewish blood, in an American city, could at any rate feel no more separateness from the life about him than the advertising writer in a Chicago advertising agency who had within him a love of the craft of words. The Jewish race had made itself felt in the arts for ages and even our later middle-western anti-Jewish crusader Henry Ford had no doubt as a child been taught to read the Bible written by old Jewish word-fellows.

As far as I myself could understand, the feeling of separateness from the life about was common to all Americans. It explained the everlasting get-together movements always going on among business men and as for race prejudices, they also were common. There was the South with its concern about the Negroes, the Far West and its orientals, the whole country a little later with its sudden hatred of the Germans and in the Middle West all sorts of little cross-currents of race hatreds as the factory hands came into the towns from all over Europe. No American ever met another American without drawing a little back. There was a question in the soul. “What are your people? Where did they come from?”

“What kind of blood flows in your veins?”

Could it not very well be that the men of Jewish blood who had given themselves to the crafts in America could look at life a bit more impersonally, go out more quickly and warmly to individuals, throw up out of the body of the race more individuals who could give themselves wholeheartedly to the cultural life because of the very fact of a race history behind them?

One had always to remember that we Americans were in the process of trying to make a race. The Jews had been a part of the life of almost every race that had come to us and were for perhaps that very reason in a better position than the rest of us to help make our own race.


NOTE X
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A GRAY MORNING and myself, no longer young, sitting on a bench before the little open space that faces the cathedral of Chartres. Thoughts flitting across a background of years. Had I finally accepted myself, in part at least, as a tale-teller, had I come that far on the road toward manhood?

It was sure I had been traveling, wandering from place to place, trying to look and listen. At that moment I was very far away from that land, the background of my tales, the Middle West of America. I was perhaps even farther away spiritually than physically. In my day men covered huge physical distances in a short time. As I sat there nearly all the reality of me was still living in the Middle West of America, in mining towns, factory towns, in sweet stretches of Ohio and Illinois countryside, in great smoke-hung cities, in the midst of that strange, still-forming muddle of peoples that is America.

I had drawn myself out of that for the time, had been in New York among the other writer folk, among the painters, among the talkers too. That after the years of active participation in life, in modern American life, cheating some, lying a good deal, scheming, being hurt by others, hurting others.

The younger years of being a business schemer, trying to grow rich — I have said little enough of those years in my book. However, the book is long enough, perhaps far too long.

Had I ever really wanted to be rich? Perhaps I had only wanted to live, in my craft, in the practice of my craft. It was certain I had not, for many years of my life, known what I wanted. After years of striving, to get money, to get power, to be successful, I had found in the end well-nigh perfect contentment in looking and listening, in sitting lost in some little corner, writing, trying to write all down. “A little worm in the fair apple of progress,” I had called myself laughing — the American laugh.

Now, for a few years, I had been looking abroad.!  think it was Joseph Conrad who said that a writer only began to live after he began to write. It pleased me to think I was, after all, but ten years old.

Plenty of time ahead for such a one. Time to look about, plenty of time to look about.

Well, I had been looking about. I an American middle-westerner, ten years old, had been looking at old London, at strong arrogant young New York, at old France too.

It was apparent that although in France, in the eleventh twelfth and thirteenth centuries, there had been many men alive who had cared greatly for the work of their hands, present-day Frenchmen obviously did not. The cathedral before me was faced on one side by ugly sheds, such as some railroad company might have put up on the shores of a lake facing a city of mid-America. I had taken a second leap from New York to Paris, had been brought there by a friend who now sat on the bench beside me. The man was a friend dear to my heart. We had been sitting for days on just that bench, wandering about the cathedral. Visitors came and went, mostly Americans, middle-western Americans like myself no doubt. Some of them looked at the cathedral without stopping the motors of theirs cars. They were in a hurry, had got the hurry habit. One day a little drama played itself out in the open space before the cathedral door. An American came with two women, one French the other American, his wife or his sweetheart. He was flirting with the French woman and the American woman was pretending she did not see. My friend and I watched the drama flit back and forth for two or three hours. There before us was a woman losing her man, and she did not want to admit it to herself. Once when they had all three gone inside the cathedral, the American woman came out and stood for a moment by the massively beautiful door, the old eleventh-century door facing us. She did not see us and went to lean against the door itself, crying softly. Then she wiped her eyes and went inside again to join the others. They were all presumably getting culture there, in the presence of the work of the old workmen. The stooped figures of old Frenchwomen with shawls about their shoulders kept hurrying across the open space, going into the cathedral to worship. My friend and I were also worshiping at the cathedral, had been doing that for days.

Life went on then, ever in the same tragic comic sweet way. In the presence of the beautiful old church one was only more aware, all art could do no more than that — make people, like my friend and myself, more aware. An American girl put her face against the beautiful door of Chartres Cathedral and wept for her lost lover. What had been in the hearts of the workmen who once leaned over the same door carving it? They were fellows who had imaginations that flamed up. “Always wood for carvers to carve, always little flashing things to stir the souls of painters, always the tangle of human lives for the tale-tellers to mull over, dream over,” I told myself. I remembered what an excited young man had once said to me in Chicago. We had stood together in Lake Street, that most noisy and terrible of all Chicago’s downtown streets. “There are as many tales to be found here as in any street of any city in the world,” he had said a little defiantly. Then he looked at me and smiled. “But they will be different tales than would be found in any street of any of the old world cities,” he added.

I wondered.

My own mind was in a ferment, thoughts scurrying across a background of fancies as shadows play across the walls of a room when night comes on. My friend sat in silence. He had got hold of Huysmann’s “Cathedral” and was reading. Now and then he put the book down and sat for a long time in silence looking at the gray lovely old building in that gray light. It was one of the best moments of my own life. I felt free and glad. Did the friend who was with me love me? It was sure I loved him. How good his silent presence.

How good the presence of my own thoughts tool There was my friend, the Cathedral, the presence of the little drama in the lives of the three strange people who would presently come out of the church and go away, the packed storehouse of my own fancy too. The end of the story immediately before me I would never know but some day, when I was alone, in Chicago perhaps, my fancy would take it up and play with it. Too bad I was not a Turgenev or someone equally skillful. Were I such a one I might make of what I had seen some such a tale as, say Turgenev’s “Smoke.” There was just the material for a tale, a novel perhaps. One might fancy the man a young American who had come to Paris to study painting and before he came had engaged himself to an American girl at home. He had learned French, had made progress with his work. Then the American girl had set sail for Paris to join him and, at just that moment, while she was at sea, he had fallen desperately in love with a French woman. The deuce, the French woman was skillful with men and she imagined the young American to be rich. With what uncertain thoughts was the breast of the young American torn at that moment.

The three of them just suddenly came out of the church together and walked away together in silence. That was all. All tales presented themselves to the fancy in just that way. There was a suggestion, a hint given. In a crowd of faces in a crowded street one face suddenly jumped out. It had a tale to tell, was crying its tale to the streets but at best one got only a fragment of it. Once, long after the time of which I am now writing, I tried to paint in an American desert. There was something about the light. My eyes were not accustomed to it. There was a wide desert and beyond the desert hills floating away into the distance. I could lie on my back on the sands of the desert and watch the evening light fade away over the hills and such forms come! I thought all I had ever felt could be expressed in one painting of those hills but when later I took a brush into my hands I was only dumb and stupid. What appeared on the canvas was dull and meaningless. I walked about swearing at myself and then at the desert light and the very hills that so short a time before had so filled me with peace and happiness. I kept blaming the light. “Nothing stands still in this light,” I said to myself.

As though anything ever stood still anywhere. It was the artist’s business to make it stand still — well, just to fix the moment, in a painting, in a tale, in a poem.

Sitting there with my friend, facing the cathedral, I remembered something. On my desk, somewhere back in America, was a book in which I had once written certain lines. Well, I had made a poem and had called it, “One who would not grow old.” Now it came sharply back:

I have wished that the wind would stop blowing, that birds would stop dead still in their flight, without falling into the sea, that waves would stand ready to break upon shores without breaking, that all time, all impulse, all movement, mood, hungers, everything would stop and stand hushed and still for a moment.

It would be wonderful to be sitting on a log in a forest when it happened.

When all was still and hushed, just as I have described, we would get off the log and walk a little way.

The insects would all lie still on the ground or float, fixed and silent in the air. An old frog, that lived under a stone and that had opened his mouth to snap at a fly, would sit gaping.

There would be no movement, in New York, in Detroit, in Chicago down by the stock exchange, in towns, in factories, on farms.

Out in Colorado, where a man was riding a horse furiously, striving to catch a steer to be sent to Chicago and butchered — 

He would stop, too, and the steer would stop.

You and I would walk a little way, in the forest, or on a prairie, or on the streets of a town, and then we would stop. We would he the only moving things in the world and then one of us would start a thought rolling and rolling, down time, down space, down mind, down life too.

I am sure I would let you do it if later you would keep all of the voices of your mind hushed while I did it in my turn. I would wait ten lives while others did it for my turn.

That impulse gone long since as I sat that day before the cathedral of Chartres! It was an impulse that had come time and again to every artist but my own moments had come often enough. I had no cause to quarrel with my own life.

Such moments as I had already had in it. “Life owes me nothing,” I kept saying over and over to myself. It was true enough. For all one might say about American life it had been good to me. On that afternoon I thought that if I were suddenly to be confronted with death in the form of the old man with a sickle in his hand, I would be compelled to say, “Well, it’s your turn now, old fellow. I’ve had my chance. If I had done little enough, it’s my fault, not yours.” At any rate life in America had poured itself out richly enough. It was doing that still. As I sat on the bench before Chartres on that gray day I remembered such moments.

A hot afternoon at Saratoga. I had gone to the races with two men from Kentucky, one a professional gambler and the other a business man who could never succeed because he was always running off to the horse races or some such place with such no-accounts as the little gambler and myself. We were smoking big black cigars and all of us were clad in rather garish clothes. All about us were men just like us but with big diamonds on their fingers or in their neckties. On a stretch of green lawn beneath trees a horse was being saddled. Such a beauty! What a buzz of colorful words! The professional gambler, a small man with crooked legs, had once been a jockey and later a trainer of race horses. It was said he had done something crooked, had got himself into disgrace with other horsemen but of that I knew little. At the sight of such a horse as we were now watching as the saddle was put on something strange happened to him. A soft light came into his eyes. The devil! I had once or twice seen just such a light in the eyes of painters at work, I had seen such a light in the eyes of Alfred Stieglitz in the presence of a painting. Well, it was such a light as might have come into the eyes of a Stark Young holding in his hands some piece of old Italian craftsmanship.

I remember that as the little old gambler and I stood near the horse I spoke to him of a painting I had once seen in New York, that painting of Albert Ryder’s of the ghostly white horse running beneath a mysteriously encircled moon on an old race track at night.

The gambler and I talked of the painting. “I know,” he said, “I like to hang around race tracks at night myself.”

That was all he said and we stood watching the horse. In a few minutes now that tense trembling body would be at ease, fallen into the ease of its long, swinging stride, out there on the track.

The gambler and I went away to stand by a fence. Were men less fortunate than horses? Did men also seek but to express themselves beautifully as in a few minutes now the horse would do? The gambler’s body trembled as did my own. When the horse ran (he broke the record for the mile, that day) he and I did not speak to each other. We had together seen something we together loved. Was it enough? “At least,” I told myself, “we men have a kind of consciousness that perhaps the horses haven’t. We have this consciousness of one another. That is what love is, perhaps.”

There was a child, a young boy of fourteen walking beside his mother in a park at Cleveland, Ohio. I sat on a bench there and saw him go by and after that one moment of his passing never saw him again but I’ll never forget while I live. The moment was like the moment of the running of the horse. Could it be that it was the boy’s most beautiful moment? Well, I had seen it. Why was I not made to be a painter? The boy’s head was thrown a little back, he had black curly hair and carried his hat in his hand. In just that moment of his passing the bench on which I sat his young body was all alive, all of the senses fully alive. Whose son was he? Such a living thing as that, to be thrown into the life of Cleveland, Ohio or of Paris or Venice either for that matter.

I am always having those moments of checking up like a miser dosing the shutters of his house at night to count his gold before he goes to bed and although there are many notes on which I might close this book on my own imaginative life in America, it seems to me good enough to close it just there as I sat that day before Chartres Cathedral beside a man I had come to love and in the presence of that cathedral that had made me more deeply happy than any other work of art I had ever seen.

My friend kept pretending to read his book but from time to time I saw how his eyes followed the old tower of the church and the gladness that came into him too.

We would both soon be going back to America to our separate places there. We wanted to go, wanted to take our chances of getting what we could out of our own lives in our own places. We did not want to spend our lives living in the past, dreaming over the dead past of a Europe from which we were separated by a wide ocean. Americans with cultural impulses had done too much of that sort of thing in the past. The game was worn out and even a ladies’ literary society in an Iowa city was coming to know that a European artist of the present day was not necessarily of importance just because he was a European.

The future of the western world lay with America. Everyone knew that. In Europe they knew it better than they did in America.

It was for me a morning of such thoughts, such memories — just there before Chartres with my friend.

Once, in one of my novels, “Poor White,” I made my hero at the very end of the book go on a trip alone. He was feeling the futility of his own life pretty fully, as I myself have so often done, and so after his business was attended to he went to walk on a beach. That was in the town of Sandusky, in the state of Ohio, my own state.

He gathered up a little handful of shining stones like a child, and later carried them about with him. They were a comfort to him. Life, his own efforts at life, had seemed so futile and ineffectual but the little stones were something glistening and clear. To the child man, the American who was hero of my book and, I thought, to myself and to many other American men I had seen, they were something a little permanent. They were beautiful and strange at the moment and would be still beautiful and strange after a week, a month, a year.

I had ended my novel on that note and a good many of my friends had told me they did not know what I was talking about. Was it because, to most Americans, the desire for something, for even little colored stones to hold in the hand now and then to glisten and shine outside the muddle of life, was it because to most Americans that desire had not become as yet conscious?

Perhaps it had not but that was not my story. At least in me it had become conscious, if not as yet well directed or very intelligent. It had made me a restless man all my life, had set me wandering from place to place, had driven me from the towns to the cities and from one city to another.

In the end I had become a teller of tales. I liked my job. Sometimes I did it fairly well and sometimes I blundered horribly. I had found out that trying to do my job was fun and that doing it well and finely was a task for the most part beyond me.

Often enough I sat thinking of my wasted years, making excuses for myself, but in my happier moments and when I was not at work on my job I was happiest when I was in the mood into which I had fallen on the day when I sat before the cathedral — that is to say, when I sat rolling over and over the little colored stones I had managed to gather up. The man with the two women had just dropped another into my hands. How full my hands were! How many flashes of beauty had come to me out of American life.

It was up to me to carve the stones, to make them more beautiful if I could but often enough my hands trembled. I wasn’t young any more, but I had sought teachers and had found a few. One of them was with me at that moment sitting on the bench before the cathedral and pretending to read a book about it. He grew tired of the pretense and taking out a package of cigarettes offered me one, but then found he hadn’t any match. To such confirmed smokers as my friend and myself the French notion of making a government monopoly of matches is a pest. It is like so much that is European nowadays. It is like the penuriousness of an old age of which at least there is none in America. “The devil!” said my friend. “Let’s go for a walk.”

We did walk, down through the lovely old town, the town made lovely not by the men who live there now but by men of another age, long since fast asleep. If we were neither of us so young in years any more, there was a way in which we were both young enough. We were young with that America of which we both at that moment felt ourselves very much a part, and of which, for many other reasons aside from the French monopoly in matches, we were glad in our hearts to be a part.


EPILOGUE

I 
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IT SEEMS BUT yesterday although a year has passed since that afternoon when Edward and I sat talking in a restaurant. I was staying at a small hotel in a side street in the city of New York. It had been an uncertain day with us, such days as come In any relationship. One asks something of a friend and finds him empty-handed or something is asked and a vacant look comes into one’s own eyes. Two men, or a man and woman, were but yesterday very close and now they are far apart.

Edward came to lunch with me and we went to a restaurant in the neighborhood. It was of the cheap hurried highly-sanitary sort, shiny and white. After eating we sat on and on, looking at each other, trying to say to each other something for which we could find no words. In a day or two I would be going away to the South. Each of us felt the need of something from the other, an expression of regard perhaps. We were both engaged in the practice of the same craft — story-tellers both of us. And what fumblers! Each man fumbling often and often in materials not well enough understood — that is to say in the lives and the drama in the lives of the people about whom the tales were told.

We sat looking at each other and as it was now nearly three o’clock in the afternoon we were the only people in the restaurant. Then a third man came in and sat as far away from us as possible. For some time the women waiters in the place had been looking at Edward and myself somewhat belligerently. It may have been they were employed only for the noon rush and now wanted to go home. A somewhat large woman with her arms crossed stood glaring at us.

As for the third man in the place, the fellow who had just come in, he had been in prison for some crime he had committed and had but recently been let out. I do not mean to suggest that he came to Edward and myself and told his story. Indeed he was afraid of us and when he saw us loitering there went to sit as far away as possible. He watched us furtively with frightened eyes. Then he ordered some food and after eating hurriedly went away leaving the flavor of himself behind. He had been trying to get a job but on all sides had been defeated by his own timidity. Now like ourselves he wanted some place to rest, to sit with a friend, to talk, and by an odd chance I, and Edward as well, knew the fellow’s thoughts while he was in the room. The devil! — he was tired and discouraged and had thought he would go into the restaurant, eat slowly, gather himself together. Perhaps Edward and myself — and the waitress with her arms crossed who wanted to get our tip and cut out to some movie show — perhaps all of us had chilled the heart of the man from prison. “Well, things are so and so. One’s own heart has been chilled. You are going away to the South, eh? Well, good-by; I must be getting along.”

II 

I was walking in the streets of the city that evening of November. There was snow on the roofs of buildings, but it had all been scraped off the roadways. There is a thing happens to American men. It is pitiful. One walks along, going slowly along in the streets, and when one looks sharply at one’s fellows something dreadful comes into the mind. There is a thing happens to the backs of the necks of American men. There is this sense of something drying, getting old without having ripened. The skin does something. One becomes conscious of the back of one’s own neck and is worried. “Might not all our lives ripen like fruit — drop at the end, full-skinned and rich with color, from the tree of life, eh?” When one is in the country one looks at a tree. “Can a tree be a dead dried-up thing while it is still young? Can a tree be a neurotic?” one asks.

I had worked myself into a state of mind, as so often happens with me, and so I went out of the streets, out of the presence of all the American people hurrying along; the warmly dressed, unnecessarily weary, hurrying, hustling, half-frightened city people.

In my room I sat reading a book of the tales of Balzac. Then I had got up to prepare for dinner when there came a knock at the door and in answer to my call a man entered.

He was a fellow of perhaps forty-five, a short strongly-built broad-shouldered man with graying hair. There was in his face something of the rugged simplicity of a European peasant. One felt he might live a long time, do hard work and keep to the end the vigor of that body of his.

For some time I had been expecting the man to come to see me and was curious concerning him. He was an American writer like Edward and myself and two or three weeks before he had gone to Edward pleading.... Well, he had wanted to see and talk with me. Another fellow with a soul, eh?

And now there the man stood, with his queer old boyish face. He stood in the doorway, smiling anxiously. “Were you going out? Will I be disturbing you?” I had been standing before a glass adjusting a necktie.

“Come on in,” I said, perhaps a little pompously. Before sensitive people I am likely to become a bit bovine. I do not wag my tail like a dog. What I do is to moo like a cow. “Come into the warm stall and eat hay with me,” I seem to myself to be saying at such times. I would really like to be a jolly friendly sort of a cuss... you will understand.... “It’s always fair weather, when good fellows get together”... that is the sort of thing I mean.

That is what I want and I can’t achieve it, nor can I achieve a kind of quiet dignity that I often envy in others.

I stood with my hands fingering my tie and looked at the man in the doorway. I had thrown the book I had been reading on a small table by the bed. “The devil! — he is one of our everlastingly distraught Americans. He is too much like myself.” I was tired and wanted to talk of my craft to some man who was sure of himself. Queer disconnected ideas are always popping into one’s mind. Perhaps they are not so disconnected. At that moment — as I stood looking at the man in the doorway — the figure of another man came sharply to my mind. The man was a carpenter who for a time lived next door to my father’s house when I was a boy in an Ohio town. He was a workman of the old sort, one who would build a house out of timber just as it is cut into boards by a sawmill. He could make the door frames and the window frames, knew how to cut cunningly all the various joints necessary to building a house tightly in a wet cold country.

And on Summer evenings the carpenter used to come sometimes and stand by the door of our house and talk with mother as she was doing an ironing. He had a flair for mother, I fancy, and was always coming when father was not at home but he never came into the house. He stood at the door speaking of his work. He always talked of his work. If he had a flair for mother and she had one for him it was kept hidden away but one fancied that, when we children were not about, mother spoke to him of us. Our own father was not one with whom one spoke of children. Children existed but vaguely for him.

As for the carpenter, what I remembered of him on the evening in the hotel in the city of New York was just a kind of quiet assurance in his figure remembered from boyhood. The old workman had spoken to mother of young workmen in his employ. “They aren’t learning their trade properly,” he said. “Everything is cut in the factories now and the young fellows get no chance. They can stand looking at a tree and they do not know what can be done with it... while I... well, I hope it don’t sound like bragging too much.... I know my trade,”

III 

You see what a confusion! Something was happening to me that is always happening. Try as much as I may I cannot become a man of culture. At my door stood a man waiting to be admitted and there stood I — thinking of a carpenter in a town of my boyhood. I was making the man at the door feel embarrassed by my silent scrutiny of him and that I did not want. He was in a nervous distraught condition and I was making him every moment more distraught. His fingers played with his hat nervously.

And then he broke the silence by plunging into an apology. “I’ve been very anxious to see you. There are things I have been wanting to ask you about. There is something important to me perhaps you can tell me. Well, you see, I thought — sometime when you are not very busy, when you are unoccupied.... I dare say you are a very busy man. To tell the truth now I did not hope to find you unoccupied when I came in thus, at this hour. You may be going out to dine. You are fixing your tie. It’s a nice tie.... I like it. What I thought was that I could perhaps be so fortunate as to make an appointment with you. Oh, I know well enough you must be a busy man.”

The deuce! I did not like all this fussiness. I wanted to shout at the man standing at my door and say... “to the devil with you!” You see, I wanted to be more rude than I had already been — leaving him standing there in that way. He was nervous and distraught and already he had made me nervous and distraught.

“Do come in. Sit there on the edge of the bed. It’s the most comfortable place. You see I have but one chair,” I said, making a motion with my hand. As a matter of fact there were other chairs in the room but they were covered with clothing. I had taken off one suit and put on another.

We began at once to talk, or rather he talked, sitting on the edge of the bed and facing me. How nervous he was! His fingers twitched.

“Well now, I really did not expect I would find you unoccupied when I came in here at this hour. I am living, for the time being in this very hotel — on the floor below. What I thought was that I would try to make an appointment with you. ‘We’ll have a talk’ — that’s what I thought.”

I stood looking at him and then, like a flash, the figure of the man seen that afternoon in the restaurant came into my mind — the furtive fellow who had been a thief, had been sent to prison and who, after he was freed, did not know what to do with himself.

What I mean is that my mind again did a thing it is always doing. It leaped away from the man sitting before me, confused him with the figures of other men. After I had left Edward I had walked about thinking my own thoughts. Shall I be able to explain what happened at that moment? In one instant I was thinking of the man now sitting before me and who had wanted to pay me this visit, of the ex-thief seen in the restaurant, of myself and my friend Edward, and of the old workman who used to come and stand at the kitchen door to talk with mother when I was a boy.

Thoughts went through my mind like voices talking.

“Something within a man is betrayed. There is but the shell of a man walking about. What a man wants is to be able to justify himself to himself. What I as a man want is to be able, some time in my life, to do something well — to do some piece of work finely just for the sake of doing it — to know the feel of a thing growing into a life of its own under my fingers, eh?”

IV

What I am trying to convey to you, the reader, is a sense of the man in the bedroom, and myself looking at each other and thinking each his own thoughts and that these thoughts were a compound of our own and other people’s thoughts too. In the restaurant Edward and myself, while wanting to do so very much, had yet been unable to come close to each other. The man from prison, wanting us also, had been frightened by our presence and now here was this new man, a writer like myself and Edward, trying to thrust himself into the circle of my consciousness.

We continued looking at each other. The man was a popular American short story writer. He wrote each year ten, twelve, fifteen magazine stories which sold for from five hundred to fifteen hundred dollars each.

Was he tired of writing his stories? What did he want of me? I began to grow more and more belligerent in my attitude toward him. It is, with me, a common effect of feeling my own limitations. When I feel inadequate I look about at once for someone with whom I may become irritated.

The book I had been reading a half hour before, the book of “The Tales of Balzac,” lay on a table near where the man sat and his fingers now reached out and took hold of it. It was bound in soft brown leather. One who loves me and who knew of my love for the book had taken it from my room in a house in Chicago and had carried it off to an old workman who had put it in this new suit of soft brown leather.

The fingers of the man on the bed were playing with the pages of the book. One got the notion that the fingers wanted to begin tearing pages from the hook.

I had been trying to reassure him. “Do stay, I have nothing to do,” I had said and he smiled at my words as a child might smile. “I am such an egotist,” he explained. “You see, I want to talk of myself. I write stories, you see, but they aren’t any good. Really they aren’t any good at all but they do bring me in money. I’m in a tight hole, I tell you. I own an automobile and I live on a certain scale that is fixed — that’s what I mean — that’s what’s the trouble with me. I am no longer young, as you’ll see if you look at my hair. It’s getting gray. I’m married and now I have a daughter in college. She goes to Vassar. Her name is Elsie. Things are fixed with me. I live on a certain scale — that’s what I mean — that’s what’s the trouble with me.”

It was apparent the man had something of importance to himself he wanted to say and that he did not know how to begin.

I tried to help. My friend Edward had told me a little of his story. (For the sake of convenience and really to better conceal his identity we will call him Arthur Hobson — although that is not his name.) Although he was born in America he is of Italian descent and there is in his nature, no doubt, something of the Italian spirit of violence, strangely mingled, as it so often is in the Latins, with gentleness and subtlety.

However, he was like myself in one thing. He was an American and was trying to understand himself — not as an Italian but as an American.

And so there was this Hobson — born in America of an Italian father — a father who had changed his name after coming to America and had prospered here. He, the father, had come to America to make money and had been successful. Then he had sent his son to an American college, wanting to make a real American of him.

The son had been ambitious to become a well-known football player and to have, during his college days, the joy of seeing his name and picture in the newspapers. As it turned out however, he could not become one of the great players and to the end of his college career remained what is called a substitute — getting into but one or two comparatively unimportant games to win his college letter.

He did not have it in him to be a great football player and so, in a world created in his fancy, he did what he could not do in life. He wrote a story concerning a man who, like himself, was of Italian descent and who also remained through most of his college career a substitute on a football team — but in the story the man did have, just at the end of his days in college, an opportunity of which he took brilliant advantage.

There was this Hobson in his room writing on an afternoon of the late Fall. It was the birth of a Story-teller. He moved restlessly about the room, sat a long time writing and then got up and moved about again.

In the story he wrote that day in his room long ago he did what he could not do in the flesh. The hero of his story was a rather small square-shouldered man like himself and there was an important game on, the most important of the year. All the other players were Anglo-Saxons and they could not win the game. They held their opponents even but could make no progress toward scoring.

And now came the last ten minutes of play and the team began to weaken a little and that heartened the other side. “Hold ’em!... hold ’em!... hold ’em!” shouted the crowd. At last, at the very last, the young Italian boy was given his chance. “Let the Wop go in! We are going to lose anyway. Let the Wop go in!”

Who has not read such stories? There are infinite variations of the theme. There he was, the little dark-skinned Italian-American and who ever thought he could do anything special! Such games as football are for the nations of the North. “Well, it will have to be done. One of the halfbacks has injured himself. Go in there, you Wop!”

So in he goes and the story football game, the most important one of the year for his school, is won. It is almost lost but he saves the day. Aha, the other side has the ball and fumbles, just as they are nearing the goal line. Forward springs the little alert dark figure. Now he has the ball and has darted away. He stumbles and almost falls but... see... he has made a little twisting movement with his body just as that big fellow, the fullback of the opposing team, is about to pounce upon him. “See him run!” When he stumbles something happens to his leg. His ankle is sprained but still he runs like a streak. Now every step brings pain but he runs on and on. The game is won for the old school. “The little Wop did it! Hurrah! Hurrah!”

The devil and all! These Italian fellows have a cruel streak in them, even in their dreams. The young Italian-American writer, writing his first story, had left his hero with a slight limp that went with him all through life and had justified it by the notion that the limp was in some way a badge of honor, a kind of proof of his thorough-going Americanism.

Anyway, he wrote the story and sent it to one of our American magazines and it was paid for and published. He did, after all, achieve a kind of distinction during his days in college. In an American college a football star is something but an author is something, too. “Look, there goes Hobson. He’s an author! He had a story in the National Whiz, and got three hundred and fifty dollars for it. A smart fellow, I tell you! He’ll make his way in the world. All the fraternities are after the fellow.”

And so there was Hobson and his father was proud of him and his college was proud of him and his future was assured. He wrote another football story and another and another. Things began to come his way and by the time he left college he was engaged to be married to one of the most popular girls of his class. She wasn’t very enthusiastic about his people but one did not need to live in the same city with them. An author can live where he pleases. The young couple came from the Middle-West and went to live in New England, in a town facing the sea. It was a good place for him. In New England there are many colleges and Hobson could go to football games ail Fall and get new ideas for stories without traveling too far.

The Italian-American has become what he is, an American artist. He has a daughter in college now and owns an automobile. He is a success. He writes football stories.

V

He sat in my room in the hotel in New York, fingering the book he had picked up from the table. The deuce! Did he want to tear the leaves? The fellow who came into the restaurant where Edward and I sat was in my mind perhaps — that is to say, the man who had been in prison. I kept thinking of the story writer as a man trying to tear away the bars of a prison. “Before he leaves this room my treasured book will be destroyed,” a corner of my brain was whispering to me.

He wanted to talk about writing. That was his purpose. As with Edward and myself, there was now something between Hobson and myself that wanted saying. We were both story-tellers, fumbling about in materials we too often did not understand.

“You see now,” he urged upon me, leaning forward and now actually tearing a page of my book, “You see now, I write of youth... youth out in the sun and wind, eh? I am supposed to represent young America, healthy young America. You wouldn’t believe how many times people have spoken to me saying that my stories are always clean and healthy and the editors of magazines are always saying it too. ‘Keep on the track,’ they say. ‘Don’t fly off the handle! We want lots of just such clean healthy stuff.’”

He had grown too nervous to sit still and getting up began to walk back and forth in the narrow space before the bed, still clinging to my book. He tried to give me a picture of his life.

He lived he said, during most of the year, in a Connecticut village by the sea and for a large part of the year did not try to write at all. The writing of football stories was a special thing. One had always to get hold of the subject from a new angle and so, in the Fall, one went to many games and took notes. Little things happened on the field that could be built up and elaborated. Above all, one must get punch into the stories. There must be a little unexpected turn of events. “You understand. You are a writer yourself.”

My visitor’s mind slipped off into a new channel and he told me the story of his life in the New England town during the long months of the Spring Summer and early Fall when, as I understood the matter, he did no writing.

Well, he played golf, he went to swim in the sea, he ran his automobile. In the New England town he owned a large white frame house where he lived with his wife, with his daughter when she was at home from school, and with two or three servants. He told me of his life there, of his working through the Summer months in a garden, of his going sometimes in the afternoons for long walks about the town and out along the country roads. He grew quieter and putting my book back on the table sat down again on the edge of the bed.

“It’s odd,” he said. “You see, I have lived in that one town now for a good many years. There are people there I would like to know better. I would like really to know them, I mean. Men and women go along the road past my place. There is a man of about my own age whose wife has left him. He lives alone in a little house and cooks his own food. Sometimes he also goes for a walk and comes past my place and we are supposed to be friends. Something of’ the kind is in the wind. He stops sometimes by my garden and stands looking over and we talk but do not say much to each other. The devil, that’s the way it goes you see — there he is by the fence and there am I with a hoe in my hand. I walk to where he stands and also lean on the fence. We speak of the vegetables growing in my garden. Would you believe it we never speak of anything but the vegetables or the flowers perhaps? It’s a fact. There he stands. Did I tell you his wife has left him? He wants to speak of that — I’m sure of it. To tell the truth when he set out from his own house he was quite determined to come up to my place and tell me all about everything, how he feels, why his wife has left him and all about it. The man who went away with his wife was his best friend. It’s quite a story, you see. Everyone in our town knows about it but they do not know how the man himself feels as he sits up there in his house all alone.

“That’s what he has made up his mind to talk to me about but he can’t do it, you see. All he does is was thinking of him and of something else at the same time. I wanted to save my Balzac if I could. Already the football-story man had torn a page of the book. Were he to get excited again he might tear out more pages. When he had first come into my room I had been discourteous, standing and staring at him, and now I did not want to speak of the book, to warn him. I wanted to pick it up casually when he wasn’t looking. “I’ll walk across the room with it and put it out of his reach,” I thought but just as I was about to put out my hand he put out his hand and took it again.

And now as he fingered the book nervously his mind jumped off in a new direction. He told me that during the Summer before he had got hold of a book of verses by an American poet, Carl Sandburg.

“There’s a fellow,” he cried, waving my Balzac about. “He feels common things as I would like to be able to feel them and sometimes as I work in my garden I think of him. As I walk about in my town or go swimming or fishing in the Summer afternoons I think of him.” He quoted:

“Such a beautiful pail of fish, such a beautiful peck of apples, I cannot bring you now. It is too early and I am not footloose yet”

It was pretty evident the man’s mind was jerking about, flying from place to place. Now he had forgotten the man who on Summer days came to lean over his fence and was speaking of other people of his New England town.

On Summer mornings he sometimes went to loiter about on the main street of the town of his adoption, and there were things always going on that caught his fancy, as flies are caught in molasses.

Life bestirred itself in the bright sunlight in the streets. First there was a surface life and then another and more subtle life going on below the surface and the football-story writer felt both very keenly — he was one made to feel all life keenly — but all the time he kept trying to think only of the outside of things. That would be better for him, he thought. A story writer who had written football stories for ten or fifteen years might very well get himself into a bad way by letting his fancy play too much over the life immediately about him. It was just possible — well you see it might turn out that he would come in the end to hate a football game more than anything else in the world — he might come to hate a football game as that furtive fellow I had seen in the restaurant that afternoon no doubt hated a prison. There were his wife and child and his automobile to be thought about. He did not drive the automobile much himself — in fact driving it made him nervous — but his wife and the daughter from Vassar loved driving it.

And so there he was in the town — on the main street of the town. It was, let us say, a bright early Fall morning and the sun was shining and the air filled with the tang of the sea. Why did he find it so difficult to speak with anyone regarding the half-formed thoughts and feelings inside himself? He had always found it difficult to speak of such things, he explained, and that was the reason he had come to see me. I was a fellow writer and no doubt I also was often caught in the same trap. “I thought I would speak to you about it. I thought maybe you and I could talk it over,” he -said.

He went, on such a morning as I have described, into the town’s main street and for a time stood about before the post office. Then he went to stand before the door of a cigar store.

A favorite trick of his was to get his shoes shined.

“You see,” he exclaimed, eagerly leaning forward on the bed and fingering my Balzac, “you see there is a small fish stand right near the shoe-shining stand and across the street there is a grocery where they set baskets of fruit out on the sidewalk. There are baskets of apples, baskets of peaches, baskets of pears, a bunch of yellow bananas hanging up. The fellow who runs the grocery is a Greek and the man who shines my shoes is an Italian. Lord, he’s a Wop like myself.

“As for the man who sells fish, he’s a Yank.

“How nice the fish look in the morning sun!”

The story-teller’s hand caressed the back of my book and there was something sensual in the touch of his fingers as he tried to describe something to me, a sense he had got of an inner life growing up between the men of such oddly assorted nationalities selling their merchandise on the streets of a New England town.

Before coming to that he spoke at length of the fish lying amid cracked ice in a little box-like stand the fish merchant had built. One might have fancied my visitor also dreamed of some day becoming a fish merchant. The fish, he explained, were brought in from the sea in the evening by fishermen and the fish merchant came at daybreak to arrange his stock and all morning whenever he sold a fish he re-arranged the stock, bringing more fish from a deep box at the back of his little coop. Sometimes he stood back of his sales counter but when there were no customers about he came out and walked up and down the sidewalk and looked with pride at the fish lying amid the pieces of cracked ice.

The Italian shoe-shiner and the Greek grocer stood on the sidewalk laughing at their neighbor. He was never satisfied with the display made by his wares but was always at work changing it, trying to improve it.

On the shoe-shining stand sat the writer of football stories and when another customer did not come to take his place at once he lingered a moment. There was a soft smile on his lips.

Sometimes when the story writer was there, sitting quietly on the shoe-shining stand, something happened at the fish-stand of which he tried to tell me. The fat old Yankee fish merchant did something — he allowed himself to be humiliated in a way that made the Greek and the Italian furious — although they never said anything about the matter.

“It is like this,” the story writer began, smiling shyly at me. “You see now — well, you see the fish merchant has a daughter. She is his daughter but the American, the Yank, does not have a daughter in the same way as a Greek or an Italian. I am an American myself but I have enough memory of life in my father’s house to know that.

“In the house of an Italian or a Greek the father is king. He says— ‘do this or that,’ and this or that is done. There may be grumbling behind the door. All right, let it pass! There is no grumbling in his presence. I’m talking now of the lower classes, the peasants. That’s the kind of blood I have in my veins. Oh, I admit there is a kind of brutality in it all but there is kindness and good sense in it, too. Well, the father goes out of his house to his work in the morning and for the woman in the house there is work too. She has her kids to look after. And the father — he works hard all day, he makes the living for all, he buys the food and clothes.

“Does he want to come home and hear talk of the rights of women and children, all that sort of bosh? Does he want to find an American or an English feminist perhaps, enshrined in his house?

“Ha!” The story writer jumped off the bed and began again walking restlessly hack and forth.

“The devil!” he cried. “I am neither the one thing nor the other. And I also am bullied by my wife — not openly hut in secret. It is all done in the name of keeping up appearances. Oh, it is all done very quietly and gently. I should have been an artist but I have become, you see, a man of business. It is my business to write football stories, eh! Among my people, the Italians, there have been artists. If they have money — very well and if they have no money — very well. Let us suppose one of them living poorly, eating his crust of bread. Aha! With his hands he does what he pleases. With his hands he works in stone — he works in colors, eh! Within himself he feels certain things and then with his hands he makes what he feels. He goes about laughing, puts his hat on the side of his head. Does he worry about running an automobile? ‘Go to the devil,’ he says. Does he lie awake nights thinking of how to maintain a large house and a daughter in college? The devil! Is there talk of keeping up appearances for the sake of the woman? For an artist, you see, — well, what he has to say to his fellows is in his work. If he is an Italian his woman is a woman or out she goes. My Italians know how to be men.”

“Such a beautiful pail of fish, such a beautiful peck of apples, I cannot bring you now. It is too early and! am not footloose yet 
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The story writer again sat down on the edge of the bed. There was something feverish in his eyes. Again he smiled softly but his fingers continued to play nervously with the pages of my book and now he tore several of the pages. Again he spoke of the three men of his New England town.

The fish-seller, it seemed, was not like the Yank of the comic papers. He was fat and in the comic papers a Yank is long and thin.

“He is short and fat,” my visitor said, “and he smokes a corncob pipe. What hands he has! His hands are like fish. They are covered with fish scales and the backs are white like the bellies of fish.

“And the Italian shoe-shiner is a fat man too. He has a mustache. When he is shining my shoes sometimes — well, sometimes he looks up from his job and laughs and then he calls the fat Yankee fish-seller — what do you think — a mermaid.”

In the life of the Yankee there was something that exasperated my visitor as it did the Greek grocer and the Italian who shined shoes and as he told the story my treasured book, still held in his hand, suffered more and more. I kept going toward him, intending to take the book from his hand (he was quite unconscious of the damage he was doing) but each time as I reached out I lost courage. The name Balzac was stamped in gold on the back and the name seemed to be grinning at me.

My visitor grinned at me too, in an excited nervous way. The seller of fish, the old fat man with the fish scales on his hands, had a daughter who was ashamed of her father and of his occupation in life. The daughter, an only child lived during most of the year in Boston where she was a student at the Boston Conservatory of Music. She was ambitious to become a pianist and had begun to take on the airs of a lady — had a little mincing step and a little mincing voice and wore mincing clothes too, my visitor said.

And in the Summer, like the writer’s daughter, she came home to live in her father’s house and, like the writer himself, sometimes went to walk about.

To the New England town during the Summer months there came a great many city people — from Boston and New York — and the pianist did not want them to know she was the daughter of the seller of fish. Sometimes she came to her father’s booth to get money from him or to speak with him concerning some affair of the family and it was understood between them that — when there were city visitors about — the father would not recognize his daughter as being in any way connected with himself. When they stood talking together and when one of the city visitors came along the street the daughter became a customer intent upon buying fish. “Are your fish fresh?” she asked, assuming a casual lady-like air.

The Greek, standing at the door of his store across the street and the Italian shoe-shiner were both furious and took the humiliation of their fellow merchant as in some way a reflection on themselves, an assault upon their own dignity, and the story writer having his shoes shined felt the same way. All three men scowled and avoided looking at each other. The shoe-shiner rubbed furiously at the writer’s shoes and the Greek merchant began swearing at a boy employed in his store.

As for the fish merchant, he played his part to perfection. Picking up one of the fish he held it before his daughter’s eyes. “It’s perfectly fresh and a beauty, Madam,” he said. He avoided looking at his fellow merchants and did not speak to them for a long time after his daughter had gone.

But when she had gone and the life that went on between the three men was resumed the fish merchant courted his neighbors. “Don’t blame me. It’s got to be done,” he seemed to be saying. He came out of his little booth and walked up and down arranging and re-arranging his stock and when he glanced at the others there was a pleading look in his eyes. “Well, you don’t understand. You haven’t been in America long enough to understand. You see, it’s like this—” his eyes seemed to say, “ — we Americans can’t live for ourselves. We must live and work for our wives, our sons and our daughters. We can’t all of us get up in the world so we must give them their chance.” It was something of the sort he always seemed to be wanting to say.

It was a story. When one wrote football stories one thought out a plot, as a football coach thought out a new formation that would advance the ball.

But life in the streets of the New England village wasn’t like that. No short stories with clever endings — as in the magazines — happened in the streets of the town at all. Life went on and on and little illuminating human things happened. There was drama in the street and in the lives of the people in the street but it sprang directly out of the stuff of life itself. Could one understand that?

The young Italian tried but something got in his way. The fact that he was a successful writer of magazine short stories got in his way. The large white house near the sea, the automobile and the daughter at Vassar — all these things had got in his way.

One had to keep to the point and after a time it had happened that the man could not write his stories in the town. In the Fall he went to many football games, took notes, thought out plots, and then went off to the city, where he rented a room in a small hotel in a side street.

In the room he sat all day writing football stories. He wrote furiously hour after hour and then went to walk in the city streets. One had to keep giving things a new twist — to get new ideas constantly. The deuce, it was like having to write advertisements. One continually advertised a kind of life that did not exist.

In the city streets, as one walked restlessly about, the actuality of life became as a ghost that haunted the house of one’s fancy. A child was crying in a stairway, a fat old woman with great breasts was leaning out at a window, a man came running along a street, dodged into an alleyway, crawled over a high board fence, crept through a passageway between two apartment buildings and then continued running and running in another street.

Such things happened and the man walking and trying to think only of football games stood listening. In the distance he could hear the sounds of the running feet. They sounded quite sharply for a long moment and then were lost in the din of the street cars and motor trucks. Where was the running man going and what had he done? The old Harry! Now the sound of the running feet would go on and on forever in the imaginative life of the writer and at night in the room in the hotel in the city, the room to which he had come to write football stories, he would awaken out of sleep to hear the sound of running feet. There was terror and drama in the sound. The running man had a white face. There was a look of terror on his face and for a moment a kind of terror would creep over the body of the writer lying in his bed.

That feeling would come and with it would come vague floating dreams, thoughts, impulses — that had nothing to do with the formation of plots for football stories. The fat Yankee fish-seller in the New England town had surrendered his manhood in the presence of other men for the sake of a daughter who wished to pass herself off as a lady and the New England town where he lived was full of people doing strange unaccountable things. The writer was himself always doing strange unaccountable things.

“What’s the matter with me?” he asked sharply, walking up and down before me in the room in the New York hotel and tearing the pages of my book. “Well, you see,” he explained, “when I wrote my first football story it was fun. I was a boy wanting to be a football hero and as I could not become one in fact I became one in fancy. It was a boy’s fancy but now I’m a man and want to grow up. Something inside me wants to grow up.

“They won’t let me,” he cried, holding his hands out before him. He had dropped my book on the floor. “Look,” he said earnestly, “my hands are the hands of a middle-aged man and the skin on the back of my neck is wrinkled like an old man’s. Must my hands go on forever, painting the fancies of children?”

VIII 

The writer of football stories had gone out of my room. He is an American artist. No doubt he is at this moment sitting somewhere in a hotel room, writing football stories. As I now sit writing of him my own mind is filled with fragmentary glimpses of life caught and held from our talk. The little fragments caught in the field of my fancy are like flies caught in molasses — they cannot escape. They will not go out of the house of my fancy and I am wondering, as no doubt you, the reader, will be wondering, what became of the daughter of the seller of fish who wanted to be a lady. Did she become a famous pianist or did she in the end run away with a man from New York City who was spending his vacation in the New England town only to find, after she got to the city with him, that he already had a wife? I am wondering about her — about the man whose wife ran away with his friend and about the running man in the city streets. He stays in my fancy the most sharply of all. What happened to him? He had evidently committed a crime. Did he escape or did he, after he had got out into the adjoining street, run into the arms of a waiting policeman?

Like the writer of football stories, my own fancy is haunted. To-day is just such a day as the one on which he came to see me. It is evening now and he came in the evening. In fancy again I see him, going about on Spring Summer and early Fall days, on the streets of his New England town. Being an author he is somewhat timid and hesitates about speaking with people he meets. Well, he is lonely. By this time his daughter has no doubt graduated from Vassar. Perhaps she is married to a writer of stories. It may be that she has married a writer of cowboy stories who lives in the New England town and works in a garden.

Perhaps at this very moment the man who has written so many stories of football games is writing another. In fancy I can hear the click of his typewriting machine. He is fighting, it seems, to maintain a certain position in life, a house by the sea, an automobile and he blames that fact on his wife, and on his daughter who wanted to go to Vassar.

He is fighting to maintain his position in life and at the same time there is another fight going on. On that day in the hotel in the city of New York he told me, with tears in his eyes, that he wanted to grow up, to let his fanciful life keep pace with his physical life but that the magazine editors would not let him. He blamed the editors of magazines — he blamed his wife and daughter — as I remember our conversation, he did not blame himself.

Perhaps he did not dare let his fanciful life mature to keep pace with his physical life. He lives in America, where as yet to mature in one’s fanciful life is thought of as something like a crime.

In any event there he is, haunting my fancy. As the man running in the streets will always stay in his fancy, disturbing him when he wants to be thinking out new plots for football stories, so he will always stay in my fancy — unless, well unless I can unload him into the fanciful lives of you readers.

As the matter stands I see him now as I saw him on that Winter evening long ago. He is standing at the door of my room with the strained look in his eyes and is bewailing the fact that after our talk he will have to go back to his own room and begin writing another football story.

He speaks of that as one might speak of going to prison and then the door of my room closes and he is gone. I hear his footsteps in the hallway.

My own hands are trembling a little. “Perhaps his fate is also my own,” I am telling myself. I hear his human footsteps in the hallway of the hotel and then through my mind go the words of the poet Sandburg he has quoted to me:

“Such a beautiful pail of fish, suck a beautiful peck of apples,! cannot bring you now. It is too early and I am not footloose yet.”

The words of the American poet rattle in my head and then I turn my eyes to the floor where my destroyed Balzac is lying. The soft brown leather back is uninjured and now again, in fancy, the name of the author is staring at me. The name is stamped on the back of the book in letters of gold.

From the floor of my room the name Balzac is grinning ironically up into my own American face.


Sherwood Anderson’s Notebook

[image: img22.jpg]

CONTENTS

FOREWORD

FROM CHICAGO

FOUR AMERICAN IMPRESSIONS

NOTES OUT OF A MAN’S LIFE

AFTER SEEING GEORGE BELLOWS’ MR. AND MRS. WASE

I’LL SAY WE’VE DONE WELL

A MEETING SOUTH

NOTES OUT OF A MAN’S LIFE

NOTES ON STANDARDIZATION

ALFRED STIEGLITZ

NOTES OUT OF A MAN’S LIFE

WHEN THE WRITER TALKS

NOTES OUT OF A MAN’S LIFE

AN APOLOGY FOR CRUDITY

KING COAL

NOTES OUT OF A MAN’S LIFE

 


[image: img77.jpg]

The first edition’s title page


DEDICATED TO

TWO FRIENDS M. D. F.

AND

JOHN EMERSON

Some of the essays, tales, fragments, notes and articles in this book have appeared in The Literary Review, The Nation, The Survey, The Double Dealer, The New Republic, The Seven Arts, Vanity Fair, The Dial. To these publications the author makes grateful acknowledgment.


“Ahab had seventy sons in Samaria”


FOREWORD

[image: img78.jpg]

MY DEAR HORACE Liveright, Here is a book — my note book — I send for you to publish in the spring if you are so minded. It is a fragmentary thing. The wind blows and water runs away under many bridges. A man should do something — in the spring.

In the meantime we scribblers occasionally become preachers. We say this or that is so and so. Sometimes some of us in America go about delivering lectures to clubs. In one place I myself spoke to a thousand people, in another place to fifteen hundred. You might have thought I was running for congress but I wasn’t. What I was doing was trying to earn money to buy me a small hillside farm and plant some flowering bushes. I was salting away dollars to build a house on it too.

In some of my lectures I spoke in a most derogatory way of Mr. Henry Ford and the well-known product of his huge factory but with some of the money got so speaking I plan to buy me a Ford.

I mention this as a comfort to Mr. Ford if he has ever heard of me, which I doubt.

Well-a-day, people are so and so. They will come in large numbers to hear me talk, paying often a dollar at the gate, but when they want to read one of my books they so often borrow it from the library or from a friend.

At one place where I spoke, the chairman of the meeting highly recommended to the audience that they all borrow my books and read them.

Up I jumped shouting. “For God’s sake,” I cried, “if you respect me as a writer, do not borrow my books, buy them.” It was ill-natured of me but there was a point I wanted to make.

The same good people would not, you see, borrow a theater ticket. They pay their fare on a railroad train. They do not go to a hotel, where they respect the cook, and ask permission to borrow a dinner.

All of this borrowing comes from the overmuch making of cheap books. Can any man ever respect books again who goes in to visit a critic friend and sees the books scattered about, piled on the floor, thrown aside in heaps? I wish the critics would send them to me — freight collect. Modern books are gayly colored. They are very decorative on shelves in rooms in the country.

Go to visit in his workshop Mr. Llewellyn Jones, Mr. Stuart Sherman, Mr. Henry Mencken. (I trust Mr. Mencken and Mr. Sherman will forgive me for putting their two names thus on the same line, so warmly close to each other. I am not trying to interrupt their ancient enmity.)

To resume — my dear Horace, there they are, banked in by books.

And Mr. Robert Lovett, Mr. Glenn Frank, Mr. Rascoe, Mr. Hansen, Mr. Broun, Mr. Stallings — all buried.

There are critics I would like to see quite buried under the pile of books so that they could never crawl out but I will not mention their names. There is already too much name mentioning going on.

What I really want to say is something about this modern disregard of books.

The public is not after all to blame. If books have become a commonplace of life, like Ford cars and installment-plan furniture it comes back to the workmen in the end.

There may be extenuating circumstances for you, the publisher, and for me, the scribbler. We are caught in the hurried shoddy industrial rush like everyone else.

But we must not expect the book buyers to take our excuses into account.

The mess of cheapness into which the modern world has got is a workman’s mess.

What a day it would be — the day I mean when all workmen come to a certain decision — that they would no longer put their hands to cheap materials or do cheap hurried work — for their manhood’s sake.

And what a day also — when those who are so concerned with the fate of mankind quit talking so much about housing, food, starving children and wages.

As well let the body starve or freeze at once as to go on forever starving and freezing the workman impulse in men.

What I am trying to say, you see, is that the blame for the lowered taste for the book physical and for the contents of the book is too much thrown off on the public.

It is up to the workman in you the publisher and in me the writer. As you have done one book for me in such charming good taste I have no fear in thus addressing you.

The contents of the books you publish for me are up to me.

If I am not too hurried, too casual, if my own respect for my own books does not become corrupt, something of that respect is bound to carry over to the public. They will want my books to stand permanently on their shelves, will not want to borrow them.

They will be willing enough that I, the workman, get my pay as a workman, and do not have to go gabbing and gadding for my bread and cakes.

SHERWOOD ANDERSON


FROM CHICAGO
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“I AM MATURE, a man child, in America, in the great valley of the Mississippi. My head arises above the corn fields. I stand up among the new corn.

I am a child, a confused child in a confused world. There are no clothes made that fit me. The minds of men cannot clothe me. Great projects arise within me. I have a brain and it is cunning and shrewd.

I want leisure to become beautiful but there is no leisure. Men should bathe me with prayers and with weeping but there are no men.

Now — from now — from today I shall do deeds of fiery meaning. Songs shall arise in my throat and hurt me.

I am a little thing, a tiny little thing on the vast prairies. I know nothing. My mouth is dirty. I cannot tell what I want. My feet are sunk in the black swampy land but I am a lover. I love life. In the end love shall save me.

The days are long. It rains. It snows.

I am an old man. I am sweeping the ground where my grave shall he.

Look upon me, my beloved, my lover who does not come. I am raw and bleeding, a new thing in a new world. I run swiftly over bare fields. Listen! There is the sound of the tramping of many feet. Life is dying in me. I am old and palsied. I am just at the beginning of my life.

Do you not see that I am old, oh my beloved? Do you not understand that I cannot sing, that my songs choke me? Do you not see that I am so young I cannot find the word in the confusion of words?” 

MID-AMERICAN CHANTS.
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WHILE he is still young and pregnant with life it behooves a man to attempt to extend the province of his life through his work; and the attempt may fairly be said to fall under the head of an effort to extend the possibilities of all life.

What to the living is more sweetly vital than life? Fearing as all true men do and must the danger of the approach of that self-satisfaction that is death, the young man will find upon this road difficulties that destroy self-satisfaction. Knowing that all about him in the world are men and women striving to fasten upon him their own insanity of conformity, the young and valiant soul will find here a constant demand upon his resources that will be to him a tonic against the insidious poison of association with the weak.

The driving impulse is, I should say, something like this — that a man, having taught himself to look keenly and constantly at himself, must realize that of all the figures in the world his is the most fortunate. Standing upon the high place and watching the struggle of his soul upon the wall of life, the young man, among all men so standing, knows that his soul has at least the chance of success in the struggle.

In a quite practical way also the young man whose imagination is still alive is one upon whom riches have been bestowed. Does he arise in the morning half ill of the perplexities of his life, a half hour of surrender to the impulses always being awakened within by the play of his imagination shall restore him. By a bridge near a river he stands and is stirred by the sight of the giant mechanism by which the bridge is raised for the passage of a ship. His quick imagination sees the workers in the great factories making the mechanism. If by good fortune he has been at some time also a laborer he shears in fancy the crashing blows of the great hammers and sees the beauty of the bodies of men absorbed in physical tasks. What to him at the moment is the fact that the laborer is cheated of the reward of his labor or that his own coat is somewhat shabby? In a flash his fancy has restored to him the sweetness of a day. One of a million little beauties of every street scene or of every country roadside has revealed itself to him.

By his side stand men who are waiting for the footway over the bridge to be re-established that they may cross the river. One of them, a plumber, has a heavy wrench in his hand. He begins talking to a second man and speaking of the ship that is passing. He uses nautical terms, throwing them about with more zeal than skill. The imaginative man turns quickly. A light dances in his eyes. He has seen behind the plumber, who is young and muscular, a pretty waitress. He knows that the young male is but swaggering before the female, that he is not trying to deceive the men in the crowd by his assumed knowledge of ships but is honestly striving to awaken admiration in the mind of the woman. One of the hundred little interplays of human relations with which each of the imaginative man’s living hours is colored has come to take his mind off the rather second-rate breakfast he must eat.

In all of the concerns of his life, in the perplexities of love, in the muddle of affairs that compel him to spend hours, to him divinely precious, in the treadmill of making a living, the living fancy of the young dreamer is as a strong arm protecting him.

And so the young man having within him youth and the courage that has made him a dreamer, begins to aspire, humbly and for the most part in secret, to make to life some return for the riches that have been given him. If he be a craftsman he will be at first appalled by the difficulties of the task to which he sets himself. Old masters, men long dead, strong true men have put in his hand a tool so fitting to the work he wants to do that it seems at times absurd that he should strive to make for himself his own tools. The names of old workmen dance before him. To attempt where they have accomplished seems a kind of sacrilege. If he be of a fine quality and set upon modesty the young man will make the attempt but will make it with a certain humbleness and always, first of all, for the fun of making it.

2

The novelist is about to begin the writing of a novel. For a year he will be at the task and what a year he will have. He is going to write the story of Virginia Borden, daughter of Fan Borden, a Missouri river raftsman. There in his little room he sits, a small hunched up figure with a pencil in his hand. He has never learned to run a typewriter and so he will write the words slowly and painfully, one after another, on the white paper.

What a multitude of words! For hours he will sit perfectly still, writing madly and throwing the sheets about. That is the happy time. The madness has possession of him. People will come in at the door and sit about, talking and laughing. Sometimes he jumps out of his chair and walks up and down. He lights and relights his pipe. Overcome with weariness he goes forth to walk. When he walks he carries a heavy black walking-stick and goes muttering along.

The novelist tries to shake off his madness but he does not succeed. In a store he buys more writing paper and, sitting on a stone near where some men are building a house, begins again to write. He talks aloud and occasionally fingers a lock of hair that falls down over his eyes. He lets his pipe go out and relights it nervously.

Days pass. It is raining and again the novelist is in his room writing. After a long evening of work he throws all he has written away.

What is the secret of the madness of the writer?

He is a small man and has a torn ear. A part of his ear has been carried away by the explosion of a gun. Above the ear there is a spot, as large as a child’s hand, where no hair grows.

The novelist is a clerk in a store in Wabash Avenue in Chicago. When he was quite young he began to clerk in the store and for a time promised to be successful. He sold goods and there was something in his smile that won its way into hearts. He was interested in the people who came into the store and the people liked him for his interest.

In the store now the novelist does not promise success. There is a kind of conspiracy. Although he tries earnestly he makes mistakes, and all of his fellows conspire to forgive and conceal his mistakes. Sometimes when he has muddled things badly they are impatient and the manager of the store, a huge fat fellow with thin gray hair, takes him into a room and scolds him.

The two men sit by a window and look down into Wabash Avenue. It is snowing and people hurry along with bowed heads. So much do the novelist and the fat gray-haired man like each other that the scolding does not last. They begin to talk and the hours pass. Presently it is time to close the store for the night and the two go down a flight of stairs to the street.

On a corner stand the novelist and the storekeeper, still talking, and presently they go together to dine. The manager of the store looks at his watch and it is eight o’clock. He remembers a dinner engagement made with his wife and hurries away. On the street car he blames himself for his carelessness. “I should not have tried to reprimand the fellow,” he says, and laughs.

It is night and the novelist works in his room. The night is cold but he opens his window. There is, in his closet, a torn woollen jacket given him by a friend and he wraps the jacket about him. It has stopped snowing and the stars are in the sky.

The talk with the store manager has inflamed his mind. Again he writes furiously. What he is now writing will not fit into the life-story of Virginia Borden, but, for the moment, he thinks it will and he is happy. Tomorrow he will throw all away but that will not destroy his dream.

Who is this Virginia Borden of whom the novelist writes and why does he write of her? He does not know that he will get money for his story and he is growing old. What a foolish affair. Presently there may be a new manager in the store and the novelist will lose his place. Once in a long while he thinks of that and shivers with cold.

The novelist is not to be won from his purpose. Virginia Borden is a woman who lived in Chicago. The novelist has seen and talked with her. Like the store manager she forgot herself talking to him. She forgot the torn ear and the bare spot where no hair grew and the skin was snow-white. To talk with the novelist was like talking aloud to herself. It was delightful.

For a year she knew him and then went away to live with a brother in Colorado where she was thrown from a horse and killed.

When she lived in Chicago many people knew Virginia Borden. They saw her going here and there in the streets. Once she was married to a man who was leader of an orchestra in a theater but the marriage was not a success. Nothing that Virginia Borden did in the city was successful.

The novelist is to write the life-story of Virginia Borden. As he begins the task a great humbleness creeps over him. He is afraid and trembles.

In the woman who walked and talked with him the novelist has seen many strange, beautiful, unexpected little turns of the mind and the body. He knows that in Virginia Borden there was a spirit that, but for the muddle of life, might have become a flame. To him her body was a flame at which he warmed himself when he was cold.

It is the dream of the novelist that he will make men understand his feeling for the woman they saw in the streets. He wants to tell the store manager of her and the little wiry man who has a desk next his own. In the Wabash Avenue store there is a woman who sits on a high stool with her back to the novelist. He wants to tell her of Virginia Borden, to make her feel the reality of his own sense of the woman’s beauty, to make all see that such a woman once lived and went about among the women of Chicago.

As the novelist works events grow in his mind. His mind is forever active and he is continually making up stories about himself. As the Virginia Borden men saw was but a caricature of the Virginia Borden who lived in the mind of the novelist, so he knows that he is himself but a shadow of something very real.

And so the novelist puts himself into the book. In the book he is a large, square-shouldered man with tiny eyes. He is one who came to Chicago from a village in Poland and was a leader in an orchestra in the theater. As the orchestra leader, the novelist married Virginia Borden and lived in a house with her.

You see the novelist wants to explain himself also. He is a lover and so vividly does he love that he has the courage to love even himself. And so it is the lover who sits writing and the madness of the writer is the madness of the lover. As he writes he is making love. Surely all can understand that.
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Consider the tantalizing difference in the quality of work produced by two men. In the first we get at times an almost overwhelming sense of proficiency in his craft. The writer, we feel, knows form, knows construction, knows words. How he slings the words about. Almost every one of his lines is quotable.

And this other fellow. His words do not cling, his art forms become at times shapeless, he stumbles, going crudely and awkwardly forward.

And how breathlessly we follow. What is he doing that he holds us so tightly? What is the secret of our love of him, even in the midst of his awkwardness?

He is revealing himself to us. See how shamelessly and boldly he is trying to tell us of the thing that is a never-ceasing marvel to him — the march of his own life, the complete story of his own adventure in the midst of the universal adventure.

4

It is Sunday evening and I am dining alone in a restaurant. The day is cold and cheerless and since morning I have been at work in my room.

I have been revising a book that is partly good, partly bad. That it is at all bad has chilled the fires in me. The thing should not have been bad. What a fine figure I was as the labor leader. How strange and wonderful my thoughts as I went through the city nights, hurrying from place to place, stirring the soul of labor. And how feebly I have expressed my thoughts. In the restaurant I jab at the tablecloth with my fork. “I should have done more with myself in so fine a rôle.”

Some two weeks before that evening I had met a woman in another restaurant. She was an Englishwoman with a long thin face and when I came upon her she sat at a table with a party of friends. One of the party beckoned and I went to sit at the table. I sat by the Englishwoman.

Between the Englishwoman and myself much laughing talk. Here and there we turned, laughing and shouting at the people seated at the table.

And then in a moment all was changed. A new quality came to color our brief acquaintanceship. There amid the noise and the laughter our two bodies ran out to meet each other. For five, perhaps for ten minutes we sat stupidly looking at each other. Like two wide-eyed children in a world full of unaccountable people and impulses we tried to be intellectual. We talked, I have forgotten of what, and all the time something inside us kept meeting and embracing.

“We must talk a whole evening away,” I pleaded, thinking still it was talk we both wanted. “After these few moments we would be fools not to do that.”

The hand of the woman, lying on the table, trembled. My hand trembled also. Even now as I sit writing of the woman, my hand, that plays back and forth on the paper, shakes with the memory of her.

We walked in Jackson Park in Chicago, going along the paths in silence. How dark it was. In so brief a time there had been built up in each of us a background of much feeling. Already our two lives were colored, each by the other. After a time words came. She was lonely in America and talked of her own country and of a wide moor that ran away toward the sunset beyond her own town. On Sundays she had gone upon the moor with the people with whom she lived and whom she loved. With a man she loved she had walked hand in hand and had talked as she and I had talked in the restaurant.

In the park it was cold and dark and we met no people. Presently we got upon a wide open space. The dreary persistent wind roared in distant trees. In the night the open space was mysteriously vast.

Again we walked along in silence. I put out my hand and in it she put her hand.

And then another problem presented itself to the woman and me. We had stopped beneath a small tree. Away in the distance a street car ran past the front of the park. It seemed immeasurable miles away. The cold wind beat about her slender figure.

I took the woman into my arms. In her face as it looked up into mine was all of the loveliness of woman. How I longed for beauty within myself, beauty with which to match her beauty, the quiet, submissive, waiting loveliness in her.

When it passed I took her by the hand and led her back to walk again upon gravel paths.

We talked then. Words welled up in me. “Never,” I cried, “shall I find beauty to match your beauty.” Aimlessly I stumbled about, saying words, trying to make her understand how truly in my poor way I loved her.

In the restaurant I pay my bill, and go out into the street. What matter if my hands tremble and I have forgotten to eat? What matter if the woman of the park later got lost in the rush of Chicago? What matter if I never saw such a woman, if I merely walked alone in the windswept park? What matter if I never in all my life knew such a woman?

Is my story for all these reasons the less true? Is the moment in which I look down into the loveliness of a woman’s eyes less a part of my life because it happened in fancy?
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I am walking in the street at evening of a summer day. The rush of people homeward bound has passed and something of the jaded weariness of their faces remains in my mind.

I go heavily along by an iron railing that guards a network of railroad tracks. The tracks run away between rows of gray brick buildings into Chicago’s West Side. Beside the tracks is the river that flows from the lake into the land and that carries away the sewage of the city. The river is like a drain that takes the fetid matter from a wound and the city is a wound upon the prairie.

As I walk my mind becomes heavy and dull.

I have passed the middle age of life and I begin to measure the courage left to me as a traveler in a desert might look at the water in a water-bottle. I become afraid and tremble. Over a distant bridge that mounts high above the river and the tracks passes a long procession of trucks. From the wheels of wagons dust arises. Behind the cloud of dust burns the sun, also flushed with weariness.

In a kind of desperation I begin letting my mind play with my own life, with what I have seen of the lives of others. Things seen and that have been lying like spermatozoa in the sac of my mind grow and are fertilized by the facts of my own journey through the world.

I am a boy who came to Chicago from a little place in Missouri. Like most boys raised in the hill country I was lean and strong. I was uneducated but much solitary riding of horses over lonely hills had let me into the habit of letting my mind play. It was a custom of mine to talk aloud and to sing at the top of my voice as I went along and at times it was difficult to restrain these impulses as I walked among the crowds in the city streets.

In the city I lived on the West Side with my sister who later went wrong and was lost in the maze of the life there. Our younger sister, who is now married to a printer and lives in a suburb called Austin, lived with us. She had blue eyes and a tiny hesitating voice and on Sunday mornings walked hand in hand with me in Washington Boulevard, chattering away and asking questions that I could not answer.

What a struggle we had, the three of us, in the city. For a long time I could not get work and we got into debt so that I had to write to my uncle for money. He sold three hogs that would have littered in the spring and sent the money to me. Sometimes I smile now as I think of that letter. How the words must have been misspelled and how amusing the arrangement of the words. It might have been printed in a comic paper. Later, you see, I went to night school and rose in the world.

But I am thinking of that first winter. I worked with other men on a pile-driver that drove piles for the foundation of a warehouse. The warehouse is now finished and stands near the mouth of the river where the boats come in from the lake. All day the waves washed against the long flat boat on which stood the engine that lifted a heavy weight only to let it drop again on the head of the log we were driving into the soft river mud. At first the log sank rapidly, a foot or more with each blow, but later it went slowly, inch by inch.

How cold it was on the boat. In the morning I liked it out there. The slapping of the waves against the boat, the heavy thump of the weight on the head of the log and the puffing of the engine made it possible to talk aloud.

I talked out everything that came into my mind. Close behind the engine I stood and the words rolled out of me. In the midst of the many noises there was a great silence, so I talked into that, telling of my hopes, my dreams, my strangely impossible ambitions in life.

There was a woman of thirty-five who sang in the choir in a church on our street and I talked of her. When she sang on Sunday mornings she sometimes put her hand on the little railing of the choir loft and from the seat where I sat with my younger blue-eyed sister I could see her fingers peeping out. When I talked of her hands, out there in the noisy place on the boat, I sometimes took off my gloves and looked at my own hands. They were strong but the skin was very coarse and in places the skin was broken so that red angry flesh looked through. The skin at the edge of the wounds was like the white of the belly of a fish. The water did that.

I am thinking of the winter nights when I came away from the boat, going to my place on the West Side. I went along the railroad tracks just below where I am standing now. It was dark and only the lights at the switches, the red and green railroad lights, lighted the way.

On the boat at the edge of the lake I did not talk and sing after three o’clock in the afternoon. Those were the bad hours, from three until six, when we quit and went along boards to a wharf. From the wharf we stumbled up to a spur of railroad tracks. Once I fell off the boards and had to be fished out of the water but even that did not increase my numbness.

All day the waves that beat against the boat sent a fine spray of water over us and this froze into ice. When the wind was off shore, however, it was not so bad. In the morning the heart beat stoutly, but after three o’clock the feet and the hands and even the balls of the eyes became cold. I could not think of the woman who sang in the church choir after three o’clock and sometimes as I went along the tracks that ran into the West Side I could not see very well. How odd that a train did not hit me! I stepped away from trains like a horse that cannot be induced to run its head against a tree, even in the black darkness.

From the place by the railing at the edge of the tracks on the summer evening I return across the city to my own room. I am vividly aware of my own life that escaped the winter on the boat. How many such lives I have lived. Then I only made a dollar and a half a day and now I sometimes make more than that in a few minutes. How wonderful to be able to write words. I am enamored of myself because I can write words and can make my living by it. Now perhaps I could have the woman who sang in the choir and perhaps I would not take her if she offered.
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In my room I sit thinking of courage — of the courage of men. The balls of the eyes of the boy on the track were numb and he could scarcely see. In the two rooms where he lived with his sisters there was a tiny coal stove by a window. It was put there to stop the cold from coming through the cracks in the window sill and that necessitated a long stovepipe having many joints. The pipe was fastened with wires and often at night it fell down scattering black coal soot on the bed where the boy lay. He could not eat when he came home but lay on the bed until his heart beat strong again and warmth came back into his body. At nine o’clock he arose, washed, had his supper, and returned again to sleep beneath the long stovepipe.
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On my desk in my room there is a black leather note-book with leaves that may be taken out. When the leaves are all written full I take them out, fasten them with rubber bands, and put them away. Then I fill the book with new white leaves.

In my room when I come back from standing by the tracks I think how I was afraid because I had reached middle age. There is a cunning satisfaction in my heart because I think that when my body is weary I shall take the leaves from the rubber bands and go on publishing year after year as though I were yet alive.

There is satisfaction in this thought until another thought comes. Not as I stood weary by the tracks, but now, as I think of the hoarded leaves of white paper in the rubber bands, has the coward appeared. To myself I say, “Am I to be less stout-hearted than the boy who stumbled half frozen along the tracks?”

Are we, who write stories, who paint pictures and who act upon the stage to go on forever hoarding our minor triumphs like frugal merchants who keep a secret bank account, are we to be less courageous than our brothers, the laborers?
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It is three o’clock of a winter’s afternoon and I am lying in a nook among rocks on the side of a mountain in Missouri. I am wearing heavy boots that lace to the knees and they are covered with frozen mud. In a road far below an old Ozark mountaineer is riding a mule to a distant town. He is a tall old man and his feet hang to the ground. I am in a sheltered place and the cold wind does not reach me, but across the prospect of barren hills it goes, shouting and roaring. Beyond the road that lies at the foot of the hill there is a river and along this comes presently a raft upon which stands a man with a pole in his hand. He is singing a ballad of a country girl who went away to a distant city and there became the plaything of lust. There is a penetrating quality of beauty in the raftsman’s voice and my mind is carried away by it.

I begin reconstructing the life of the country girl of the song. She is tall and strong and very lean, like the girls I have seen at the doors of the cabins along the roads that run through the hills. There is in her a kind of wild beauty, tempered by ignorance and coarseness. She stands within the door of the cabin, also singing, and outside the door, clad in a worn man’s overcoat, is an old woman who smokes a pipe. As she sings the mountain girl looks at the old woman, who is hideous. The hunger for beauty, that will presently destroy the girl, that echoes in the heart of the lonely raftsman on the river among the hills, comes up and possesses me. I turn about in my nook and stare long and hard at the cheerless hills. The oak trees have retained last year’s leaves and these are now a dull red. I see death here as I have seen it so often in faces of men in the cities, but here the note of beauty has remained in the midst of death. The dull red leaves that rattle in the wind are the visible signs of it. It plays in the minds of the raftsman and the girl, and in my own mind.

Again I begin the endless game of reconstructing my own life, jerking it out of the shell that dies, striving to breathe into it beauty and meaning. A thought comes to me.

When I was a boy I lived in a town in Ohio and often I wandered away to lie upon my back, thinking, as I am doing now. I reconstruct and begin to color and illuminate incidents of my life there. Words said, shouts of children, the barking of dogs at night, occasional flashes of beauty in the eyes of women and old men are remembered. I wonder why my life, why all lives, are not more beautiful.

Away to the city I take myself and I am sitting beside a woman in a room upstairs in a cheap apartment house. I am a grown man now, alive with vigor, and I am determined I shall possess the woman. She has a tall boyish figure and strange gray eyes. Something in the eyes maddens me. I rush to the woman, take her into my arms, and kiss her passionately. I have succeeded in my purpose, have killed something that was lovely in the eyes of the woman. Although she dressed as a woman she was not wholly a woman and did not want what 

I wanted. I have forced her. I have done my share toward putting that keen plaintive note into the voice of the ignorant raftsman. I am always doing that; like others I shall always be doing it, but was it not the plaintive note that made the beauty of the song?


FOUR AMERICAN IMPRESSIONS
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GERTRUDE STEIN, PAUL ROSENFELD, 

RING LARDNER, SINCLAIR LEWIS
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ONE who thinks a great deal about people and what they are up to in the world comes inevitably in time to relate them to experiences connected with his own life. The round hard apples in this old orchard are the breasts of my beloved. The curved round hill in the distance is the body of my beloved, lying asleep. I cannot avoid practicing this trick of lifting people out of the spots on which in actual life they stand and transferring them to what seems at the moment some more fitting spot in the fanciful world.

And I get also a kind of aroma from people. They are green healthy growing things or they have begun to decay. There is something in this man, to whom I have just talked, that has sent me away from him smiling and in an odd way pleased with myself. Why has this other man, although his words were kindly and his deeds apparently good, spread a cloud over my sky?

In my own boyhood in an Ohio town I went about delivering newspapers at kitchen doors, and there were certain houses to which I went — old brick houses with immense old-fashioned kitchens — in which I loved to linger. On Saturday mornings I sometimes managed to collect a fragrant cooky at such a place but there was something else that held me. Something got into my mind connected with the great light kitchens and the women working in them that came sharply back when, last year, I went to visit an American woman, Miss Gertrude Stein, in her own large room in the house at rue de Fleur us in Paris. In the great kitchen of my fanciful world in which, ever since that morning, I have seen Miss Stein standing there is a most sweet and gracious aroma. Along the walls are many shining pots and pans, and there are innumerable jars of fruits, jellies and preserves. Something is going on in the great room, for Miss Stein is a worker in words with the same loving touch in her strong fingers that was characteristic of the women of the kitchens of the brick houses in the town of my boyhood. She is an American woman of the old sort, one who cares for the handmade goodies and who scorns the factory-made foods, and in her own great kitchen she is making something with her materials, something sweet to the tongue and fragrant to the nostrils.

That her materials are the words of our English speech and that we do not, most of us, know or care too much what she is up to does not greatly matter to me. The impression I wish now to give you of her is of one very intent and earnest in a matter most of us have forgotten. She is laying word against word, relating sound to sound, feeling for the taste, the smell, the rhythm of the individual word. She is attempting to do something for the writers of our English speech that may be better understood after a time, and she is not in a hurry.

And I have always that picture of the woman in the great kitchen of words, standing there by a table, clean, strong, with red cheeks and sturdy legs, always quietly and smilingly at work. If her smile has in it something of the mystery, to the male a least, of the Mona Lisa, I remember that the women in the kitchens on the wintry mornings wore often that same smile.

She is making new, strange and to my ears sweet combinations of words. As an American writer I admire her because she, in her person, represents something sweet and healthy in our American life, and because I have a kind of undying faith that what she is up to in her word kitchen in Paris is of more importance to writers of English than the work of many of our more easily understood and more widely accepted word artists.

2

When it comes to our Mr. Ring Lardner, here is something else again. Here is another word fellow, one who cares about the words of our American speech and who is perhaps doing more than any other American to give new force to the words of our everyday life.

There is something I think I understand about Mr. Ring Lardner. The truth is that I believe there is something the matter with him and I have a fancy I know what it is. He is afraid of the highbrows. They scare him to death. I wonder why. For it is true that there is often, in a paragraph of his, more understanding of life, more human sympathy, more salty wisdom than in hundreds of pages of, say Mr. Sinclair Lewis’s dreary prose — and I am sure Mr. Lewis would not hesitate to outface any highbrow in his lair.

I said that I thought I knew what was the matter with Mr. Ring Lardner. He comes from out in my country, from just such another town as the one in which I spent my own boyhood, and I remember certain shy lads of my own town who always made it a point to consort mostly with the town toughs — and for a reason. There was in them something extremely sensitive that did not want to be hurt. Even to mention the fact that there was in such a one a real love of life, a quick sharp stinging hunger for beauty would have sent a blush of shame to his cheeks. He was intent upon covering up, concealing from everyone, at any cost, the shy hungry child he was carrying about within himself.

And I always see our Mr. Ring Lardner as such a fellow. He is covering up, sticking to the gang, keeping out of sight. And that is all right too, if in secret and in his suburban home he is really using his talent for sympathetic understanding of life, if in secret he is being another Mark Twain and working in secret on his own Huckleberry Finn. Mark Twain wrote and was proclaimed for writing his Innocents Abroad, Following the Equator, Roughing It, etc., etc., and was during his lifetime most widely recognized for such secondary work. And Mark Twain was just such another shy lad, bluffed by the highbrows — and even the glorious Mark had no more sensitive understanding of the fellow in the street, in the hooch joint, the ballpark and the city suburb than our Mr. Ring Lardner.

Which brings me to a man who, it seems to me, of all our American writers, is the one who is most unafraid, Mr. Paul Rosenfeld. Here is an American writer actually unashamed of being fine and sensitive in his work. To me it seems that he has really freed himself from both the high and the low brows and has made of himself a real aristocrat among writers of prose.

To be sure, to the man in the street, accustomed to the sloppiness of hurried newspaper writing, the Rosenfeld prose is sometimes difficult. His vocabulary is immense and he cares very, very much for just the shade of meaning he is striving to convey. Miss Jean Heap recently spoke of him as “our well dressed writer of prose,” and I should think Paul Rosenfeld would not too much resent the connotations of that. For, after all, Rosenfeld is our man of distinction, the American, it seems to me, who is unafraid and unashamed to live for the things of the spirit as expressed in the arts. I get him as the man walking cleanly and boldly and really accepting, daring to accept, the obligations of the civilized man. To my ears that acceptance has made his prose sound clearly and sweetly across many barren fields. To me it is often like soft bells heard ringing at evening across fields long let go to the weeds of carelessness and the general slam-it-throughness of so much of our American writing.

4

Of the four American writers concerning whose handling of our speech I have had the temerity to express my own feeling there is left Mr. Sinclair Lewis.

The texture of the prose written by Mr. Lewis gives me but faint joy and I cannot escape the conviction that for some reason Lewis has himself found but little joy, either in life among us or in his own effort to channel his reactions to our life into prose. There can be no doubt that this man, with his sharp journalistic nose for news of the outer surface of our lives, has found out a lot of things about us and the way we live in our towns and cities, but I am very sure that in the life of every man woman and child in the country there are forces at work that seem to have escaped the notice of Mr. Lewis. Mr. Ring Lardner has seen them and in his writing there is sometimes real laughter, but one has the feeling that Lewis never laughs at all, that he is in an odd way too serious about something to laugh.

For after all, even in Gopher Prairie or in Indianapolis, Indiana, boys go swimming in the creeks on summer afternoons, shadows play at evening on factory walls, old men dig angleworms and go fishing together, love comes to at least a few men and women, and everything else failing, the baseball club comes from a neighboring town and Tom Robinson gets a home run. That’s something. There is an outlook on life across which even the cry of a child, choked to death by its own mother, would be something. Life in our American towns and cities is barren enough and there are enough people saying that with the growth of industrialism it has become continually more and more ugly, but Mr. Paul Rosenfeld and Mr. Ring Lardner apparently do not find it altogether barren and ugly. For them and for a growing number of men and women in America there is something like a dawn that Mr. Lewis has apparently sensed but little, for there is so little sense of it in the texture of his prose. Reading Mr. Sinclair Lewis, one comes inevitably to the conclusion that here is a man writing who, wanting passionately to love the life about him, cannot bring himself to do so, and who, wanting perhaps to see beauty descend upon our lives like a rainstorm, has become blind to the minor beauties our lives hold.

And is it not just this sense of dreary spiritual death in the man’s work that is making it so widely read? To one who is himself afraid to live there is, I am sure, a kind of joy in seeing other men as dead. In my own feeling for the man from whose pen has come all of this prose over which there are so few lights and shades, I have come at last to sense, most of all, the man fighting terrifically and ineffectually for a thing about which he really does care. There is a kind of fighter living inside Mr. Sinclair Lewis and there is, even in this dull, unlighted prose of his, a kind of dawn coming. In the dreary ocean of this prose, islands begin to appear. In Babbitt there are moments when the people of whom he writes, with such amazing attention to the outer details of lives, begin to think and feel a little, and with the coming of life into his people a kind of nervous, hurried beauty and life flits, like a lantern carried by a night watchman past the window of a factory as one stands waiting and watching in a grim street on a night of December.


NOTES OUT OF A MAN’S LIFE

NOTE 1
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THIS BOOK HAS become my confessional, Formerly I tried in another book — unpublished — to make what I called a Testament.

I tried to do it in song but the song broke.

The making of a testament, or rather a confession, is a kind of relief.

When I go into a church I find myself unable to kneel before a priest or a preacher. As the need of a symbol has been strong in me I have tried other things. I have been in turn a river worshiper, a moon and sun worshiper, a mountain worshiper. Often I have followed a child through the streets.

Once when I had been drunk and had been with a so-called fallen woman I did something that nearly led to my arrest.

Nearly all physically strong men have periods of pure flesh worship. I had been in such a period and had picked up a woman in the streets.

She did not understand my mood. Why should she understand? This was in Chicago. We went into a house and I stayed there all night. I tried to talk with her, to tell her something of my young man’s impulses, of the confusion in me that had led me to her but she could not understand. She had been cheated, buffeted, beaten.

All prostitutes are morons. The clever, alive prostitute of fiction does not exist in fact. Writers are prone to be sentimental about prostitution because they spend so much of their own lives walking close to the line of their own kind of prostitution.

When I had been with the woman all night I left in the early morning. The sun was shining brightly. In the streets children were playing.

That day I got drunk and in the afternoon went into a park. Seeing a child with its mother I followed.

At last I ran to the child and falling on my knees tried to apologize.

It was not understood. People thought me insane. Kneeling before the child I muttered a few words about life, the sources of life and how they were befouled.

The mother, being frightened, screamed — the child stared at me.

I escaped through bushes and running a long way got into a street car.

I had to laugh at myself and you will laugh.

It doesn’t bother me — not now.

At last after seeking many confessionals I came to paper. I am humble before these sheets. They are clean.

I write my testament upon them. It is all I can do.

 

NOTE 2

Many men I know who are without leisure constantly cry out for it, not knowing the responsibilities of leisure. Responsibilities to whom? To oneself, alas.

How many men have told me they wanted leisure to write poetry.

Great God!

The amount of physical labor needed to make a man widely known as a poet of merit is infinitesimal. All the actual physical labor of writing done by the greatest and most profound of poets could be done by any average newspaper man during any average month of work.

Leisure achieved ends in what? “I have this time on my hands now. What shall I do with it?”

“I shall walk about, seeing men at work, talking to men.”

“But why am I not at work?”

To the man of sensibilities there is too much time left to think of self.

I myself go about playing at life. I am a young boy, a vagrant picked up by the police.

I am in a cell with drunken negro women, with white women, prostitutes, thieves.

Now I am standing before a judge. “What excuse have you for being alive, for cluttering the streets?”

“But occasionally I tell tales, have them printed in books.”

“What of that? Does not every one tell tales? Is it an excuse for not being at work?”

“Men live by carving wood, pounding iron, steering ships, plowing the ground, building houses. When they are not so employed they sometimes sing, tell tales.”

“But I am a judge and it is my business to pass judgment. I pronounce you a guilty man.”

“Oh judge, you are quite right. I am a vagrant, a no-account.

“But you see, judge, there are no houses being built. Men do not carve wood, shape iron, steer ships. All that is at an end. It is done by radio now.”

The judge is as puzzled by life as I am. He also is a vagrant. Something has got out of the hands of men.

For ages now men have cried out for leisure. One of these days the impatient gods will punish men by giving it to them.

 

NOTE 3

A book or story, when you are writing it, must get to the place where reading what you have already written excites you to write more.

If you come to a day when you cannot write, do not try. If you force yourself what you write at such times will poison all the future pages. If you do write at such times throw all away.

Every writer should say to himself every morning, “I do not have to write. I can be a tramp.”

When a story gets to the place where reading over what you have written excites you to write more it has done what I call “come alive.”

It will go now if you let it. Be patient. Go talk to men. Go fishing or swimming. When your fingers itch run home to your desk and write again.

I write down rules like this because I break them so often and when I do break them I feel such a fool.

NOTE 4

A When I am not writing all my instincts lead me to go where men are working with their hands. Formerly I also worked with my hands, touched to some purpose wood, iron, brass, brick, stone, the earth. That one should get money by writing, painting, making music is in some way false.

I love rich delicate fabrics and carpets, love to touch such things with my fingers but why should I possess them?

As an outcast in the world of men, working my way from place to place, I was uncomfortable but happy.

In the south, where I now live, it seems to me the negroes, who do all the hard work, are the sweetest people.

I cannot approach the negro, cannot speak intimately with him. Such an attempt on my part would arouse the suspicions of both whites and blacks.

I stand aside, make myself as much as I can a part of the wharves, the streets, the fields where these men and women work.

Others feel as I feel. A southern woman writer, of what is called a distinguished family down here, whispered to me across a dinner table. “What, if you were not yourself, would you like to be?” I had asked her, making conversation.

“Above all things I should like to be a negro woman,” she said.

I talked to a southern man, the son of a planter. For a long time he had been at work on a novel. It was smart and clever. That was not what he wanted it to be. “If there is ever an art produced in the American south it must come from the negro,” he said.

I dress in as fine linen as I can afford, wear bright ties, loud socks, carry a cane. The negroes on the docks among whom I spend so much of my time like me so. I can see the looks of approval pass from eye to eye. We have something in common. Together we love bright gaudy colors, food, the earth, the sky, the river. We love song and laughter, night, drink, and lust.

 

NOTE 5

It is hopeless for me to dream of becoming an aristocrat. When I have much money in my pockets I feel like apologizing to every man and woman I meet. The wealthy never make me really envious.

I remember a time spent in the home of a rich man. That was just after I had done what is called “raising myself from the ranks of labor.”

I had been reading George Moore, Oscar Wilde, Henry James, — had decided I would devote myself to becoming delicate-minded, an aristocrat.

I was in the house of the rich man and it was evening. I remember his wife’s dress, how lovely it was. I kept wanting to touch it. She had full lips, eyes like half faded flowers seen along paths in the forest on hot summer days and long slender fingers on which were finely wrought rings.

We talked of books. The woman had a kind of admiration for me because I had written books that had been published. How foolish of her. Her husband had shrewd hard eyes and was a collector of first editions.

After we had dined several people came in and there was more talk. I talked foolishly, trying to appear clever. At last the evening passed and I was shown to a room. I had never slept in such a room before. Sleep would not come.

I thought of the woman’s eyes, of her husband’s eyes. After sitting for a long time by a window I got up and ran about the room touching everything with my fingers.

I touched the bed hangings, the chairs, the carpet, the window curtains. Many single things in the room had cost more money than I had been able to earn by years of labor with my hands.

That did not matter. I did not feel at home, did not feel comfortable. When all the house was asleep I tiptoed into a hallway. A servant caught me creeping along the hallway. I stammered some poor excuse, that I wanted to go into the grounds for a walk.

Outside the grounds were lovely but there was a high iron fence and I was still uncomfortable. I climbed the fence and just as I reached the top looked back toward the house. Through a window I saw the woman standing in her night dress in a room. She was weeping. It was an unhappy household. Had that driven me away?

Leaping down from the fence I walked for a long way in a dusty road. I had left my bag with my few belongings. Beside the road was a railroad and in a creek some men were fishing. They had set out night lines and had built a fire. They were drinking and as I passed broke out into a song. It was one o’clock.

That is all. Nothing else happened. I got on a train and went to another town where I slept in a workingman’s hotel. The furniture was ugly and I did not like that but I had got back among people to whom I belonged.

I belong to men who work with their hands, to negroes, to poor women — the wives of workers, heavy with child, with work-weary faces. Often I think them more lovely than any aristocrat, any man or woman of leisure I have ever seen. That they do not understand what I feel and do not know their own beauty when it flashes forth does not matter. I belong to them whether they will have me or not.

As to the rich man and his wife, I met them once in another house and they acted strangely. The man was angry and the woman embarrassed. She had still her own kind of impersonal beauty but it did not touch me. We were left alone together for a moment and she wanted to speak of what happened. “You know how to be cruel, how to punish people,” she said suddenly, but I thought she had missed the point and I did not answer.

 

A NOTE ON REALISM

THERE is something very confusing to both readers and writers about the notion of realism in fiction. As generally understood it is akin to what is called “representation” in painting. The fact is before you and you put it down, adding a high spot here and there, to be sure. No man can quite make himself a camera. Even the most realistic worker pays some tribute to what is called “art.” Where does representation end and art begin? The location of the line is often as confusing to practicing artists as it is to the public.

Recently a young writer came to talk with me about our mutual craft. He spoke with enthusiastic admiration of a certain book — very popular a year or two ago. “It is the very life. So closely observed. It is the sort of thing I should like to do. I should like to bring life itself within the pages of a book. If I could do that I would be happy.”

I wondered. The book in question had only seemed to me good in spots and the spots had been far apart. There was too much dependence upon the notebook. The writer had seemed to me to have very little to give out of himself. What had happened, I thought, was that the writer of the book had confused the life of reality with the life of the fancy. Easy enough to get a thrill out of people with reality. A man struck by an automobile, a child falling out at the window of a city office building. Such things stir the emotions. No one, however, confuses them with art.

This confusion of the life of the imagination with the life of reality is a trap into which most of our critics seem to me to fall about a dozen times each year. Do the trick over and over and in they tumble. “It is life,” they say. “Another great artist has been discovered.”

What never seems to come quite clear is the simple fact that art is art. It is not life.

The life of the imagination will always remain separated from the life of reality. It feeds upon the life of reality, but it is not that life — cannot be. Mr. John Marin painting Brooklyn Bridge, Henry Fielding writing Tom Jones, are not trying in the novel and the painting to give us reality. They are striving for a realization in art of something out of their own imaginative experiences, fed to be sure upon the life immediately about. A quite different matter from making an actual picture of what they see before them.

And here arises a confusion. For some reason — I myself have never exactly understood very clearly — the imagination must constantly feed upon reality or starve. Separate yourself too much from life and you may at moments be a lyrical poet, but you are not an artist. Something within dries up, starves for the want of food. Upon the fact in nature the imagination must constantly feed in order that the imaginative life remain significant. The workman who lets his imagination drift off into some experience altogether disconnected with reality, the attempt of the American to depict life in Europe, the New Englander writing of cowboy life — all that sort of thing — in ninety-nine cases out of a hundred ends in the work of such a man becoming at once full of holes and bad spots. The intelligent reader, tricked often enough by the technical skill displayed in hiding the holes, never in the end accepts it as good work. The imagination of the workman has become confused. He has had to depend altogether upon tricks. The whole job is a fake.

The difficulty, I fancy, is that so few workmen in the arts will accept their own limitations. It is only when the limitation is fully accepted that it ceases to be a limitation. Such men scold at the life immediately about. “It’s too dull and commonplace to make good material,” they declare. Off they sail in fancy to the South Seas, to Africa, to China. What they cannot realize is their own dullness. Life is never dull except to the dull.

The writer who sets himself down to write a tale has undertaken something. He has undertaken to conduct his readers on a trip through the world of his fancy. If he is a novelist his imaginative world is filled with people and events. If he have any sense of decency as a workman he can no more tell lies about his imagined people, fake them, than he can sell out real people in real life. The thing is constantly done but no man I have ever met, having done such a trick, has felt very clean about the matter afterward.

On the other hand, when the writer is rather intensely true to the people of his imaginative world, when he has set them down truly, when he does not fake, another confusion arises. Being square with your people in the imaginative world does not mean lifting them over into life, into reality. There is a very subtle distinction to be made and upon the writer’s ability to make this distinction will in the long run depend his standing as a workman.

Having lifted the reader out of the reality of daily life it is entirely possible for the writer to do his job so well that the imaginative life becomes to the reader for the time real life. Little real touches are added. The people of the town — that never existed except in the fancy — eat food, live in houses, suffer, have moments of happiness and die. To the writer, as he works, they are very real. The imaginative world in which he is for the time living has become for him more alive than the world of reality ever can become. His very sincerity confuses. Being unversed in the matter of making the delicate distinction, that the writer himself sometimes has such a hard time making, they call him a realist. The notion shocks him. “The deuce, I am nothing of the kind,” he says. “But such a thing could not have happened in a Vermont town.”

“Why not? Have you not learned that anything can happen anywhere? If a thing can happen in my imaginative world it can of course happen in the flesh and blood world. Upon what do you fancy my imagination feeds?”

My own belief is that the writer with a notebook in his hand is always a bad workman, a man who distrusts his own imagination. Such a man describes actual scenes accurately, he puts down actual conversation.

But people do not converse in the book world as they do in life. Scenes of the imaginative world are not real scenes.

The life of reality is confused, disorderly, almost always without apparent purpose, whereas in the artist’s imaginative life there is purpose. There is determination to give the tale, the song, the painting Form — to make it true and real to the theme, not to life. Often the better the job is done the greater the confusion.

I myself remember with what a shock I heard people say that one of my own books, Winesburg, Ohio, was an exact picture of Ohio village life. The book was written in a crowded tenement district of Chicago. The hint for almost every character was taken from my fellow-lodgers in a large rooming house, many of whom had never lived in a village. The confusion arises out of the fact that others besides practicing artists have imaginations. But most people are afraid to trust their imaginations and the artist is not.

Would it not be better to have it understood that realism, in so far as the word means reality to life, is always bad art — although it may possibly be very good journalism?

Which is but another way of saying that all of the so-called great realists were not realists at all and never intended being. Madame Bovary did not exist in fact. She existed in the imaginative life of Flaubert and he managed to make her exist also in the imaginative life of his readers.

I have been writing a story. A man is walking in a street and suddenly turns out of the street into an alleyway. There he meets another man and a hurried whispered conversation takes place. In real life they may be but a pair of rather small bootleggers, but they are not that to me.

When I began writing, the physical aspect of one of the men, the one who walked in the street, was taken rather literally from life. He looked strikingly like a man I once knew, so much like him in fact that there was a confusion. A matter easy enough to correct.

A stroke of my pen saves me from realism. The man I knew in life had red hair; he was tall and thin.

With a few words I have changed him completely. Now he has black hair and a black mustache. He is short and has broad shoulders. And now he no longer lives in the world of reality. He is a denizen of my own imaginative world. He can now begin a life having nothing at all to do with the life of the red-haired man.

If I am to succeed in making him real in this new world he, like hundreds of other men and women who live only in my own fanciful world, must live and move within the scope of the story or novel into which I have cast him. If I do tricks with him in the imaginative world, sell him out, I become merely a romancer. If, however, I have the courage to let him really live he will, perhaps, show me the way to a fine story or novel.

But the story or novel will not be a picture of life. I will never have had any intention of making it that.


AFTER SEEING GEORGE BELLOWS’ MR. AND MRS. WASE
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THE PARROT BOTHERED me at first and then the book she holds in her hand. The book may be a Bible. Later I understood about the parrot. Mrs. Wase’s sister sent it to her from Florida. She was a Freer and when her husband got killed she got his life insurance. She went to Florida one winter and sent the parrot home to Martha. When she was down there they tried to sell her an orange grove, but she knew how to hang onto her money. The real estate agent was pretty slick. He could talk.

The Freer boys like games of all kinds and Ike Freer got to be a baseball pitcher. He was in the Texas League once, with Fort Worth, but his arm went bad on him.

He’s a house painter now.

Mr. Wase is an engineer on the Wheeling Railroad, a road that goes from Wheeling, West Virginia, to Toledo, Ohio, and carries coal mostly.

The Wases had one boy, Ed Wase. He was a good boy, but he got killed in the war. It seemed to draw Mr and Mrs. Wase closer to each other, but Mrs. Wase hasn’t ever been the same woman since it happened. You can’t hardly get her to look on the cheerful side of things much.

The relation between the artist and the workman is very subtle and difficult to define. Some artists feel it, others do not. There are artists who would like to deny it. They would like to think of themselves as aristocrats.

What a notion! The artist must work with his hands. He must feel within himself some deep relationship between himself, as a man, and the world of nature, of materials.

The earth in which men have always plowed and planted, trees, stones lying in fields, seas breaking on shores, a world filled with materials out of which he is to try to create something with his hands.

Workingmen also express themselves through their hands. Look at the hands of Mr and Mrs. Wase. Years of touching things, doing things. The fingers, in the end, often become more alive than all the rest of the body.

Looking at this painting you get a new feeling about Mr. George Bellows. I myself did not know the man well, only met him once or twice, quite casually. He must have had in him that quality of masculine tenderness that is so rare and precious. It expresses itself, in a man, in the way he touches things, what it means to him to touch things — life in trees, in stones, color, materials of all sorts.

The arts are always being swept here and there by movements. It would be so satisfactory to us all if we could get the arts defined, if there were only some definite rule or formula by which, when we stand before a work of art, we could say “this is good or that is bad.” Workmen in stone, in color, in sound, in words are always being bothered by the same desire. Mr. George Bellows must always have been on the hunt, trying one approach and then another. He died too soon. There are few enough such men.

My notion is that we would all chuck all of the arts out of our lives if we could. They are such a bother. The challenge is always there. “Get a little closer. Give more of yourself. Be more impersonal. Love more.”

“Love what?”

Well, say this life in which we all live. That’s something, isn’t it? Life as it is in stones, trees, skies, seas, people, too.

Few enough people realize that all art that has vitality must have its basis in love. You see women sometimes of whom it might be said that they find direct and simple expression of the need for giving love in their relations with people about them, but with men that is some what difficult. It may be impossible. It may be that men are intended primarily to be workmen, that they must find an outlet for the inner needs in their work or they will not find it at all.

As for myself I find an expression of all I am trying to say here in this painting by Mr. Bellows. Men are seldom so tender, so understanding, so cleanly courageous as Mr. Bellows must have been when he faced this canvas. You get back to the people painted by Mr. Bellows and forget him and that is as it should be. That is what the artist intends and wants when he is really feeling the thing on which he is at work.

Mr. Wase going to his job every day. When he isn’t at work he thinks of his job. There are ways to get by with a job, but that isn’t enough. You want to do it a little better and a little better and a little better. Life is short, after all. You just begin to learn a little something and then you die. What you realize, what every man dimly realizes, is that what a man feels toward his work, he is. We have all in the end got to square ourselves with ourselves if we can.

The challenge is always there. “Get a little closer. Give more of yourself. Be more impersonal before the possibilities of the materials you touch with your fingers. Love more.”

Mr and Mrs. Wase, both in their dumb way, keep telling you things. They are telling you that Mr. George Bellows died too young. They are telling you that he was after something, that he was always after it.


I’LL SAY WE’VE DONE WELL
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FOREWORD

I AM compelled to write of the State of Ohio reminiscently and from flashing impressions got during these last ten years, although I was born there, spent my young manhood within its borders, and later went back and spent another five or six years as a manufacturer in the State. And so I have always thought of myself as an Ohioan and no doubt shall always remain, inside myself, an Ohioan.

Very well, then, it is my State and there are a thousand things within it I love and as many things I do not like much at all. And I dare say I might have some difficulty setting down just the things about Ohio that I most dislike were it not for the fact that what I am to write is to appear in The Nation, and The Nation, being — well, anyway, what they call broadminded, cannot well refuse room to my particular form of broadening out, as it were.

Ohio is a big State. It is strong. It is the State of Harding and McKinley. I am told that my own father once played in the Silver Cornet Band at Caledonia, Ohio. Warren G. might have remembered him as Teddy, sometimes called Major Anderson. He ran a small harness shop at Caledonia. Just why he was called Major I never knew. Perhaps because his people came from the South. Anyway, I ought to have got a job at Washington. Everyone else from that county did.

And now Ohio has got very big and very strong and its Youngstown, Cincinnati, Akron, Cleveland, Toledo, and perhaps a dozen other prosperous industrial cities, can put themselves forward as being as ugly, as noisy, as dirty, and as careless in their civic spirit as any American industrial cities anywhere. “Come you men of ‘these States,’” as old Walt Whitman was so fond of saying, in his windier moods, trot out your cities. Have you a city that smells worse than Akron, that is a worse junk-heap of ugliness than Youngstown, that is more smugly self-satisfied than Cleveland, or that has missed as unbelievably great an opportunity to be one of the lovely cities of the world as has the city of Cincinnati? I’ll warrant you have not. In this modern pushing American civilization of ours you other States have nothing on our Ohio. Credit where credit is due, citizens. I claim that we Ohio men have taken as lovely a land as ever lay outdoors and that we have, in our towns and cities, put the old stamp of ourselves on it for keeps.

Of course, you understand, that to do this we have had to work. Take, for example, a city like Cincinnati. There it sits on its hills, the lovely southern Ohio and northern Kentucky hills, and a poet coming there might have gone into the neighboring hills and looked down on the site of the great city; well, what I say is that such a poet might have dreamed of a white and golden city nestling there with the beautiful Ohio at its feet. And that city might, you understand, have crept off into the green hills, that the poet might have compared to the breasts of goddesses, and in the morning when the sun came out and the men, women, and children of the city came out of their houses and looking abroad over the sweet land of Ohio — 

But pshaw, let’s cut that bunk.

We Ohioans tackled the job and we put the kibosh on that poet tribe for keeps. If you don’t believe it, go down and look at our city of Cincinnati now. We have done something against great odds down there. First, we had to lick the poet out of our own hearts and then we had to lick nature herself, but we did it. Today our river front in Cincinnati is as mean looking a place as the lake front in Chicago or Cleveland, and you please bear in mind that down there in Cincinnati we had less money to work with than they did up in Chicago or even in Cleveland.

Well, we did it. We have ripped up those hills and cut out all that breasts-of-goddesses stuff and we’ve got a whanging big Rotary Club and a few years ago we won the World Series, or bought it, and we’ve got some nice rotten old boats in the river and some old sheds on the waterfront where, but for us, there might not have been anything but water.

And now let’s move about the State a little while I point out to you a few more things we have done. Of course we haven’t any Henry Ford over there, but just bear in mind that John D. Rockefeller and Mark Hanna and Harvey Firestone and Willys up at Toledo and a lot of other live ones are Ohio men and what I claim is — they have done well.

Look at what we had to buck up against. You go back into American history a little and you’ll see for yourself what I mean. Do you remember when La Salle was working his way westward, up there in Canada, and he kept hearing about a country to the south and a river called the Ohio? The rest of his crowd didn’t want to go down that way and so, being a modest man and not wanting to set himself up against public opinion, he pretended to be down of a bad sickness. So the rest of the lot, priests and Indians and others, went on out west and he just took a couple of years off and cut out southward alone, with a few Indians. And even afoot and through the thick woods a man can cover quite a considerable amount of territory in two years. My notion is he probably saw it all.

I remember that an old man I knew when I was a boy told me about seeing the Ohio River in the early days, when the rolling hills along its banks were still covered with great trees, and what he said I can’t remember exactly, but anyway, he gave me the impression of a sweet, clear and majestic stream, in which a man could swim and see the sand of the bottom far below, through the sparkling water. The impression I got from the old man was of boys swimming on their backs, white clouds floating overhead, the hills running away and the branches of trees tossed by the wind like the waves of a vast green sea.

It may be that La Salle went there and did that. It wouldn’t surprise me if some such scandal should creep out about him. And then, maybe, after he got down to where Louisville, Kentucky, now stands, and he found he couldn’t get any further with his boats because of the falls in the river — or pretended he couldn’t because he was so stuck on the fine Ohio country up above — it may be, I say, that he turned back and went northward along eastern Ohio and into a land of even more majestic hills and finer forests and got finally into that country of soft-stepping little hills, up there facing Lake Erie.

I say maybe he did and I have my own reasons. You see this fellow La Salle wasn’t much of a one to talk. He didn’t advertise very well. What I mean is he was an uncommunicative man. But you go look him up in the books and you will see that later he was always being condemned, after that trip, and that he was always afterward accused of being a visionary and a dreamer.

From all I’ve ever been able to hear about Ohio, as it was before we white men and New Englanders got in there and went to work, the land might have done that to La Salle, and for that matter to our own sons too, if we, Godfearing men, hadn’t got in there just when we did, and rolled up our sleeves and got right down to the business of making a good, up-and-coming, Middle-Western American State out of it. And, thank goodness, we had the old pep in us to do it. We original northern Ohio men were mostly New Englanders and we came out of cold, stony New England and over the rocky hills of northern New York State to get into Ohio.

I suppose the hardship we endured before we got to Ohio was what helped us to bang right ahead and cut down trees and build railroads and whang the Indians over the heads with our picks and shovels and put up churches and later start the Anti-saloon League and all the other splendid things we have done. I’ll tell you what the country makes no mistake when it comes to our State for Presidents. We train our sons up right over there.

Why, I can remember myself, when I was a boy, and how I once got out of a job and went one fall with a string of race horses all over our State. I found out then what La Salle was up against when our State was what you might call new, in a way of speaking. Why, I got as dreamy and mopy, drifting along through the beautiful Ohio country that fall, as any no-account you ever saw. I fooled along until I got fired. That’s how I came out.

Then, of course, I had to go into the cities and get a job in a factory and the better way of life got in its chance at me, so that for years I had as good a bringing up and knew as much about hustling and pushing myself forward and advertising and not getting dreamy or visionary as any American there is. What I mean is that if I have slipped any since I do not blame the modern Ohio people for it. It’s my own fault. You can’t blame a town like Toledo or Cleveland or Akron or any of our up-and-coming Ohio cities if a man turns out to be a burn American and doesn’t care about driving a motor at fifty miles an hour or doesn’t go to the movies much evenings.

What I mean to say is that this business of writing up the States in the pages of The Nation is, I’ll bet anything, going to turn out just as I expected. There’ll be a lot of knocking, that’s what I’ll bet. But I’m not going to do that. I live in Chicago now and our motto out here is, “Put away your hammer and get out your horn.” Mayor Thompson of Chicago got that up. And, anyway, I think it is pretty much all silliness, this knocking and this carping criticism of everything American and splendid I hear going on nowadays. I’m that way myself sometimes and I’m ashamed of it.

The trouble with me is that I once had a perfectly good little factory over in Ohio, and there was a nice ash-heap in a vacant lot beside it, and it was on a nice stream, and I dumped stuff out of my factory and killed the fish in it and spoiled it just splendid for a while. What I think now is that I would have been all right and a good man too, but on summer afternoons I got to moping about the Ohio hills alone, instead of going over to the Elks Club and playing pool where I might have got in with some of the boys and picked up some good points. There were a lot of good bang-up Ohio pushers over in that Ohio town I had my factory in and I neglected them. So, of course, I went broke and I’ll admit I’ve been rather a sorehead ever since. But when I come down to admit the honest truth I’ll have to say it wasn’t Ohio’s fault at all.

Why, do you know, I’ve had times when I thought I’d like to see that strip of country we call Ohio, just as that Frenchman La Salle must have seen it. What I mean is with nothing over there but the dear green hills and the clear sweet rivers and nobody around but a few Indians and all the whites and the splendid modern cities all gone to — I won’t say where because it’s a thought I don’t have very often and I’m ashamed of it.

What I suppose gets me yet is what got me when I stayed away from the Elks Club and went walking in the hills when I was trying to be a manufacturer, and what got me fired when I was a race-track swipe. I get to thinking of what that darned old man once told me. I’ll bet he was a Bolshevik. What he told me set me dreaming about swimming in clear streams, and seeing white cities sitting on hills, and of other cities up along the northern end of my State, facing Lake Erie, where in the evening canoes and maybe even gondolas would drift in and out of the lake and among the stone houses, whose color was slowly changing and growing richer with the passage of time.

But, as I say, that’s all poet stuff and bunk. Having such pipe dreams is just what put the old kibosh on my factory, I’ll bet anything. What I think is that a man should be glad it’s getting harder and harder for any of our sons to make the same mistakes I did. For, as I figure it out, things are going just splendidly over in Ohio now. Why, nearly every town is a factory town now and some of them have got streets in them that would make New York or London or Chicago sit up and take notice. What I mean is, almost as many people to every square foot of ground and just as jammed up and dirty and smoky.

To be sure, the job isn’t all done yet. There are lots of places where you can still see the green hills and every once in a while a citizen of a city like Cleveland, for example, gets a kind of accidental glimpse at the lake, but even in a big town like Chicago, where they have a lot of money and a large police force, a thing like that will happen now and then. You can’t do everything all at once. But things are getting better all the time. A little more push, a little more old zip and go, and a man over in Ohio can lead a decent life.

He can get up in the morning and go through a street where all the houses are nicely blacked up with coal soot, and into a factory where all he has to do all day long is to drill a hole in a piece of iron. It’s fine the way Ford and Willys and all such fellows have made factory work so nice. Nowadays all you have to do, if you live in an up-to-date Ohio town, is to make, say, twenty-three million holes in pieces of iron, all just alike, in a lifetime. Isn’t that fine? And at night a fellow can go home thanking God, and he can walk right past the finest cinder piles and places where they dump old tin cans and everything without paying a cent.

And so I don’t see why what such cities as Cleveland and Cincinnati have done to knock dreaminess and natural beauty of scene galley-west can’t be done also by all the smaller towns and cities pretty fast now. What I’m sure is they can do it if the old New England stock hasn’t worn out and if they keep out foreign influences all they can. And even the farmers can make their places out in the country look more modern and like the slums of a good live city like Chicago or Cleveland if they’ll only pep up and work a little harder this fall when the crops are laid by.

And so, as far as I can see, what I say is, Ohio is O.K.


A MEETING SOUTH
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HE TOLD ME the story of his ill fortune with a very gentlemanly little smile on his very sensitive lips. Such things happened. He might well have been speaking of another. I liked his tone, liked him.

This happened in New Orleans, where I had gone to live. When he came, Fred, for whom he was looking, had gone away, but immediately I felt a strong desire to know him better and so suggested we spend the evening together. When we went down the stairs I noticed that he was a cripple. The slight limp, the look of pain that occasionally drifted across his face, the little laugh that was intended to be jolly, but did not quite achieve its purpose, all these things began at once to tell me the story I have now set myself down to write.

“I shall take him to see Aunt Sally,” I thought. One does not take every chance caller to Aunt Sally. However when she is in fine feather, when she has taken a fancy to her visitor, there is no one like her. Although she has lived in New Orleans for thirty years, Aunt Sally is Middle-Western, born and bred.

However I am plunging a bit too abruptly into my story.

First of all I must speak more of my guest and for convenience’s sake I shall call him David. I felt at once that he would be wanting a drink and such things can be managed. We achieved several and my own head became somewhat shaky, but I could see that what we had taken had not affected him. Evening was coming, the abrupt waning of the day and the quick smoky soft-footed coming of night characteristic of our semi-tropic city, when he produced a bottle from his hip pocket. It was so large that I was amazed. How had it happened that the carrying of so large a bottle had not made him look deformed? His body was very small and delicately built. “Perhaps, like the kangaroo, his body has developed some kind of a natural pouch for taking care of supplies,” I thought. Really he walked as one might fancy a kangaroo would walk when out for a quiet evening stroll. I went along thinking of Darwin and the marvels of prohibition. “We are a wonderful people, we Americans,” I thought. We were both in fine humor, had begun to like each other immensely.

He explained the bottle. The stuff, he said, was made by a nigger on his father’s plantation somewhere over in Alabama. We sat on the steps of a vacant house deep down in the old French Quarter of New Orleans — the Vieux Carre — while he explained that his father had no intention of breaking the law — that is to say, in so far as the law remained reasonable. “Our nigger just makes whisky for us,” he said. “We keep him for that purpose. He doesn’t have anything else to do, just makes the family whisky, that’s all. If he went selling any we’d raise hell with him. I dare say Dad would shoot him if he caught him up to any such unlawful trick, and you bet, Jim, our nigger I’m telling you of, knows it too.”

“He’s a good whisky maker though, don’t you think?” David added. He talked of Jim in a warm friendly way. “Lord he’s been with us always, was born with us. His wife cooks for us and Jim makes our whisky. It’s a race to see which is best at their job, but I think Jim will win. He’s getting a little better all the time and all of our family — well I guess we just like and need our whisky more than we do our food.”

Do you know Orleans? Have you lived there in the summer when it is hot, in the winter when it rains, and through the glorious late falls? Its own people scorn it now. In New Orleans there is a sense of shame because the city is not more like Chicago or Pittsburgh.

It however suited David and me. We walked, slowly, on account of his bad leg, through many streets of the Old Town, negro women laughing all around us in the dusk, shadows playing over old buildings, children with their shrill cries dodging in and out of old hallways. The old city was once almost altogether French, but now it is becoming more and more Italian. It however remains Latin. People live out of doors. Families were sitting down to dinner within full sight of the street — all doors and windows open. A man and his wife quarreled in Italian. In a patio back of an old building a negress sang a French song.

We came out of the narrow little streets and had a drink in front of the dark cathedral and another in a little square in front. There is a statue of General Jackson, always taking off his hat to Northern tourists who in the winter come down to see the city. At his horse’s feet an inscription— “The Union must and will be preserved.” We drank solemnly to that declaration and the general seemed to bow a bit lower. “He was sure a proud man,” David said as we went over toward the docks to sit in the darkness and look at the Mississippi. All good New Orleansians go to look at the Mississippi at least once a day. At night it is like creeping into a dark bedroom to look at a sleeping child — something of that sort — gives you the same warm nice feeling I mean. David is a poet and so in the darkness by the river we spoke of Keats and Shelley, the two English poets all good Southern men love.

All of this, you are to understand, was before I took him to see Aunt Sally.

Both Aunt Sally and myself are Middle-Westerners. We are but guests down here, but perhaps we shall both stay here until we die. Something of the sort is in the wind. I don’t quite know how it has happened.

A great many Northern men and women come down our way and when they go back North write things about the South. The trick is to write nigger stories. The North likes them. They are so amusing. One of the best known writers of nigger stories was down here recently and a man I know, a Southern man, went to call on him. The writer seemed a bit nervous. “I don’t know much about the South or Southerners,” he said. “But you have your reputation,” my friend said. The writer had a notion he was being made sport of. “Now look here,” he said, “I don’t claim to be no highbrow. I’m a business man myself. At home, up North, I associate mostly with business men and when I am not at work I go out to the country club. I want you to understand I am not setting myself up.” My friend said he appeared angry. “About what now, do you fancy?” he asked innocently.

However, I am not thinking of the Northern writer of negro stories. I am thinking of the Southern poet, with the bottle clasped firmly in his hands, sitting in the darkness beside me on the docks facing the Mississippi.

He spoke at some length of his gift for drinking. “I didn’t always have it. It is a thing built up,” he said. The story of how he chanced to be a cripple came out slowly. You are to remember that my own head was a bit unsteady. In the darkness the river, very deep and very powerful off New Orleans, was creeping away to the gulf. The whole river seemed to move away from us and then to slip noiselessly into the darkness like a vast moving sidewalk.

When he had first come to me, in the late afternoon, and when we had started for our walk together I had noticed that one of his legs dragged as we went along and that he kept putting a thin hand to an equally thin cheek.

Sitting over by the river he explained as a boy would explain that he had stubbed his toe running down a hill.

When the World War broke out he went over to England and managed to get himself enrolled as an aviator, very much, I gathered, in the spirit in which a countryman, in a city for a night, might take in a show.

The English had been glad enough to take him on. He was one more man. They were glad enough to take any one on just then. He was small and delicately built, but after he got in he turned out to be a first rate flyer, serving all through the war with a British flying squadron, but at the last got into a crash and fell.

Both legs were broken, one of them in three places, the scalp was badly torn and some of the bones of the face had been splintered.

They had put him into a field hospital and had patched him up. “It was my fault if the job was rather bungled,” he said. “You see it was a field hospital, a hell of a place. Men were torn all to pieces, groaning and dying. Then they moved me back to a base hospital and it wasn’t much better. The fellow who had the bed next to mine had shot himself in the foot to avoid going into a battle. A lot of them did that, but why they picked on their own feet that way is beyond me. It’s a nasty place, full of small bones. If you’re ever going to shoot yourself don’t pick on a spot like that. Don’t pick on your feet. I tell you it’s a bad idea.

“Anyway the man in the hospital was always making a fuss and I got sick of him and the place too. When I got better I faked, said the nerves of my leg didn’t hurt, said the nerves up in my face didn’t hurt. It was a lie of course. The nerves of my leg and of my face have never quit hurting. I guess maybe, if I had told the truth, they might have fixed me up all right.”

I got it. No wonder he carried his drinks so well. When I understood I wanted to keep on drinking with him, wanted to stay with him until he got tired of me as he had of the man who lay beside him in the base hospital over there somewhere in France.

The point was that he never slept, could not sleep, except when he was a little drunk. “I’m a nut,” he said smiling.

It was after we got over to Aunt Sally’s that he talked most. Aunt Sally had gone to bed when we got there, but she got up when we rang the bell and we all went to sit together in the little patio back of her house. She is a large woman with great arms and rather a paunch and she had put on nothing but a light flowered dressing gown over a thin, ridiculously girlish, nightgown. By this time the moon had come up and, outside, in the narrow street of the Vieux Carre, three drunken sailors from a ship in the river were sitting on a curb and singing a song, 

 

“I’ve got to get it, 

You’ve got to get it, 

We’ve all got to get it 

In our own good time.”

 

They had rather nice boyish voices and every time they sang a verse and had done the chorus they all laughed together heartily.

In Aunt Sally’s patio there are many broad-leafed banana plants and a Chinaberry tree throwing their soft purple shadows on a brick floor.

As for Aunt Sally, she is as strange to me as he was. When we came and when we were all seated at a little table in the patio, she ran into her house and presently came back with a bottle of whisky. She, it seemed, had understood him at once, had understood without unnecessary words that the little Southern man lived always in the black house of pain, that whisky was good to him, that it quieted his throbbing nerves, temporarily at least. “Everything is temporary when you come to that,” I can fancy Aunt Sally saying.

We sat for a time in silence, David having shifted his allegiance and taken two drinks out of Aunt Sally’s bottle. Presently he arose and walked up and down the patio floor, crossing and recrossing the network of delicately outlined shadows on the bricks. “It’s really all right, the leg,” he said, “something just presses on the nerves, that’s all.” In me there was a self-satisfied feeling. I had done the right thing. I had brought him to Aunt Sally. “I have brought him to a mother.” She has always made me feel that way since I have known her.

And now I shall have to explain her a little. It will not be so easy. Our whole neighborhood is alive with tales concerning her.

Aunt Sally came to New Orleans in the old days, when the town was alive, in the wide-open days. What she had been before she came here no one knows, but anyway she opened a place. That was very, very long ago when I was myself but a lad, up in Ohio. As I have already said Aunt Sally came from somewhere up in the Middle-Western country. In some obscure subtle way it would flatter me to think she came from my state.

The house she had opened was one of the older places in the French Quarter down here, and when she had got her hands on it Aunt Sally had a hunch. Instead of making the place modern, cutting it up into small rooms, all that sort of thing, she left it just as it was and spent her money in rebuilding falling old walls, mending winding broad old stairways, repairing dim high-ceilinged old rooms, soft-colored old marble mantels. After all we do seem attached to sin and there are so many people busy making sin unattractive. It is good to find someone who takes the other road. It would have been so very much to Aunt Sally’s advantage to have made the place modern, that is to say, in the business she was in at that time. If a few old rooms, wide old stairways, old cooking ovens built into the walls, if all these things did not facilitate the stealing in of couples on dark nights they at least did something else. She had opened a gambling and drinking house, but one can have no doubt about the ladies stealing in. “I was on the make all right,” Aunt Sally told me once.

She ran the place and took in money and the money she spent on the place itself. A falling wall was made to stand up straight and fine again, the banana plants were made to grow in the patio, the Chinaberry tree got started and was helped through the years of adolescence. On the wall the lovely Rose of Montana bloomed madly. The fragrant Lantana grew in a dense mass at a corner of the wall.

When the Chinaberry tree, planted at the very center of the patio, began to get up into the light it filled the whole neighborhood with fragrance in the spring.

Fifteen, twenty years of that, with Mississippi River gamblers and racehorse men sitting at tables by windows in the huge rooms upstairs in the house that had once, no doubt, been the town house of some rich planter’s family — in the boom days of the ‘forties. Women stealing in, too, in the dusk of evenings. Drinks being sold. Aunt Sally raking down the kitty from the game, raking in her share, quite ruthlessly.

At night getting a good price too from the lovers. No questions asked, a good price for drinks. Moll Flanders might have lived with Aunt Sally. What a pair they would have made. The Chinaberry tree beginning to be lusty. The Lantana blossoming — in the fall the Rose of Montana.

Aunt Sally getting hers. Using the money to keep the old house in fine shape. Salting some away all the time.

A motherly soul, good, sensible Middle-Western woman, eh? Once a racehorse man left twenty-four thousand dollars with her and disappeared. No one knew she had it. There was a report the man was dead. He had killed a gambler in a place down by the French Market and while they were looking for him he managed to slip in to Aunt Sally’s and leave his swag. Sometime later a body was found floating in the river and it was identified as the horseman, but in reality he had been picked up in a wire-tapping haul in New York City and did not get out of his Northern prison for six years.

When he did get out naturally he skipped for New Orleans. No doubt he was somewhat shaky. She had him. If he squealed there was the murder charge to be brought up and held over his head. It was night when he arrived and Aunt Sally went at once to an old brick oven built into the wall of the kitchen and took out a bag. “There it is,” she said. The whole affair was a part of the day’s work for her in those days.

Gamblers at the tables in some of the rooms upstairs — lurking couples — from the old patio below the fragrance of growing things.

When she was fifty Aunt Sally had got enough and had put them all out. She did not stay in the way of sin too long and she never went in too deep, like that Moll Flanders, and so she was all right and sitting pretty. “They wanted to gamble and drink and play with the ladies. The ladies liked it all right. I never saw none of them come in protesting too much. The worst was in the morning when they went away. They looked so sheepish and guilty. If they felt that way what made them come? If I took to a man you bet I’d want him and no monkey business or nothing doing.

“I got a little tired of all of them, that’s the truth.” Aunt Sally laughed. “But that wasn’t until I had got what I went after. Oh, pshaw, they took up too much of my time after I got enough to be safe.”

Aunt Sally is now sixty-five. If you like her and she likes you she will let you sit with her in her patio gossiping of the old times, of the old river days. Perhaps — well you see there is still something of the French influence at work in New Orleans, a sort of matter-of-factness about life — what I started to say is that if you know Aunt Sally and she likes you, and if, by chance, your lady likes the smell of flowers growing in a patio at night — Really I am going a bit too far. I only meant to suggest that Aunt Sally at sixty-five is not harsh. She is a motherly soul.

We sat in the garden talking, the little Southern poet, Aunt Sally, and myself — or rather they talked and I listened. The Southerner’s great grandfather was English, a younger son, and he came over here to make his fortune as a planter and did it. Once he and his sons owned several great plantations with slaves, but now his father had but a few hundred acres left, about one of the old houses — somewhere over in Alabama. The land is heavily mortgaged and most of it has not been under cultivation for years. Negro labor is growing more and more expensive and unsatisfactory since so many negroes have run off to Chicago, and the poet’s father and the one brother at home are not much good at working the land. “We aren’t strong enough and we don’t know how,” the poet said.

The Southerner had come to New Orleans to see Fred, to talk with Fred about poetry, but Fred was out of town. I could but walk about with him, help him drink his home-made whisky. Already I had taken nearly a dozen drinks. — In the morning I would have a headache.

I drew within myself, listening while David and Aunt Sally talked. The Chinaberry tree had been so and so many years growing — she spoke of it as she might have spoken of a daughter. “It had a lot of different sicknesses when it was young, but it pulled through.” Someone had built a high wall on one side her patio so that the climbing plants did not get as much sunlight as they needed. The banana plants however did very well and now the Chinaberry tree was big and strong enough to take care of itself. She kept giving David drinks of whisky and he talked.

He told her of the place in his leg where something, a bone, perhaps, pressed on the nerve, and of the place on his left cheek. A silver plate had been set under the skin. She touched the spot with her fat old fingers. The moonlight fell softly down on the patio floor. “I can’t sleep except somewhere out of doors,” David said.

He explained how that, at home on his father’s plantation, he had to be thinking all day of whether or not he would be able to sleep at night.

“I go to bed and then I get up. There is always a bottle of whisky on the table downstairs and I take three or four drinks. Then I go out doors.” Often very nice things happened.

“In the fall it’s best,” he said. “You see the niggers are making molasses.” Every negro cabin on the place had a little clump of ground back of it where cane grew and in the fall the negroes were making their ‘lasses. “I take the bottle in my hand and go into the fields, unseen by the niggers. Having the bottle with me, that way, I drink a good deal and then lie down on the ground. The mosquitoes bite me some, but I don’t mind much. I reckon I get drunk enough not to mind. The little pain makes a kind of rhythm for the bigger pain — like poetry.

“In a kind of shed the niggers are making the ‘lasses, that is to say pressing the juice out of the cane and boiling it down. They keep singing as they work. In a few years now I reckon our family won’t have any land. The banks could take it now if they wanted it. They don’t want it. It would be too much trouble for them to manage I reckon.

“In the fall, at night, the niggers are pressing the cane. Our niggers live pretty much on ‘lasses and grits.

“They like working at night and I’m glad they do. There is an old mule going round and round in a circle and beside the press a pile of the dry cane. Niggers come, men and women, old and young. They build a fire outside the shed. The old mule goes round and round.

“The niggers sing. They laugh and shout. Sometimes the young niggers with their gals make love on the dry cane pile. I can hear it rattle.

“I have come out of the big house, me and my bottle, and I creep along, low on the ground, ‘til I get up close. There I lie. I’m a little drunk. It all makes me happy. I can sleep some, on the ground like that, when the niggers are singing, when no one knows I’m there. I don’t know. Maybe they do know I’m there.

“I could sleep here, on these bricks here,” David said, pointing to where the shadows cast by the broad leaves of the banana plants were broadest and deepest.

He got up from his chair and went limping, dragging one foot after the other, across the patio and lay down on the bricks.

For a long time Aunt Sally and I sat looking at each other, saying nothing, and presently she made a sign with her fat finger and we crept away into the house. “I’ll let you out at the front door. You let him sleep, right where he is,” she said. In spite of her huge bulk and her age she had walked across the patio floor as softly as a kitten. Beside her I felt awkward and uncertain. When we had got inside she whispered to me. She had some champagne left from the old days, hidden away somewhere in the old house. “I’m going to send a magnum up to his dad when he goes home,” she explained.

She, it seemed, was very happy, having him there, drunk and asleep on the brick floor of the patio. “We used to have some good men come here in the old days too,” she said. As we went into the house through the kitchen door I had looked back at David, asleep now in the heavy shadows at a corner of the wall. There was no doubt he also was happy, had been happy ever since I had brought him into the presence of Aunt Sally. What a small huddled figure of a man he looked, lying thus on the brick, under the night sky, in the deep shadows of the banana plants.

I went into the house and out at the front door and into a dark narrow street thinking. Well, I was after all a Northern man. It was possible Aunt Sally had become completely Southern, being down here so long.

I remembered that it was the chief boast of her life that once she had shaken hands with John L. Sullivan and that she had known P. T. Barnum. “We were friends once,” she said with a touch of pride in her voice, speaking of Barnum. “I knew Dave Gears. You mean to tell me you don’t know who Dave Gears was? Why he was one of the biggest gamblers we ever had in this city.”

As for David and his poetry — it is in the manner of Shelley. “If I could write like Shelley I would be happy. I wouldn’t care what happened to me,” he had said during our walk of the early part of the evening.

I went along enjoying my thoughts. The street was dark and occasionally I laughed. A notion had come to me. It kept dancing in my head and I thought it very delicious. It had something to do with aristocrats, with such people as Aunt Sally and David. “Lordy,”

I thought, “maybe I do understand them a little. I’m from the Middle-West myself and it seems we can produce our aristocrats too. I kept thinking of Aunt Sally and of my native state of Ohio. “Lordy, I hope she comes from up there, but I don’t think I had better inquire too closely into her past,” I said to myself as I went smiling away into the soft smoky night.


NOTES OUT OF A MAN’S LIFE

NOTE 6
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I MAKE NOTES only of fragmentary things. In one moment a dozen moods may pass through me.

I arise from sleep and am shaving in the bathroom. With each stroke of the razor my mood may change.

People come into the house — my secretary — the negro servant who will get my breakfast.

My wife walks along a hallway, my son sings in his room.

A house is a shut-in place into which many people bring their moods. What has happened to the secretary before she came — to the cook?

What is in my wife’s mind, my son’s mind?

People are trained to say certain formal words— “Good morning” — What do the words mean?

My secretary is making fair copy of a novel I have written. It is inadequate. A novel should be written that will comprehend all lives.

When I am at all sensitive to life the moods of people beat upon me as waves beat upon a swimmer in the sea. I try to keep myself clear, but cannot.

I float in many lives, am distressed, made gay, made happy — a thousand times each day.

What I have learned, a little, is not to try to express in words my understanding of moods I feel in others. People prefer such things kept secret.

The cook, a splendid brown girl with a strong body, has quarreled with her brown man. He got drunk and took money from her. The story is all told by the way she walks into a room. I keep silent, watching. After a time, if I am lucky, if my day is to be a fortunate one for me, I will escape into one life, one impulse, and get it working down through my fingers. To do that both exhausts and relieves me.

However I leave a trail behind. This man or woman I might have loved. There was a marvelous tale I might have told.

“Before my pen has gleaned my teeming brain.”

Presently I shall die with a thousand, a hundred thousand tales untold. People I might have loved I shall not love.

As I stand in the bathroom preparing my body to receive others I am also preparing my mind. I came out of sleep a scattered thing, a sensitive plate ready to receive any sort of impression.

If my day is not to be a failure I must gather myself together and concentrate on one impression.

 

NOTE 7

Nights come when the whole world seems more alive than during the day. Often I go tramping in empty streets on such nights, myself more alive than in the day. Others more alive too. Something electric is in the air, something everyone feels.

As E sat reading a book daylight came. She looked down the narrow street. Two young men, walking in the roadway, came to a street intersection. Their figures were but dimly seen. They stopped and seemed to kiss. When E told me of it she spoke of how the book she had been reading at that strange hour had made all the world seem strange. Then the embrace of the young men in the dawn. She had to struggle for a moment to get back again into reality.

 

NOTE 8

I like my friend X. He is somewhat pompous and slow and is rather fat. Once or twice a year he comes to see me or I go to him.

He spends hours talking, telling over and over the most trite things. Then of a sudden he makes the most penetrating observations.

He was educated carefully and pronounces his words in the English manner.

When he was a young man an odd thing happened to him. He went to walk with a young lady on a Sunday afternoon. Some boys had built a house in a tree. There was a ladder going up. On a dare X and the young lady crawled up the ladder.

It was nice up there. The house had been built from a huge store box. They could just squeeze in.

They sat on a bench the boys had built in the box-house and forgot the passing of time. A great wind came up and blew the ladder away.

My friend was preparing for the church. The young lady was a virgin. They were in a wood a half hour’s walk from town. It began to rain. They stayed in the tree all night.

Later X thought he might have managed to crawl down out of the tree but the young lady would not let him. She said she was afraid to be alone. When searchers came looking for them she would not let him cry out. She said it would cause a scandal, they would be laughed at.

She herself started a conversation about what people would think. She cried a good deal so he took her into his arms. He kissed her.

Nothing else happened. There was no room.

However, as he always very carefully explained, nothing would have happened anyway.

Later he married her. Their life has always been that way. When she wants anything she cries.

As often happens with such couples there were children — four of them. He has educated them very carefully. They all bully him. When they want anything they cry or make a fuss and he surrenders.

He knows exactly what he is doing. He laughs at himself. Sometimes when he comes to see me he tells me the whole story. He has worked like a devil all his days, making money.

What he wanted was to be a scholar. Show him a priest in a long smock reading a book and he almost weeps.

“I would have been such a success, so cynical, so well behaved. A fat priest is something charming but look at me. I have missed my chance because I am tender-hearted,” he says and laughs.

 

NOTE 9

As to this matter of a man’s relations to other men and to women. Directly — being a man — I have no relation to anything. I play — am of no direct importance. It may be that I sometimes fertilize another man or woman, mentally or physically. That seems to me quite accidental. If the thing were not done by me someone else might do it.

The woman who has a child, carrying it in her body, thrusting it forth in pain, can walk feeling a direct relation between herself and trees, grasses, animals. I am much less the animal, being male. Often I pitch off into the world of fancy, losing, for the time being, all direct connection with the physical world.

I visit China, the South Seas, the frozen North. I talk to men, make love to women, play with children. I am, in fancy and during one day, a dozen other men. I live inside them, pick up objects with their fingers, think their thoughts, feel what they feel.

If I could stay quite completely in the world of fancy or in the physical world I might be satisfied. I stay in neither.

I am a candle blown by the wind. Soon I shall go out.

I go to the river where men are loading ships. I sit watching two strong negroes who are putting great timbers into the hold of a ship. What they touch with their great black fingers is something definite. I am envious of them.

In fancy I can build a whole city of beautiful houses. I can sail a ship on stormy seas, can lift great stones — but my fancies, that can come so swiftly and quickly, are as quickly blown away.

I sleep in a room in the midst of books. I write books. In one night, when I am sleepless, enough fancies come to me to make a whole library of books.

They come and go. Nothing stays. I produce nothing of any permanence. Men like me, feeling keenly this impermanence, have invented heaven and hell. “Better roast forever in hell than to disappear like a candle blown out,” they say.

But the vision of heaven and hell is also a fancy.

The negro working on the docks is envious of me sitting and thinking. I am envious of him rolling the great timbers. He thinks me an aristocrat and I think him an aristocrat.

What would I not give to accomplish something definite — related to trees, the earth, the sky, the seas!

What would I not give to be a man, not the shadow of a man!

 

NOTE 10

In New Orleans men in white clothes and women in light summer dresses are coming from the Cathedral. It is a hot still summer morning.

My own figure, clad in white, pleases me as I come into the room.

On Sunday every negro, in town or in the country, who can raise the money, goes for a ride. They ride up and down on boats, on railroad trains, mules or street cars. If you have an automobile that will go but ten more miles sell it to a negro. He will take his wife and children, invite his friends. They will ride the ten miles joyfully and walk patiently back.

The negro woman who had washed my clothes white came in white to get my breakfast. Her voice is smooth, her body strong.

By washing my clothes she has made herself a part of me. I shall now eat the food cooked by her brown hands. The food will make white flesh on my bones.

For whole days I try being a black man. I sat once all night at a boat landing at Baton Bouge. It was hot and still. Mother Mississippi made a soft whispering little sound as her lips touched the land. The steamer had but one eye — a glowing headlight that shot up along the landing stage to a warehouse on a high bluff.

Soft swaying bodies, dancing, dancing, dancing. In the night the great bugs, that come out of the darkness to the light, also danced about the heads of the negro stevedores.

For a long time all was still. The negroes came out of darkness into the light and the great bugs flew about their heads striking black faces but the negroes did not mind. Grain was being unloaded — thousands of sacks.

There was nothing for the white captain and the mate to do. The negroes had fallen into their rhythm. No good swearing now, shouting commands. The night was very hot.

I lay on my back in dusty weeds. Shuffle, shuffle — shuffle along.

Sadness too. The long reach of the silent empty river — the dead river that was once alive.

Ghostly echoes of cries, oaths. Explorers on the river, De Soto, La Salle, Tonti of the Iron Hand, keel-boat men, longhorn men, pilots on steamers, Mark Twain, “no bottom, no bottom, no bottom.”

Human cries across nights, Mason, Big Harpe, Little Harpe, gamblers, steamboat men.

The Natchez — the Robert E. Lee.

Too late. Too late.

For myself I could have done without many things, Woolworth Buildings, the Henry Fords, the aeroplane, the automobile, modern Chicago, Detroit, the movies, the radio, Los Angeles, Miami.

I lay in the weeds by the big river all night, a thousand miles of empty river, no sound — the soft lap of little waves in soft mud, the shuffle of negro feet.

Hours passed — no song. It was midnight. On the deck of the boat the mate sat under a light reading a newspaper.

Then it began. Generations of load bearers in the bodies of these men, the blacks. Did something whisper to them out of the silent river?

First the soft beginning of laughter — out of the bowels of the ship. The laughter ran up the gangplank.

A cry. Oh, ah ho, ah ho, ah ho. Las’ sack now. Soon de las’ sack. Oh, ah ha, ah ha.

A dance in the bodies now. Swaying bodies going empty handed, dancing down a gangplank. (If you ever have to go all night down a steep hill try that step. See how easy it is. See how it rests the body. )

Dance going down-hill, rest that way, dance then coming up with two hundred pounds on your shoulders.

Keep dancing, rest dancing.

De las’ sack, de las’ sack.

On Sunday go ride in the white man’s engine. Rest riding.

But keep the song, black man, don’t lose the song.

When you lose that, we’ve got you, we whites.

We’ll get you in the end, of course.

That’s what makes the song sweet to hear while it lasts.

 

Will love of words be lost? Success, standardization, big editions, money rolling in.

When you get money you are respectable.

What has respectability to do with loving words? What words do you love? Who has passed on them? What authority has said they are respectable?

Words for every act of the body, for dart and gay thoughts.

The little singing sound made by a pen or paper. The tale whispered in the night and then forgotten.

Words going the way of the blacks, of song and dance.

Can you imagine sweet words in a factory sing them, dance them?

In the end they will make factory hands of US writers too.

The whites will get us. They win.

Don’t turn your back on the modern world. Sing that too, if you can, while the sweet words last.


NOTES ON STANDARDIZATION

[image: img78.jpg]

THERE HAS BEEN, for a long time now, and with America and Germany as the most outstanding leaders of the movement, a tremendous standardization of life going on in every country of the western world.

As an example of what I am trying to get at, let me start by restating a fact, well known to every American past forty, the obvious fact that within our own day there has come a great change in the mechanics of the everyday life of every American man, woman and child.

There have been these two things — the speeding up and the standardization of life and thought, the one impulse no doubt the result of the other.

In my own father’s day, for example, there was not a man of our Ohio town, counting himself at all a person of intelligence, who did not know the name of the editor of every outstanding New York, Chicago, Cincinnati or New Orleans newspaper. Not only the names but the personalities and dominant characteristics of many of these editors were known to men within the radius of the territories in which their newspaper circulated, and often far outside. The entire daily press of the country was dominated by men of strong individuality who were continually making a direct and powerful appeal out of their own complex minds to readers all over the country.

You have but to compare the city newspaper of today with that of a generation ago to get a quite startling realization of what has happened. In the newspaper world now are there any such towering figures as our fathers knew? If there are, who are they?

When it comes to that, does the average citizen of any American city today know or care who is editor of the newspaper he reads in the morning? A man doesn’t think of personalities in connection with newspapers any more. The passing from active service of Colonel Henry Watterson, of the Louisville Courier-Journal, saw pass also the last of the old type of unique individuals impressing their personalities on people in general through the ownership or editorship of newspapers. Chicago, a city of the gods know how many hundred thousands nameless human beings drifting daily through crowded, noise-haunted streets, in and out of the doors of apartment and office buildings, department stores and factories, has two morning newspapers, printed in English.

Paris, a city half the size of Chicago, has some thirty French daily newpapers.

And Paris, you will remember, is inhabited by one people while Chicago has within its limits a conglomeration of peoples from all over the world, newly come together and trying to make of themselves one people — a new people — the Americans of the future.

There is something very amazing indicated by all this.

In one city the attempt is being made to channel the minds of all men into one iron groove while in the other the idiosyncrasies of individuals and groups are given breathing space and many channels of expression. The impulse has its roots in the somewhat strange notion, that has for a long time been becoming more and more prevalent among us, a notion that to conform to type is man’s highest mission.

A rather strange doctrine, that, to be so universally accepted in “the land of the free and the home of the brave?”

It was I believe a doctrine held in high esteem in Germany in the days of the Hohenzollerns. There they succeeded in making the doctrine the national ideal. They made every man a soldier, disciplined every citizen with an iron hand, crushed the individuality out of everyone and succeeded finally in creating the terrible military machine that made the rest of the world tremble in anticipation of the time when it would be set going against them but that, by an ironic turn of fate, the French, perhaps the most individualistic people in the world, did manage to turn aside at the Marne.

What I have said about the newspaper field is equally true of the general magazine field and it is pretty much true nowadays of the whole book-publishing business.

In the beginning the publication of magazines and books in America was almost entirely a cultural undertaking, with thoughts of profit taken into consideration only as a secondary element. Nowadays single organizations own, edit and publish sometimes as many as a dozen magazines. These magazines are run through the shops in bunches, as the modern factory turns out cheap furniture. I beg of you, if you are under the illusion that there is left any individuality among them, go to the nearest news stand and run your eye over the covers of a dozen popular magazines.

On the cover of each magazine is to be seen the same Broadway conception of womanly beauty. She has tilted her head a little more or less to this or that side. Now she is swinging a golf stick, now driving an automobile. Oh, ho, it is winter. She is now setting forth for the frozen lake clad in expensive furs and with a pair of skates on her shoulder.

There is one thing for which I have always been devoutly thankful. I have never seen this magazine cover female in the flesh and I hope I never shall. I try to be a gentleman and would dislike being caught in the act of throwing a brick at the head of a lady.

As for the contents of these magazines some of them have been able to develop a type of writer who is really quite amazingly clever.

When you bear in mind that all of these magazines are run primarily for the purpose of the advertising pages and that the first thing always to be borne in mind by the editors is the building up and holding of tremendous circulations, it will be easily understood why America had to develop a special type of writer to meet the demand.

A sort of continual and terrible perversion of life goes on. After all there are human men and women in America. Where among us live these creatures of the popular magazine short story, the best-selling novel or the moving picture? You read the stories published in these magazines and they are very skilfully done. There is a strange exterior semblance of life in the people who parade before us and do for our edification these brave clever or humorous stunts.

The trick when analyzed is very simple. The appearance of life is given by exterior means entirely. The doctor’s office, the city street, the vacant lot beside the factory, are described with an amazing finality and fulsomeness of detail. Into these places people are cast, wearing ordinary clothes such as a man is accustomed to see wrapped about the bodies of his friends and neighbors.

There is a kind of legerdemain that with practice may be acquired. Having tricked your reader by these purely mechanical details into having faith in the people you are writing about, you simply make these people do and say things no human being has ever really been known to do or say.

In the pages of these magazines no one ever acts as people do in life or thinks as people do in life and of course the writers of the stories care nothing for human life. To begin caring for human life, thinking of human life and trying to understand it a little, would so quickly destroy their technique, stop incomes and jerk the writers down off the pasteboard thrones.

The point is that such writers are, one and all, men who might have been at least half artists under decent conditions. They have been twisted out of their natural function as artists.

A magazine having a circulation of a million is in a rather ticklish position when it comes to handling any such matter as honest reactions to life. There are so many things the editors of all such magazines have to be careful about. All such basic human attributes as sex hungers, greed and the sometimes twisted and strangely perverted desires for beauty in human beings have to be let alone. The basic stuff of human life that all real artists, working in the medium of prose, have handled all through the history of writing has to be thrown aside. The writer is perpetually called upon to seem to be doing something while doing nothing at all. There is the perpetual tragedy of unfulfilment.

Every intelligent man knows that, since Eve tempted Adam with the apple, no such thing as a pure man or woman has ever existed in the world but these poor devils are compelled to believe, against all the dictates of their common sense, that purity is a kind of universal human attribute and departure from it a freakish performance. In order that none of the million subscribers be lost or any good advertiser offended they are forced to spend their lives firing off blank cartridges or shooting pith-balls at pig bladder.

I remember that my father, a man given to outbursts of picturesque cursing, used to sometimes startle us children by some such pronouncement as this (some neighbor had perhaps won his disfavor): “Damn his hide. I hope he has to live all the rest of his days in a pie factory with a muzzle on,” he cried, shaking his fist at the neighbor’s house.

The man in the street, engaged in the important matter of watching the baseball score, or wondering how he can beat the income tax or the races, will also be wondering what all this has to do with human life in America.

It has a good deal to do with it I should say.

When one thinks of America as it was, but a few generations ago, a vast wilderness across which railroads had to be laid, whose forests had to be cut away and whose cities were yet to be built, one can understand that there was a time in America when to be perpetually on the go, to be a hustler and a go-getter, was a kind of moral duty.

Then perhaps there was no time to be wasted in this foolishness of trying to understand each other, of trying to really call up before ourselves, through the work of our artists, something of the inner quality of lives. To be a go-getter was then perhaps a moral duty. A tree might have fallen on the head of the pioneer who for a moment lost himself in the effort to understand his neighbor. Alertness was the mood of the times.

It may be now that a time has come to ask ourselves questions.

Are our lives worth living?

Is it living at all to spend all of our best years in helping to build cities larger, increase the number and size of our factories, build up individual fortunes, make more dirt and noise and indulge in an ever-increasingly louder talk of progress?

Or is there a quieter, more leisurely and altogether more charming way of life we might begin to live, here in America, instead of having to run off to Europe to find it?

Whether the time has come to ask the question or not, it is being asked. That is the most important question the younger generation is asking. A sharp and ever more and more searching criticism of all the old American shibboleths is going on. Books are being written and printed today that simply could not have found a publisher five or ten years ago and a new and vastly more intelligent audience has already been developed for these books. In the future — sometime perhaps — we will have less loud talk of freedom and a more determined individual effort to find freedom for expression of lives.

When it comes to the Arts it is probably true that there is today more vitality expressed in America in sculpture, painting and writing, than in any of the older cultural centers of Europe.

The simple fact of the matter is that, if America will but begin to turn more of its natural vitality into the Arts, and if we begin to think more of quality than of quantity and more of living than of accumulating, and also if we can bear, without too much flinching, a determined criticism, I myself believe — and I am far from alone in this belief — that the center of culture for the whole western world may be shifted to America. In short America may become the center for a new channeling of life through the Arts, for a new renaissance.

In this article I have used the word “culture” several times, perhaps too often. It is a rather dangerous word to use to Americans and frightens some of us horribly. As a people we have always been most fearfully afraid of being called cultural. The idea has become mixed up in our heads with the study of geometry, the translation of Homer in schools, and such things. Not fancying these things we have become almighty proud of our low-browishness. There is however no necessity of our being too proud of our lack of subtlety in definitions.


ALFRED STIEGLITZ
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OLD MAN — perpetually young — we salute you.

Young man — who will not grow old — we salute you.

 

I DO not know, cannot know, when the thing happened to Alfred Stieglitz that made him a man beloved of many men. It may have been when he was a young fellow but, as he is an American, it perhaps did not happen with him — within him — until he had come into middle life. In any event any man going into the presence of Alfred Stieglitz knows that, on a day long ago, something did happen that has sweetened the man’s nature, made him a lover of life and a lover of men. It has come about that many men go gladly and freely in and out of this man’s presence. Knowing the man you may not agree with his judgments on this or that piece of work, you may say to yourself that he talks too much, is too much and sometimes too consciously the prophet of the new age, but in a moment, and after you have gone out of his physical presence, something happens within you too.

You are walking in a city street and suddenly you walk more gladly and lightly. Weariness goes out of you. You are in a street lined with buildings, for the most part ugly and meaningless, but something within is now telling you that a breath can blow even this colossal stone and brick ugliness away. Again, and now quite definitely and permanently, you know that although men have blundered terribly in building up the physical world about themselves and although most men have been incurably poisoned by the ugliness created by men there is at the very heart of humanity a something sweet and sound that has always found and always will find among men, here and there, an individual to strive all his life to give voice to man’s inner sweetness and health.

As for myself, I have quite definitely come to the conclusion that there is in the world a thing one thinks of as maleness that is represented by such men as Alfred Stieglitz. It has something to do with the craftsman’s love of his tools and his materials. In an age when practically all men have turned from that old male love of good work well done and have vainly hoped that beauty might be brought into the world wholesale, as Mr. Ford manufactures automobiles, there has always been, here in America, this one man who believed in no such nonsense, who perhaps often stood utterly alone, without fellows, fighting man’s old fight for man’s old inheritance — the right to his tools, his materials, and the right to make what is sound and sweet in himself articulate through his handling of tools and materials.

There is something definite to be said in this matter, something very important to be said. Whether or not I am clear-headed enough to say it I can’t be sure. What I do know is that in some way the figure of Alfred Stieglitz stands at the heart of the matter. What I think, I believe, is that we Americans, in the age that has just passed, have been a very sick people. Let me speak of that for a moment. To me it seems that the outward signs of that impotence that is the natural result of long illness are all about us in America. It is to be seen in our architecture, in the cowboy plays in our moving picture theaters and in our childish liking of the type of statesman who boasts of walking softly and carrying a big stick. True maleness does not boast of its maleness. Only truly strong men can be gentle tender patient and kindly; and sentimental male strutting is perhaps always but an outpouring of poison from the bodies of impotent men. Might it not be that with the coming into general use of machinery men did lose the grip of what is perhaps the most truly important of man’s functions in life — the right every man has always before held dearest of all his human possessions, the right in short to stand alone in the presence of his tools and his materials and with those tools and materials to attempt to twist, to bend, to form something that will be the expression of his inner hunger for the truth that is his own and that is beauty. A year ago Mr. Gilbert Cannan made this dark and threatening comment on our modern life. “Befoul the workman’s tools and materials long enough,” said Mr. Cannan, “and in the end the workman will turn on you and kill you.”

I myself think we have gone rather far on the road of befouling. To me it seems that the Ford automobile is about the final and absolute expression of our mechanical age — and is not the Ford car an ugly and ill-smelling thing? And against the Ford car and the vast Ford factories out in Detroit I would like to put for a moment the figure of Alfred Stieglitz as the craftsman of genius, in short the artist. Born into a mechanical age and having lived in an age when practically all American men followed the false gods of cheapness and expediency, he has kept the faith. To me his life is a promise that the craftsmen, who are surely to be reborn into the world, will not have to kill in order to come back into their old inheritance. Against the day of their coming again Alfred Stieglitz has held to the old faith with an iron grip. Through perhaps almost the single strength of this man something has been kept alive here in America that we had all come near to forgetting.

I have been walking in the streets of New York and thinking of my friend Alfred Stieglitz and suddenly he no longer stands alone. Certain other figures appear and in them I understand in him certain impulses I have not always understood. I have myself come into the years of manhood in an age of Ford factories, and often enough I have run with the pack. Too often in my own work I have not been patient enough. I have stopped half way, have not gone all the way. Shame comes to me and suddenly memories appear. I remember that when I was a lad in Ohio there were in my town certain fine old workmen come down into our new age out of an older time. In fancy now I see again two such men and hear them speaking of their work as they stand idling in the evening before one of the stores of my town. The lad, who was myself, is fascinated by their talk and stands behind them, listening. And now suddenly one of the workmen has remembered something he wants to explain to his fellow. They are both wagonmakers and each, in his young manhood, has served his long years of apprenticeship and has gone on his workman’s journey. The workman who is talking is trying to explain to his fellow how, in a certain shop where he once worked in the state of Vermont, they made a wagon felloe.

“You come on,” he says, and the two old men go away together along the street in the dusk of a summer evening with a boy tagging at their heels. How sharply their figures remain in my mind, the two old lovers filled with a man’s love, we moderns have almost forgotten. And now they have gone to one of the two wagon shops in the town and one of them has lighted a lamp and has opened his chest of tools. How affectionately he handles them and how bright and clean and sharp the tools are. He begins fitting two pieces of wood together. “At that place I was telling you about we did it like this. Afterward I found out a quicker way but I believe the harder way is the best. It makes a better joint, stands up better in all kinds of weather; that’s what I mean,” the old workman says — and how sharply his figure comes back to me now as I think of Alfred Stieglitz, the prophet of the old workmen who by the intensity of his love of tools and materials has made himself such an outstanding American artist.

There is another man in my mind of the Stieglitz sort. He lives now at Cleveland, Ohio, where he runs a book store, but some twenty years ago he came to America from Germany as a workman, as a church organ builder. On an evening last summer he walked and talked with me and as he walked and talked his mind went back to his boyhood in a German town. He spoke of the workmen in his father’s shop and their treatment of him when he was a lad, learning his trade. When he had grown careless the workman, whose assistant he was, did not report the matter to the superintendent but took the blame on himself. Then the old workman and the boy looked into each others’ eyes. “I didn’t cut up any more monkey-shines after that,” said the bookseller of Cleveland.

On Sundays, when he was a lad, my friend at Cleveland walked in the state forest with his father. Other workmen also came with their sons. One of them went to touch one of the trees with his fingers. Soon now that particular tree would be offered for sale and already the workman had put his hand on his materials. He intended to be on hand and to be a bidder when that particular tree was offered for sale. “After my father died,” my friend at Cleveland said, “I went to a sale in the forest and bought a tree just because I had once seen my father look long and hungrily at it and because I knew he would want me to get my hands on it and work it up.”

And this man of Cleveland came to America to be a foreman in one of our church organ factories. He didn’t last long. He quit because they used nails instead of wooden pegs in the factory where he was employed. The owner of the factory tried to reason with him but he quit. “Here you have to do things in a hurry, in the American way. What’s the difference? No one knows. They can’t tell the difference.”

But my friend quit. The fact that nails were used instead of wooden pegs seemed to him a quite sufficient explanation of his inability to stay. He thought the nails affected, in a quite poisonous way, the tone of the instruments. He seemed to care about that. “Every time I drove one of the nails it hurt my arm,” he said, and there was something that hurt him too when he heard the other workmen driving the nails. The sound hurt him. He winced when he spoke of it and quite suddenly one saw that the sound of the nails being driven into the materials he loved was to him what the sound of the nails being driven into the cross of Christ might have meant in the ears of a primitive Christian.

It is just the spirit of these men that has always been alive and has always been kept alive in the person of Alfred Stieglitz, the photographer. In a peculiar way he has made himself an outstanding figure in the lives of innumerable American artists. In the beginning of this article I said that something must have happened to him long ago. He saw something we others haven’t often seen. To me and to many other men I know his figure has been sharply defined, and as the years pass is becoming more and more sharply defined, as the type of the old workman whose love of his tools and his materials has been so passionate that he has emerged out of the workman to become the artist.

And perhaps that he is a photographer is significant too. It may well be the most significant thing of all. For has he not fought all of his life to make machinery the tool and not the master of man? Surely Alfred Stieglitz has seen a vision we may all some day see more and more clearly because of the fight he has made.


NOTES OUT OF A MAN’S LIFE

NOTE 11
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NEW ORLEANS WILL some day be again one of the greatest American cities, perhaps as great as New York. Goods run down-hill from the whole Mississippi Valley to New Orleans. It is a great funnel. Down the long watery groove made by the Mississippi the goods slip into the hold of ships. To the east and west of the great Valley all goods must be lifted over mountains.

The railroads killed the river. Now the automobile, the aeroplane and the river may crush the power of the railroads. The aeroplane will take care of passengers for long hauls, the automobiles and trucks will handle local traffic, heavy slow-moving freights will again take to the river.

Coal for export, iron, corn, wheat, cotton. Incoming freights — coffee, sugar, hemp — in time lumber — will go up river.

The Mississippi will live again but men will still hunger for the old days.

For song mostly. The negroes are giving up singing. In the old days all negro laborers sang. Now they only sing in the back country where the modern age with its perverted hunger for an efficiency that is not efficient has not yet penetrated.

 

NOTE 12 — 

I awake. I am depressed. My nerves have gone back on me. I sleep in the room where I work, liking to be near books, my desk, the smell of ink.

When I awake I know I cannot work but I arise hopefully. There is a pile of white sheets that I have covered so that dust does not settle on them.

Now I brush the cloth of my desk, rearrange my books and papers.

I shall not write today. My nerves are on edge. I am incapable of sustained thought or feeling. I think perhaps I am getting old, that my capacity for sustained work is gone forever. The thought sends a shudder through my frame. I shall walk about today seeing strong well men everywhere. I want to kill some man, take from him his youth and strength and go gayly on my way.

There is a strong man who thinks he wants fame. He would give anything for fame. Well I have had a little of that. He may have mine. Let’s trade.

I want only strength to sit here at my desk all day. I want the words and sentences to march across the sheets. Let someone else sign all I do. If any fame is to come to me let someone else have it.

I want to work. It is my life. I want to gather together the thousand impressions of life that have come to me.

I want to put meaning and music into prose.

But I shall not be able to work today. My nerves are shattered.

I must go out, flee from this desk, go walk in the streets.

I put on my clothes and go away. I feel like weeping when the day comes wherein I cannot work.

 

NOTE 13

Popular fictionists are born, not made. You have to be that way. What is acquired is a stopping place. People want something finite, something definite. If there is a certain limitation to the searchings of your own mind you are all right.

You believe for example that if labor could come into power the world would be a better place to live in. The obvious fact that the average man of labor has in him a certain sweetness just because he is not in a position of power must be overlooked. You must get men and women as definite things, working within definite limits.

Most popular novelists have the newspaper headline point of view. Let a woman be murdered and she becomes automatically beautiful.

The cowboy is brave, the thief bold and dangerous.

You work always within a limited circle.

The thing can’t be done effectively unless you are born that way. Nothing is more pitiful than the sight of a man trying to be popular who is not born to it.

 

NOTE 14

Since I have been a boy there has been one thing from which I have never been able to escape. Money — the desire for money — the need of money has always been hurtful to me and to all the men and women I have known.

Often I walk about looking at others. There is a rich man passes me on the street. I follow him to his house. He goes through a gate into a wide garden. Would I enjoy life in such a garden — in such a house?

Some men inherit money and it is handled for them by some agent. The agent however must needs be quick, alert, on guard.

I am always being caught οff-guard. When I have accumulated a little money — a few thousand dollars — someone comes and takes it.

Then I am poor again and am worried. I cannot manage things, cannot get things clear. When I sit down to work there comes a man to collect a bill and I have no money to pay.

When I want peace I go among the poor. They are poor because they are not clever, cannot get the best of me or anyone.

It is because life is so difficult we come in the end to welcome death.

It is not only that others get the best of us about money but in turn we get the best of others. All are on guard.

When I have the best of another I feel cheaper than when he has the best of me.

 

NOTE 15

I have a letter from a woman. I cannot answer it. She has written a book which I have read. She was born rich, never in her life earned money. When she had got to a certain age she began adventuring. At once she went to Europe and lived there most of her life. A business man in America must have handled her affairs.

When I saw the woman in the flesh we had something for each other. Perhaps she felt in me something of the soil. I remember one evening sitting in a room with her. I felt her, as I might have felt some warm exotic plant.

When she wrote books however all became lost. The people of her books moved about like things in the air. No one in her books had any roots in the soil. I do not like ugliness but to me the soil, the houses in which poor people live, the overalls of workers, the brown strong gnarled hands of workers are not ugly.

Often these things have for me a strange haunting and unforgettable beauty that cannot be matched in the most delicate fabrics, in the most elegant houses.

 

NOTE 16

I do not think of God. I think of the things outside my window — the life on sidewalks, in buildings. Everything changes. Soon there will be a new scene and I will not be sitting here writing. Shortly thereafter the last faint fragrance of me will have been blown away.

That is rather wonderful. If any fragrance of me remained there would be a stench too. I have not achieved clearness often. In my work I have seldom come quite clear.


WHEN THE WRITER TALKS
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SUCH A STRANGE place to be in. I am in a huge western State university. It is night. I have been lecturing on Modern American Writing before a thousand young men and women. What an absurd thing to try to do. There I have been standing, before all these young men and women, talking and talking. How silly! I did it for money. I have been broke and have been lecturing to get some money into my pockets. I would like so well the things money buys — cigarettes, horses, warm clothes, a fine house to live in. I would so like to have a great deal of money. Why does not someone who has ten or fifteen million dollars give me a million, or a half million, anyway? If you meet a man bothered by his money tell him about me. I would like to wear clothes made of delicate fabrics, gay, brightly-colored neckties, flashing vests, plaid socks. I would like a string of race horses, a farm, a yacht. There is in me something that likes to strut before men, make a splash of color in the street where I walk. I do not want the women to wear all of the bright gay things. The little city girl, who works in a factory or in an office and spends all of her money to buy clothing she can ill afford, has won my heart. She is my sister. Long ago, in some old European corner, she and I belonged to the same tribe.

And so I am lecturing to get money to buy the necessities of life and a few gay things, not necessary, for myself, for my wife, for my sons.

But what an odd experience, this lecturing. There are a thousand young men and women in the hall where I have been speaking. What do they think of me, standing up there and trying to say bright wise things to them? As I talked I had an idea. I shall propose it to my lecture manager. It is inconceivable to me that anyone should want to come to hear any man lecture. Perhaps students are bullied into it. Husbands are brought by wives who are after culture and who have the erroneous notion that I am cultured. I shall propose to my manager a scheme. People may hear me lecture for 25 cents but shall be charged $1 for the privilege of staying away. Millions will want to stay away. We shall both grow rich like a prize fighter and his manager. I have such brilliant business ideas.

The lecturing excites me. When I come out on the platform something happens. There is an actor sleeping in me and now he is awake. I stand, pause for effect, I become for the moment something I have never been before, walk in a new way, look at people out of new eyes. The world of the actor opens before me. What a strange world it is. Now this being, that is myself, is no longer myself. My body, my voice, my mind are instruments I have to learn to play. I do it badly enough.

I have lectured in the large hall and most of the people who have heard me have gone away. There are, however, twenty or thirty young men and women who have got me into a smaller room and are asking me questions.

Lord God of the mountains and valleys preserve me! Every question is so fundamental. These people now firing questions at me want to become writers in their turn. They are asking me how to do it and I am trying to answer. My bitterest enemy would be glad if he could see me now, if he knew how silly and helpless I feel inside myself. Had I never any modesty? What has become of it? I am actually trying to answer the questions. I think of Ben and Paul and Joe — wits all of them. In fancy I can see Ben giving an imitation of me as a lecturer. Thank Heavens, they are not here!

Why is money so hard to come by? There is so much of it about. If you see the man with the superfluous million do remember my name. It may be he is worried about his income tax. Tell him I shall not worry.

The young men and women are asking me questions that — if I could answer them at all — it would take a long book to answer. If I could answer them at all how wise I should be.

Everything that has to be so definitely said so falls to pieces when said. It becomes at once half a lie. There is a kind of insult in answering off-hand questions that apparently mean so much to the one who asks. If anyone actually took my answers seriously or remembered them it would be terrible.

Poets I fancy come off better at this business. They go about reading their poetry. Poetry read, and when the poet has a good voice, is a way of singing. My father was once in the show business and did a song and dance. What rotten luck that I can neither sing nor dance.

I dare say actors come off all right. Someone else has written the lines they speak. An actor when he does not make a hit can always blame the play. Playwrights should never become actors and the actor should never write a line. The alibi is one of the prime necessities of life.

There is too much pretense in this standing up, as I am doing now, and pretending to think quickly and accurately before a lot of people. How do I know I can think at all — even in a quiet place and when I am alone? Why, I am a story-teller, not a thinker.

The questioners are very insistent. They keep at me. I fire off answers. Something inside me is beginning to grow tired. In a moment I shall fly off the handle. I will give smart impertinent answers perhaps to the most sensitive of all these people.

When I was myself a young writer I once began asking questions of another and older writer and he answered me rudely, with a vulgar fling of his hand, dismissing me. It was an experience I never forgot. The questions I had asked were of such deep importance to me — just at that time in my life.

I wanted to know how to have my cake and eat it, how to write just what I pleased and yet get well paid. You see what an important question that may be to a young writer but I cannot answer it. A whole lifetime has not taught me the answer.

That is only one of the questions now being flung at me. I feel like an animal pursued by enemies. Help, I am getting groggy. Why do so many people want to be writers anyway? There is a young man in the crowd who has just the look in his eye people always have when they are about to ask an impossible question. If he asks it I shall fling my watch at his head.

Someone rescues me. He is a professor in the 

WRITER college and has perhaps seen the tired puzzled look in my eyes. Or perhaps he is one of the men responsible for getting me to make that particular speech and is afraid — as I am myself — that in another moment I shall betray my ignorance of all the so deadly important things I am supposed to know about and that I do not know.

I have escaped and am walking under the stars with the professor. When we are alone together we both become human. I look at him and he looks at me. We laugh a little. I have a hunch about him. It may be his hand, I suddenly see quite clearly as we walk under a street lamp, that betrays him. “Were you ever a farmer? Did you ever hold the handles of a plow?” I ask and it turns out that he was indeed once a young farmer in a county of Ohio where I also as a young man worked on a farm. “Perhaps we once plowed adjoining fields,” I think but do not inquire too closely as I like the picture that now floats up into my mind. I fancy him plowing on a sloping hillside while on another hillside, across a valley, I am also plowing. It is spring. How sweet the earth smells under our feet.

And now I am at my hotel in the university town and have gone upstairs to my room. The other plowman is now lecturing every day in this university and I am going about delivering lectures about the art of writing.

“You cannot be a great man and be human. I would like to be a great man. I so detest men who think themselves important. It is so nice to be unknown, to slip quietly through streets, seeing life while remaining unseen, feeling life, yourself unseen and unknown.” Dancing thoughts in my head now. Alone in my room I could make such a wonderful speech.

I am ashamed to light the light in my room at the hotel. Why am I not a praying man? It would be so helpful to pray, for wisdom let us say. “This lecturing business is so exciting and interesting. I love it.

“This lecturing business is so terrible. It makes me feel so cheap.”

And now I have crawled into bed and my light is out for the night. Faces crowding up to me, lips ask questions. I float off to sleep accompanied by a sea of floating questioning faces.

But just before I sleep I think — there was that place in my lecture. By making it just a little different I shall get more of a rise out of my audiences.

It is the showman in me who comes back and who takes command just before I float off to sleep.


NOTES OUT OF A MAN’S LIFE

NOTE 17
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YOU LIE IN bed in the early morning half asleep, half awake. Someone is moving in the house. In the street outside feet are shuffling on the sidewalk.

Full consciousness is just before you and back of you lies the lack of consciousness, sleep and dreams. Chance may send you either road.

In such a state I invariably become something other than myself. This morning I became an old Frenchman living in the city of New Orleans. My wife was younger than myself. There was a flirtation going on between her and another Frenchman. The other Frenchman had long been my friend.

He came often to see me, wanting really to see my wife. To get him she would have to break down his loyalty to me.

For a long time the play went on. There was material for a complete novel as the swift scenes passed racing through the field of my fancy. Although I had become the old Frenchman, felt all he felt, knew his thoughts, his feelings, he was also outside me and presented himself as a charming ridiculous old fellow.

 

NOTE 18

I have often wondered at the relationship of people to the animal side of life.

Farmers, cattle-raisers, steamboat men, railroad men — know certain things about life, about animals, others do not know.

A poet I know was not well and went into the country to restore his health. As he was poor he had to work and so hired himself to a farmer. He was set to pitching manure.

Days and days of that. In time the green fields became to him but great heaps of manure. All became manure in the end.

The literature of the South is far removed from the soil. The stench is gone out of it. New Orleans, for example, is a city of smells. It reeks with smells from the earth, the sea, the river, the houses, the markets, the swamps. In the moist heavy air the smells hang all day and all night but in Southern stories nothing is mentioned but the magnolia.

As though in resentment at thus being singled out the magnolia will not be touched. It is a great white flower — splendid like a splendid woman — but touch it with but the tip of the finger or the nose and it becomes black. It also becomes manure.

 

NOTE 19

The writer is seeking a certain tune, a rhythm. When he has caught it the words and sentences flow freely. There is a new cunning, a new majesty to his thoughts. To speak of him as working is absurd. As well speak of a stream working as it flows down to the sea.

Tales are everywhere. Every man, woman and child you meet on the street has a tale for you. In the old days in Chicago I used to come out of my room after writing for three or four hours and sometimes had to walk along looking down at the sidewalks.

When I had been working well there was a kind of insanity of consciousness. There may be little nerves in the body that, if we could bear having them become sensitive enough, would tell us everything about every person we meet.

I confess I am more sensitive to women than to men. If I had actually — with my body — made love to all the women toward whom I have felt love I would be dead long since.

For several years now I have been a semipublic character. My person, my morals, my character, my impulses as a writer have been discussed in public prints.

I have never thought any of the critics who have dissected me have got me right. Perhaps no man ever thinks another has got him right.

The point is that there is no use concealing anything. I am a sort of showman. If it were possible I would like to be a quiet retiring gentleman, concealing everything from my fellows.

There is no flavor to such nakedness. Nothing worthwhile knowing can be concealed. Telling what you already know is an insult to your intelligence.

And anyway, surfaces — houses in which people live, the clothes they wear — these things have their own value — their own possibilities of beauty.

In the streets of Chicago I walked with my eyes on the sidewalk refusing to look at people because their faces all had stories to tell and I could not receive them.

There was no strength in me to tell the tales. I bumped against people and several times came near being killed by motors.

I went to the lake. The lake, the sea, trees, rivers, negroes working in fields, these things rested me so that I could feel and work again.

When I was rested I went into a room where a woman sat. Let us suppose this to have happened when I was young. Her being married or not married had nothing to do with the matter.

She spoke of the theater, of the work of some painter — of music. If she were of an age that made her physically attractive to me two conversations went on. We spoke certain words and thought others. Often things hung in the balance. A word from her or from me would have opened up vast reservoirs of possibilities in our relations.

When I was younger, stronger, and perhaps more foolish, I used to think it would be well if everyone spoke their hidden thoughts aloud. Later I grew away from that notion. No one is good enough, strong enough, rich enough.

What I have just now been writing related to work, that is to say to writing, singing, dancing, painting, is difficult to say in words.

The relation you seek always exists. The rhythm you are seeking in any of the arts lies just below the surface of things in nature. To get below the surface, to get the lower rhythm into your hands, your body, your mind, is what you seek but having achieved it you are soon exhausted. It is necessary to come back to the surface, to be like a tree or a field. Men who can work at any time in any art have no relation to their art at all. Their relation to their work has no more reality than the giving of her body by a prostitute has to do with the reality of love.

 

NOTE 20

A woman reappears with whom I am presumed to have had an affair. In reality the affair did not come off but now she is quite convinced it did.

For some months — during a summer several years ago — the woman and I were much together. She was at a hotel in the mountains and I had gone to visit an acquaintance, a painter, in a nearby cabin.

The painter had been very lonely until I came and then, after I came, he suddenly began working.

That was all right for him but I could not work. I was in one of my dead indolent periods. His industry drove me mad. I could not bear the sight of him, working madly.

Like an idle woman I became a flirt to pass the time. I took up with the woman at the hotel who was glad enough to have me. She was one of the sort destined to play always along the dead line, never by any chance stepping over.

Well, I served her purpose, she mine. I walked with her in the fields, in the woods.

At night sometimes we came back to her hotel at two o’clock. All the other guests at the hotel gossiped. My friend, the painter, laughed. He was working. “Why do you not work? What are you up to? Such a woman — the devil.”

He did not understand that I could not work. I was nasty inside, a mess.

So was the woman. We were fellows — for the time.

Her reputation was being ruined — or made. In reality she wanted the name of having affairs with men without having them. There are many such women.

One night — the moon was shining — it was midnight.

We sat down in the darkness by a little creek. In an open field nearby two little wild animals made love.

Afterward I thought we came near something but I was wrong. In the woman’s fancy, later, that may have been the time and place when it happened.

Suddenly I was through with her. I left my friend and went away to the city. After another month I began working. Inside myself some minute readjustment had been made. I felt clean and healthy again.

I did not see the woman, did not think of her. My sudden disappearance had stirred up endless talk. I was heartless — had taken what I wanted and had gone away. The woman went about looking sad, a wronged woman. My friend, the painter, used to tell about it and laugh.

 

When two years later I saw her she took me aside, into the darkness, and talked to me. It was at a party at a friend’s house. She talked of the danger she had been in. For a month she did not know. What a relief when she found nothing serious had happened.

“I would not have asked you to marry me. You are an artist. We women must lead our own lives, take our own chances.”

The woman has a conviction. I have not disturbed it. Some of her friends, to whom she has talked, think she has been badly treated.

I shall do nothing to disturb her conviction. It may be that such fancied experiences with men are the only kind she will ever have.

 

NOTE 21

A man came yesterday and told me a story of his first affair with a woman. How we got on the subject I can’t remember. Men often drift to it unconsciously. All relations are difficult and puzzling.

The man talking to me was fifty and gray, a dignified looking man with a mustache. As he talked his voice was somewhat sad. No doubt he regretted the passing years.

When he was fifteen he was employed about the house of a storekeeper. The storekeeper was forty-five and had married a woman of twenty-five. Often the man went away, for three or four days at a time.

The young man worked about the stable and in the house. He slept on a cot in a little room downstairs while the merchant and his younger wife slept upstairs.

At that time, my visitor told me, he had no idea of anything happening. When a woman was married she was married. What was settled was settled. About young unmarried girls he had thoughts enough but older married women — well, he did not think of them at all.

He was half a servant in the house where he then lived but when the man of the house went away his position changed. He and the young woman began to play about. As he walked along a hallway she came creeping up behind. She pushed him and ran away laughing.

When the storekeeper was out of town they were one day washing windows. The woman put the water on the windows and washed them clean and the young man dried them with a cloth. She had put on old clothes and her dress was torn. Perhaps she had purposely torn it. He kept catching glimpses of her round breasts. She looked at him and laughed.

That night on his cot he could not sleep and she could not sleep in her room. He had left the door of his room partly open and she came down stairs and creeping to the door looked in. He pretended to sleep and then, when she had returned to her own room upstairs, he crept up and looked in at her.

He did it three times and she did it three times and then, when he was doing it the fourth time, she whispered to him from the dark room.

He went in to her and all was silent. The whole affair was carried on in darkness and silence. In the daytime, after that, she never spoke to him except about his work and whereas, in the past, she had been rather indulgent she now became severe.

He was sure that, in the daytime, she succeeded in quite convincing herself nothing had happened.

Once when she had been very severe and had rebuked him in the presence of her husband he flared up and left the place.

There was an odd moment, the man woman and boy standing facing each other. Later the boy hoped she had been hurt by his desertion. He could not tell. She stood stoutly by her guns, as though nothing had happened. In the darkness and silence she had been very tender with him. Now she was as hard as a stone.

At any rate, my visitor said, if there had ever been any suspicion, she must, by her brutality, have firmly established herself with her husband that day when he left.

 

NOTE 22

I had put a fellow novelist into one of my books. In a certain situation he had failed to draw the line and I said so.

He came to visit me. His personal life was also involved and difficult. When I saw the position into which he had got himself by failing to draw the line in life, as he had failed to draw it in the fanciful life of his books, I took out of my book the brutal note in the reference to him.

It is all very well to call a man names who can get even with you but it is dreadful when you know he can’t.


AN APOLOGY FOR CRUDITY
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FOR A LONG time I have believed that crudity, is an inevitable quality in the production of a really significant present-day American literature. How indeed is one to escape the obvious fact that there is as yet no native subtlety of thought or living among us? And if we are a crude and childlike people how can our literature hope to escape the influence of that fact? Why indeed should we want it to escape?

If you are in doubt as to the crudity of thought in America, try an experiment. Come out of your offices, where you sit writing and thinking, and try living with us. Get on a train at Pittsburgh and go west to the mountains of Colorado. Stop for a time in our towns and cities. Stay for a week in some Iowa cornshipping town and for another week in one of the Chicago clubs. As you loiter about read our newspapers and listen to our conversations, remembering, if you will, that as you see us in the towns and cities, so we are. We are not subtle enough to conceal ourselves and he who runs with open eyes through the Mississippi Valley may read the story of the Mississippi Valley.

It is a remarkable story and we have not yet begun to tell the half of it. A little, I think, I know why. It is because we who write have drawn ourselves away. We have not had faith in our own people and in the story of our people. If we are crude and childlike that is our story and our writing men must learn to dare to come among us until they know the story. The telling of the story depends, I believe, upon their learning that lesson and accepting that burden.

To my room, which is on a street near the loop in the city of Chicago, come men who write. They talk and I talk. We are fools. We talk of writers of the old world and the beauty and subtlety of the work they do. Below us the roaring city lies like a great animal on the prairies, but we do not run out to the prairies. We stay in our rooms and talk.

And so, having listened to talk and having myself talked overmuch, I grow weary of talk and walk in the streets. As I walk alone an old truth comes home to me and I know that we shall never have an American literature until we return to faith in ourselves and to the facing of our own limitations. We must, in some way, become in ourselves more like our fellows, more simple and real.

For surely it does not follow that because we Americans are a people without subtlety we are a dull or uninteresting people. Our literature is dull but we are not. Remember how Dostoievsky had faith in the simplicity of the Russians and what he achieved. He lived and he expressed the life of his time and people. The thing that he did brings hope of achievement for our men.

But we should first of all accept certain truths. Why should we Americans aspire to an appearance of subtlety that belongs not to us but to old lands and places? Why talk of intellectuality and of intellectual life when we have not accepted the life we have? There is death on that road and following it has brought death into much of American writing. Can you doubt what I say? Consider the smooth slickness of the average magazine story. There is often great subtlety of plot and phrase but there is no reality. Can such work be important? The answer is that the most popular magazine story or novel does not live in our minds for a month.

And what are we to do about it? To me it seems that as writers we shall have to throw ourselves with greater daring into life. We shall have to begin to write out of the people and not for the people. We shall have to find within ourselves a little of that courage. To continue along the road we are traveling is unthinkable. To draw ourselves apart, to live in little groups and console ourselves with the thought that we are achieving intellectuality is to get nowhere. By such a road we can hope only to go on producing a literature that has nothing to do with life as it is lived in these United States.

To be sure the doing of the thing I am talking about will not be easy. America is a land of objective writing and thinking. New paths will have to be made. The subjective impulse is almost unknown to us. Because it is close to life it works out into crude and broken forms. It leads along a road that such American masters of prose as James and Howells did not want to take but if we are to get anywhere we shall have to travel the road.

The road is rough. Who, knowing our America and understanding the life in our towns and cities, can close his eyes to the fact that life here is for the most part an ugly affair? As a people we have given ourselves to industrialism and industrialism is not lovely. If anyone can find beauty in an American factory town I wish he would show me the way. For myself I cannot find it. To me, and I am living in industrial life, the whole thing is as ugly as modern war. I have to accept that fact and I believe a great step forward will have been taken when it is more generally accepted.

But why, I am constantly asked, is crudity and ugliness necessary? Why cannot a man like Mr. Dreiser write in the spirit of the early Americans, why cannot he see fun in life? What we want is the note of health. In the work of Mark Twain there was something wholesome and sweet. Why cannot the modern man be also wholesome and sweet?

To this I make answer that to me a man, say like Mr. Dreiser, is wholesome. He is true to something in the life about him and truth is always wholesome. Twain and Whitman wrote out of another age, out of an age and a land of forests and rivers. The dominant note of American life in their time was the noisy swaggering raftsman and the hairy-breasted woodsman. Today it is not so. The dominant note in American life today is the factory hand. When we have digested that fact, we can begin to approach the task of the present-day novelist with a new point of view.

It is, I believe, self-evident that the work of the novelist must always lie somewhat outside the field of philosophic thought. Your true novelist is a man gone a little mad with the life of his time. As he goes through life he lives, not in himself, but in many people. Through his brain march figures and groups of figures. Out of the many figures one emerges. If he be at all sensitive to the life about him and that life be crude the figure that emerges will be crude and will crudely express itself.

I do not know how far a man may go on the road of subjective writing. The matter, I admit, puzzles me. There is something approaching insanity in the very idea of sinking yourself too deeply into modern American industrial life.

But it is my contention that there is no other road. If a man would avoid neat slick writing he must at least attempt to be brother to his brothers and live as the men of his time live. He must share with them the crude expression of their lives. To our grandchildren the privilege of attempting to produce a school of American writing that has more delicacy and color may come as a matter of course. I hope that will be true but it is not true now. And that is why, with so many of the younger Americans, I put my faith in the modern literary adventurers. We shall, I am sure, have much crude blundering American writing before the gift of beauty and subtlety in prose shall honestly belong to us.


KING COAL
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AT one time in my life I lived for nearly a KING year in mining towns, going from one of them to another and doing the work at which I then made my living and the experiences of that year did something to me, left on my sensibilities a kind of raw and tender place that has never quite healed. A great deal of water has run under my particular bridge since that year but sometimes yet I awake at night and find myself in imagination again on the main street of one of those towns and feel again, in the human beings about me, a kind of dreary horror of life unmatched anywhere except in the most dismal slum streets of our cities.

During the night it is true such towns, seen from some nearby hill, have a kind of magnificence. I walked from the hotel, through the main street, past stores, and in the old days past saloons. Nowadays I dare say the saloons have become bootlegging establishments with a frontage of bottles of grape juice and Coca Cola and their proprietors are more prosperous.

Some ten or twelve years ago, however, they were poor enough places. And over the goods on the shelves of the general store as over the faces of the idlers in the saloons and the sheets in the beds at your hotel lay a fine thin film of black dust. These millions of tons of black stones that burn, jerked so violently up out of the ground and hurled here and there in long trains over the country to distant towns and cities had not come out of ground without protest. They had at least left this ineffaceable trail of black dust behind. It was everywhere, on the little patches of grass that tried to struggle up out of the ground beside the miners’ houses in the spring, on the leaves of the poor diseased-looking trees scattered about, in the little creases under the eyes of children, in the hems of the garments of the women, in the hair and beards of the men. The little nerves of the nostrils became coated so that there was an almost permanent dulling of the sense of smell and I constantly tasted coal dust in the food at the hotels.

When at night, however, I had walked through the town and had climbed by a winding earth road into the hills I looked back with a little gasp of astonishment that a thing seen near at hand could be so dismal and dreary and at a distance and at night so magnificent. Perhaps I am destined to get always, when I stand a little away and look at it, these two distinct impressions of every aspect of our industrial age. Always there is this feeling of the futility and the apparent meaninglessness of individual lives against this background of something huge, uncontrolled, and diabolically strong tramping over the land and leaving this black trail of dust behind.

I was in the hills above a mining town and it was night. In the darkness the sense of black dust lying over everything was lost. As I stood looking down the main street, the stores, with the dirty dust-covered windows, the miserable shed-like houses and the black-faced men tramping homeward through the streets, were lost to sight. Of the mining town in which these men and women were to live out whole lives there was nothing left but the street lamps that now looked like fireflies in the soft darkness below.

And the mines. The mines make themselves felt in the darkness. If the coal that came from the mines of the town above which I stood was coking coal there was also the long lines of coke ovens stretching away to the right and left and making each a soft glow of light in the darkness.

Noises arose. There was the rattling bang of a half carload of coal that went roaring down from the tipple. Engines were shunting coal cars about. They had a great rattling machine, larger than a miner’s dwelling, that was bouncing and sorting the coal in a long shed perched high in the air above the mouth of the mine. I got sharply the sense of something huge breathing down there. The imagination leaped across the little space between sanity and insanity. At any rate the miner, the individual man or woman in the town below, became lost. He was now as indistinguishable as an ant, one of the swarm of ants that scurry away in all directions when you have kicked over an ant hill in the fields. Now and then a human could be seen in the distance. There was a glare of light from the headlight of a locomotive or from a torch burning beside the tracks and across the little patch of light the dark figure flitted.

There was no doubt something living there. Buried away under the ground men were boring and digging and blasting. There was even another railroad beneath the surface of the ground. In the darkness the rows of coke ovens were like the glistening teeth of a giant. Something sleeping in the ground under the hills was being troubled in its inner digestive parts and was ill. The giant was being made to spew forth coal that men in a million houses might be warmed on cold nights and that factories might be run both day and night in many towns and cities. As the Rotary Club member would say, “The old pep was being put into the modern industrial world.” How sad that the process of doing it should involve all this dreariness, this thankless labor and this endless breathing, eating and wearing, like a veil over the garments, this film of black dust.

As for myself, I suppose there was something in me that perversely would not see splendor where splendor was so obviously intended. Since boyhood I had been told — first by my own father and by the older men of my home town in Ohio, the men who were interested in me and did want with all their hearts to set me going straight in life, and later by other men I met everywhere, in the cities and on trains and in the pages of magazines and newspapers and even by men of the colleges — that all of this roaring noise, this breathing of smoke and black dust, this quick throwing up and tearing down of cities, this thing we so grandiloquently call America’s Industrial Progress, was a thing of meaning. Ye gods of darkness, get ye behind me. Give me eyes to see into the darkness at the foot of this hill. To me the whole thing has no meaning at all. I am unconvinced that mankind is going anywhere by this road. Show me wherein all this tickling of the lining of Earth’s stomach until he becomes ill and spews forth these millions of tons of coal, wherein all this endless blackening of lives has brought anything at all of light beauty or meaning into the life of miner or mine owner, factory worker or stockholder in the shares of factories, and by my ungrown beard I swear I shall join the Elks, the Rotary Club and all the Progress Clubs that will have me and for the rest of my days shall write nothing but pep editorials for Chicago or Detroit newspapers.

Some evil fate it is that has made me so bad an American. I myself came from a town in Ohio that has not, at the time I write, become the stirring industrial center its Chamber of Commerce would like to make it. But all about it are towns that have been more successfully ambitious.

I have in mind now such a town. A few years ago it was an American village inhabited only by ex-farmers, by artisans, by a few professional men, doctors, lawyers and the like, and by the merchants. And what another thing altogether it has become now.

It happened that I saw life in the town in the days before the factories came and before mountains of coal lay heaped beside the railroad tracks.

The older life in such an American town of the Middle West was not, I suppose, ideal, but I have always had the feeling that something I very much value had begun to grow there before it became choked with coal dust. Mr. Van Wyck Brooks, Mr. Waldo Frank and others who have analyzed the influence of such towns have not told all the story. A little there was recognition of the rights of the individual to his idiosyncrasies. Queer Rabelaisian old fellows who knew how to laugh and how to arouse deep laughter in others abounded. In the stores and on the streets in the evening men talked of baseball, horseracing, the best and fastest way to husk corn and how was the best way to get along with a woman. And there were among us not a few men who had a love for books and learning.

In the town of which I am now speaking I remember there was an old man who had come there to rest from his adventures. Why he came I cannot say. He had been some sort of officeholder in the South during the reconstruction days after the Civil War and had perhaps made away with unlawful moneys which he thought had better be spent in an obscure place.

There was a good deal of rascality in him, let us say. Into his old eyes a wicked gleam came at times and I have walked with him and have seen how the figure of a handsome woman in the street made him strut like an old turkey cock, but he did love books and knew well his Shakespeare, his Burns, Milton, Goethe and Keats. To his house I went sometimes on summer evenings with other fellows of the place, mere fledgling boys like myself, to sit on the front porch and to be his guest.

The house stood with its back to a small river that made a murmuring sound in the quiet evening and from the front porch we could look down, a half dozen blocks, into Main Street.

We gathered there on summer evenings to hear the old man spout poetry and we did not bring our “girls,” the event being, we felt, a sort of “men only” affair.

The old man, who perhaps secretly regretted that he had not become a Keene or a Booth rather than a carpet-bagger, was given to moments of a sort of Rabelaisian broadness of development of the theme touched upon by the poet. He had little patches of white hair brushed forward from the back of his skull and as he walked up and down under a hanging lamp inside the house and behind a screen door he made a great business of running his hands through it.

I get inevitably a sharp contrast between these nights and later nights in the hills above mining towns and in the streets of roaring hustling industrial towns. For one thing there was leisure. The sleeping giant had not really been disturbed under the hills and had not yet set out upon his conquests.

And in the meantime, on the porch of the old man’s house, we lads sat mightily impressed by his learning and from inside the house came the cadence of the words of the poets.

Before us lay the short residence street and at the end of that the main street. The Ford and the movies, products also of the Age of Progress, of the Age of Coal, had not yet come and automobiles of any sort were a rare sight.

We sat, you see, not thinking but having the songs of old singers poured into us. In all the houses along the streets lived people my companions knew. Even at that distance when a man or a woman went across the patch of light that marked the debouchment of the residence street into Main Street he was known to the young men sitting about me, by his gait, by the way he carried his shoulders or by a peculiar swing of the arms. There came a pause in the old man’s proclaiming of the verses of the poets. I am somewhat loath to mention such details to sensitive readers but the truth is the old man was a great chewer of finecut tobacco and had a spittoon in the front room of his house beside the table on which his books lay.

“Well, now I am going to read you one of the greatest poems ever written in our language.” He always said that no matter what poem he was about to read. He paused to put a fresh quid of tobacco into his mouth and to tuck it away out of the track of his tongue. Did not Demosthenes put little stones so when he spouted poetry by the seashore?

In any event there was a period of silence and at that moment a man passed through the spot of light at the end of the street. “There goes Ed Prousey. His daughter Emma has got into trouble. I bet you what, Will Tuttle will have to marry her now,” said one of my companions.

I remember that after such an evening we youngsters walked home rather quietly in the darkness. — I boarded at the house of one Trundle, a teamster, and had to go the last three blocks alone. The man spent his days out of doors doing heavy work and except on Saturdays evenings the house was early silent and dark.

Perhaps I romanticize this whole matter. I cannot quite make out. It seems to me now that, as I stumbled forward over uneven sidewalks in the darkness and sat afterward in the darkness on the Trundles’ front porch looking at the blue-black summer sky and listening to the occasional night noises, the barking of a dog or the sharp sound of hoof beats on a distant road where some young farmhand was hurrying homeward after an evening in town with his girl; that at such moments something happened to me more deeply significant in my own life than any number of millions of tons of coal mined in a year, the profits and losses of coal mining companies, or the wage to be paid miners. For an hour I sat, and it seems to me that in that hour and by way of the old carpet-bagger something came floating down to me from many men of the old times who, on distant hills and in the streets of cities of an older world, had made songs that now were being resung within me. Sentences that, when the old man read them, had not issued clearly from among the march of many sentences now stepped forth and got themselves looked at and listened to. My lips reformed the sentences the lips of men now dead had formed and, perhaps, caught a little the rhythm, the swing, and the significance of them, and I am sure something of the same sort must have happened to the other lads who had spent the evening with me in the company of the old man. I was at that time intent upon learning the mysteries of the house-painters’ trade and as I went through the streets on the next day clad in my overalls I perhaps met one of my companions of the evening before. We stopped and stood talking for a moment. Then he threw his arms above his head and began stretching and yawning. “I didn’t get to sleep very early last night. After I went to bed I got to thinking and couldn’t sleep at all,” he said.

The whole point of which meandering tale being, I think, that it is entirely possible that we Americans may some day awaken to find we have long been traveling a blind trail toward fullness of life. It is true, isn’t it, that what we want is leisure, a chance to live more fully? Does not the preamble to our Declaration of Independence say something about the pursuit of happiness?

For my own part the people I know and love all live in industrial towns and are all in some way slaves to that giant we have disturbed in his sleep under the ground, disturbed without really putting the harness upon him. I rather expect I shall myself live and die in such towns and I do not like the prospect, even though I may care greatly for the people who are in the same fix as myself. Things have moved with unbelievable rapidity in not only one but a thousand towns of Mid-America since I sat with my comrades on the porch of the carpetbagger’s house and heard from his lips the voices of poets. Within the year I have revisited that place.

On the particular street along which we looked on the summer evenings now stands a long row of factories, their grim walls reëchoing at night to the footsteps of a new kind of men. It is quite true and must not be denied. The America of today is not the America of a very few years ago. As to the future America: can a youth spent at the movies, spent whirling through the streets in motor cars, or in the grim residence districts that almost inevitably grow up about factories in our towns or cities, be of the same quality as the youth of the last generation? Surely not. I do not deny to this newer youth its quality. Perhaps the only trouble with me is that there is something here I cannot digest. You see I’m only asking questions after all.

And there is one question keeps coming back and back, whenever my mind gets on this subject. It seems to me that love has much to do with the fiber and quality of men as citizens of a country and the whole matter of hustling pushing coal-mining factory-building modern life for the most part remains in my mind in the form of annoying and to me unanswerable questions. I find myself going about day after day and asking myself such questions as these: “Can a man love a coal mine or a coal-mining town, a factory, a real-estate boomer, the Twentieth Century Limited, a Ford, a movie or a movie actress, a modern daily newspaper, or a freight car? If a man live in a street in a modern industrial town can he love that street? If a man does not love the little patch of ground on which his own house may stand can he in any sense love the street, the city, the state, the country of which it is a part?” The questions are disquieting. The love of country is to my mind a necessary part of a full and happy life and I do not like to think that love of country may in the end be a thing like modern religion, occasionally pumped into temporary life by some political Billy Sunday and by propaganda in the newspapers.

Well, I write freely when I write what I feel and my own feeling is that coal and the industrial power that has come from coal and the coal mines is now king. The black giant, disturbed in his sleep, has set forth and has conquered. We all breathe his black breath.

Also I believe that self-respecting men, once they have accepted a town or a country as their town or country, do want to bring something like beauty into the place where their lives are to be lived and that in this king there is as yet little beauty. Having been disturbed in his bed in the hills he has set out, Hunlike, to conquer and will conquer. Even as I write he is on the march, with a vanguard of Rotary Club members, invading new towns, building newer and larger cities, breathing his black breath over greater and greater stretches of green country.

The king is, I admit, King.

What a laugh the word “democracy” must sometimes stir within his black bowels!

May one be ribald when a King is crowned?

It has long been my desire to be a little worm in the fair apple of Progress.

As I sit writing and feeling very important and serious about this whole matter of what coal and industrialism is doing to the towns of the Middle West I do have to stop and for a sane moment think that I know little of the matter about which I have made all these words. And it happens I am at this moment sitting in one of the few spots in America where coal is not king.

Perched out on the lip of that Mississippi River that drains nearly the whole of Mid-America there is a city within a city. Where the new and modern city of New Orleans begins, some ten city blocks away from where I sit, the king is King; but in this old French and Creole town, hidden away, half forgotten in its corner, we can make him sing low.

It is afternoon and cool here, and the night will be cooler. I shiver a little as I sit writing of that Coal King who is making so many great fires burn in so many places. I look at my empty fireplace.

From the street there comes a cry that is also a song. I run out on my little balcony KING COAL, and look down. A ragged negro is driving a bony horse along the street and to the horse is hitched a wagon with wobbly wheels. There are a dozen bushels of coal in the wagon and the driver has made himself a song.

 

“Do you want any coal?

It’s gwy’an be cold.

Do you want any coal?

It’s gwy’an be cold.”

 

Is he one who sells three buckets of coal for four bits or does he give but two? There is a moment of intense mutual inspection and then from a window on the floor below my landlady comes to my rescue. She speaks sharply a few words of Creole French and a delightful grin spreads over the black face. “Sho, boss. Three heapen ones,” he says, and comes up the stairway with my portion of fire and comfort in a broken bushel basket on his shoulder. He is preceded by my friend the landlady who has brought an old iron tub to sit beside my hearth and hold the coal.

And so all is well. I sit and contemplate mankind and such things as social progress or decay with a calm mind.

Why not? My fire burns! The King has been humbled.

The King is in a washtub and I burn his bones.

Another delightful thought comes. In the end the King may lose the battle, after all. It would be a delicious outcome of the whole affair if, gradually, year after year, an ever and ever increasing number of men should decide that the spoils offered in the King’s service were not worth the price of service and should manage in some way to get the King at last into a place where he is compelled to coo him softly like a suckling dove, as he does here in this forgotten spot where Progress is unknown.


NOTES OUT OF A MAN’S LIFE
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NOTE 23

IF some white artist could go among the negroes and live with them much beautiful stuff might be got. The trouble is that no American white man could do it without self-consciousness. The best thing is to stand aside, listen and wait. If I can be impersonal in the presence of black laborers, watch the dance of bodies, hear the song, I may learn something.

 

NOTE 24

A dream — I saw a tall fine-looking man with a light coming from his forehead. Everything hung suspended in space. A beautiful, rather sensual-looking woman, quite naked, was half turned, in just the position taken by a baseball pitcher about to throw a ball.

Later, I saw negro women framed by windows as pictures are framed. There were no buildings, just the framed windows floating in space.

At each window was a negro woman and they were all old. They were old house servants, field hands, cotton pickers. As I saw each face the woman’s whole story was revealed. Years of labor close down to the soil, the soil running through the fingers. When they were young women, nights sitting by a river or by a bayou. Dark earth-floored cabins. The big house of the whites, with lights shining in the distance.

Sometimes the negro men were violent. They took knives and cut each other.

At other times many negroes sat on the ground together and sang.

The connection between the man with the light in his forehead, the naked white woman and the faces of aged negro women was not much. There are no direct connections made in such dreams. One feels sensuality, wonder, interest, quite naturally — is unashamed, does not try to be logical. It may be that thus the negro gets life. As for myself I leave the fact that I have such dreams to the psychoanalysts.

 

NOTE 25

A friend of mine was on a boat coming from the South Seas. On the boat was another American, from the South, from the State of Mississippi. As the night was hot and they could not sleep they sat on the deck talking.

The talk turned to negro life in the American South and the Southerner told a tale.

When he was a young man he, the Southerner, went with another young man to hunt. In the late afternoon they came out of a cane-brake and up onto a levee facing the Mississippi River.

At that moment a buggy came tearing along the levee top. It was driven by a young white woman of the neighborhood and she was terribly excited. She kept lashing the horse with a buggy whip and when she saw the white men she screamed.

The white men managed to stop the horse and inquired the reason for her terror. A negro man had come alone out of the canebrake a half mile below.

She had been frightened. Many terrible things, she reminded them, had happened in the South.

The young white men ran along the levee, their guns in their hands. When they came to the negro, a man of thirty-five and the father of a family, they presented their guns and made him march before them into the canebrake. They kept swearing, “You black son of a bitch.” As they tied him securely to a tree he kept protesting. What had he done? “You know well enough, you black son of a bitch.”

When they had him tied one of them took his hunting knife and cut off an ear. Then he handed the knife to his friend who took the other ear. They were collecting souvenirs of the occasion.

The negro man was left tied in the canebrake several hours. It was very hot and the mosquitoes came in swarms. Later, other negroes came and cut him loose.

The two young men dried the ears and kept them. The man on the boat, when he had told the story, went down to his cabin to get his dried ear and show it. He seemed to think it — my friend said — a symbol of the superiority of the whites.

 

NOTE 26

Dreamed of running horses. Their names sang in my head all night. In my dreams, when they were running, they ran to a rhythm produced by the chanting of the names. Something in me seemed to flow with the names, with the bodies of the horses.

 

NOTE 27

The Mississippi River drives me to despair. I go to it every day, spend hours walking beside it. I get on boats and travel up and down the river. Stories should be so written that they flow toward their inevitable end as majestically and powerfully as the great river flows down to the Gulf.

 

NOTE 28

Business men, workers, and others not directly concerned with the arts think of all practicing artists as a race apart. There is no discrimination. All writers, painters, musicians, actors, are put in one class. An Irvin Cobb, a Harold Bell Wright, a Henry Fielding, a Dreiser, a De Foe — it is all one thing.

To know such men at all your occupation must be concealed. When I travel about I become what my fancy at the moment dictates. I am a cotton planter, a fireman from Cleveland, Ohio, taking a vacation, a horse owner, a gambler.

Being a gambler or horse owner goes best. Something about my looks betrays me when I pick out other occupations. In the popular mind the artist is easier associated, perhaps not unfairly, with the gambler, the sport, or the criminal.

 

NOTE 29

He was a manufacturer’s agent in New Orleans and sold printers’ ink. The storeroom where he kept his supplies was in the old city, near the Museum and the old Cathedral. It is delightful to walk in that part of the old city, just as evening comes, when the light is uncertain.

I used to see him at work in the dark storehouse under an electric lamp and one evening I went in.

He was making a wooden model of an American clipper ship and it was lovely.

I asked him about it. This is the tale he told me. He was fifty-five. His wife was dead and his children were married. He had never been a great success in business. Once he made considerable money — but later.

He had got an agency — selling printers’ ink in New Orleans. In his younger years he lived in a Northern city where men hustled more. In New Orleans he could take things easier. Rents were lower. He knew a good many small printers. They bought ink from him. Why not? He sold good ink. The price was all right.

One day he was in the Museum where there are a good many rather fine models of old ships. New Orleans is a seafaring town. In the old days of sailing ships a good many sailors used to carve such models of ships during long voyages.

In the Museum there was a man from the state university of an interior state. He had come to New Orleans to buy models of old ships but there were none to be found. Nowadays they are picked up by curio dealers who buy them at a high price. The rich want them to put on library shelves above the books. They are no doubt made now in some factory.

The man from the interior was puzzled. Could a man be found who would carve from models in the museum a few such ships?

The wholesale dealer in ink stepped forward. “I’ll do it,” he said. He had never carved anything but when he was a boy in Philadelphia he spent a great deal of time in the shipping. At night, as a boy, he dreamed of ships.

The man seeking ship models asked him how much he would charge. “Thirty dollars each. It will take me a long time. I won’t ask you to pay me anything down. When I have completed the models, if you do not like them, it will be all right.”

The whole affair, the old man told me, had been foolish enough. He had never used tools. Books concerning ships had to be bought. His hands had to be trained.

When I saw him he was completing the first model that satisfied him. It was the fourth one he had attempted and the first three had been burned.

“Will you do the others?” I asked. “Surely,” he said. He worked every evening from six until nearly midnight. He had never been so well, so contented. “The whole foolish business has cost me nearly two hundred dollars. It is the only thing I ever did that gave me any real satisfaction,” he said.

THE END
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Round Hill Cemetery, Marion, Virginia — Anderson’s final resting place
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Anderson’s grave
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